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        Strawberries in Winter
        Adrienne LaFrance

        Some years ago, trying to understand what it might take to break America's fever of political violence, I asked a former Justice Department official what she thought about the possibility of a second civil war in the United States.Mary McCord, a former federal prosecutor who has spent much of her career thinking about how to combat extremism, was worried about worsening political violence. (I favor a simple definition of political violence: actions intended to provoke or prevent change.) And like...

      

      
        Photos: Nepal's "Gen Z" Protests
        Alan Taylor

        Sunil Pradhan / Anadolu / GettyA protester carrying a Nepalese flag hangs a pirate flag as smoke and flames rise from the Singha Durbar, the seat of Nepal's government, in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 9, 2025.Ambir Tolang / NurPhoto / GettyYoung protesters demonstrate against corruption and the ban on social-media platforms by the government in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 8, 2025.Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / GettyAn aerial view shows demonstrators gathered outside Nepal's Parliament during a prot...

      

      
        Political Violence Could Devour Us All
        Graeme Wood

        Yesterday afternoon, at a Utah Valley University political event, hundreds of attendees watched the murder of 31-year-old Charlie Kirk, a conservative movement-builder and itinerant controversialist. Within hours, millions more had seen the gruesome video of the moment when, in mid-sentence, a bullet pierces Kirk's throat and streams of blood issue forth. It did not look like a survivable wound, and I am sorry to say that it was not. As a combat medic in Afghanistan once told me, "You can't put a...

      

      
        Six Ways to Start Early and Lift Your Mood
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.This column generally focuses on how to become happier. But over the years, I've found that the questions I most often get from readers are less about getting happier and more about becoming less unhappy. People inquire about how to resolve relationship disputes, quit a job they hate, or deal with anxiety and sadness. Getting happier or less unhappy might strike you as equivalent efforts, but the...

      

      
        Now Comes the Hard Part for MAHA
        Nicholas Florko

        Good politicians are rarely modest. The job requires an uncanny ability to sell each bit of incremental progress as a success in and of itself. That's especially true for someone like Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who dares to take on America's health problems and faces considerable skepticism from a large number of Americans--including many of those who work beneath him at the Department of Health and Human Services. Kennedy's overarching goal of addressing chronic disease could take many lifetimes to a...

      

      
        Democrats Are Still Debating Joe Biden's Decision to Run
        Jonathan Lemire

        Well, it's 2024 again.Democrats have tried to move on from the election and the months of agonizing soul-searching that at times has felt more like self-immolation. The party has struggled to articulate a positive vision for the future, and its poll numbers remain abysmal. But there have been at least a few bright spots, including a series of special elections, most recently for a House seat in Virginia that a Democrat won by a landslide this week.Instead of celebrating that victory, however, Dem...

      

      
        Trump's Dangerous Response to the Kirk Assassination
        Jonathan Chait

        It is possible that, in the history of America's radicalization spiral, the horrifying, cold-blooded assassination of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk will be recorded as only the second-most-dangerous event of September 10, 2025. If so, the more significant development will instead have been the speech that evening by President Donald Trump.If you did not listen to Trump's remarks, which have received only light attention from the media, you might have missed the chilling message they contai...

      

      
        Rupert Murdoch Gets His <em>Succession</em> Finale
        Kevin Townsend

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsHe was, after all, the eldest boy.The family drama that inspired HBO's Succession ended this week with a settlement that ensures Rupert Murdoch's conservative-media empire will pass to his oldest son, Lachlan. Three of Murdoch's other children will each reportedly receive $1.1 billion as part of the agreement. The saga's finale also seems to cement the politics of the news conglomerate.Before the deal, a persistent questi...

      

      
        The Era of Step-on-a-Rake Capitalism
        Derek Thompson

        Is Donald Trump a staunch capitalist, a secret socialist, a blend of the two, or none of the above? Depending on the day, it's hard to tell.Some of his initiatives are pure Ronald Reagan, such as his corporate-income tax cuts and deregulation efforts targeted at oil and gas. Some of his interventions would impress a Democratic Socialists of America chapter, such as demanding a public stake in Intel, requesting 15 percent of revenues from Nvidia's chip sales to China, and securing a "golden share"...

      

      
        The Question All Colleges Should Ask Themselves About AI
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Since the release of ChatGPT, in 2022, colleges and universities have been engaged in an experiment to discover whether artificially intelligent chatbots and the liberal-arts tradition can coexist. Notwithstanding a few exceptions, by now the answer is clear: They cannot. AI-enabled cheating is pretty much everywhere. As a May New York magazine essay put it, "students at large state schools, the Ivies, liberal-arts schools in New England, universities abroad, professional schools, and community c...

      

      
        A World-Changing Vaccination Campaign, in Photos
        Alan Taylor

        Bettmann / GettyOriginal caption, circa 1950: "Iron lungs line up in all-out war on polio at the new Ranchos Los Amigos Respiratory Center after being rushed from the Los Angeles County Hospital in specially constructed ambulances." The iron lungs, or tank respirators, were used to aid the breathing of polio patients suffering from weakness or paralysis of their diaphragms.Los Angeles Examiner / USC Libraries / Corbis / GettySix-year-old polio victim Peter Cugno is visited by the famous actor Wil...

      

      
        Will Israel Destroy Trump's Greatest Foreign-Policy Achievement?
        Yair Rosenberg

        Donald Trump's greatest foreign-policy achievement came out of nowhere. On August 13, 2020, with essentially no advance warning or leaks, the president announced on Twitter that Israel was establishing diplomatic and trade relations with the United Arab Emirates, a wealthy Middle Eastern country that had previously rejected the Jewish state's right to exist. "HUGE breakthrough today!" Trump wrote. "Historic Peace Agreement between our two GREAT friends, Israel and the United Arab Emirates!" After...

      

      
        The Funereal White House
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        It's hard to overstate just how much the conservative activist Charlie Kirk felt like family to many in Donald Trump's inner circle, and to the president himself.Kirk was close friends with Vice President J. D. Vance and with Trump's eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., regularly texting on small-group threads with them and a coterie of young male aides and allies. He was a frequent and welcome presence at the White House and at Trump's private Mar-a-Lago club. And his conservative youth organization, T...

      

      
        The Tragedy of Charlie Kirk's Killing
        George Packer

        In December 2023, I spent half a minute with Charlie Kirk in the bowels of the Phoenix Convention Center. Turning Point USA, the youth organization that he founded in 2012 and built into a right-wing juggernaut, was holding its annual convention in the city that the Chicago-born Kirk had made his home. Tall and dark-haired, he was moving quickly with a group of aides through a crowd of admirers. He had just exercised his considerable rhetorical talents in an opening address to 14,000 mostly young...

      

      
        When You Try to Kill the Negotiators, Negotiations End
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.Whether the senior Hamas officials Israel tried to kill in a surprise missile strike in Doha yesterday are still alive is an open question. But the U.S.-brokered peace deal they were meeting to consider is almost certainly dead.The diplomatic calculation is not difficult."When one party bombs the negotiating team of the other party, it's hard to see a path f...

      

      
        The Horrifying Assassination of Charlie Kirk
        David A. Graham

        The assassination of Charlie Kirk, the high-profile conservative activist, is apparently the latest in a string of terrifying acts of political violence in the United States. Real America's Voice, which aired Kirk's show, announced his death. He was 31.Kirk was shot during an appearance at Utah Valley University, just north of Provo, Utah. After initially saying that the police had arrested a suspect, the school now says that there is no suspect in custody, and the shooter's motive is not known. ...

      

      
        The Beginning of the End of NATO
        Robert Kagan

        Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.Early this morning, Russia sent a swarm of drones into Poland. The crisis of the NATO alliance that people on both sides of the Atlantic have been denying or trying to put off is now here: This is the moment when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to the defense of its allies.Ever since he began running for president, Donald Trum...

      

      
        Trump's Military Rule
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum examines how President Donald Trump's foreign-policy decisions are undermining U.S. alliances and global credibility. He discusses incidents including the detainment of South Korean workers in Georgia and alleged covert operations in Greenland. Frum argues that these actions reflect ego-driven weakness rather than leadership, and explores the broader consequences for ...

      

      
        Russia's Reckless Provocation
        Tom Nichols

        Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.Overnight, NATO fired shots against multiple Russian weapons that violated the alliance's airspace. According to Polish authorities, at least 19 Russian drones crossed into Poland last night, prompting a response from Polish and Dutch jets backed by support units from Germany and Italy. Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk told his Parliament it was "the closes...

      

      
        A U.S. Citizen Detained by ICE for Three Days Tells His Story
        Conor Friedersdorf

        George Retes is a 25-year-old U.S. Army veteran who served a tour in Iraq. On July 10, while on his way to work as a security guard at a Southern California cannabis farm, he was detained by federal immigration agents, despite telling them that he is an American citizen and that his wallet and identification were in his nearby car, Retes told me. While arresting him, the agents knelt on his back and his neck, he said, making it difficult for him to breathe. Held in a jail cell for three days and ...

      

      
        Search Millions of YouTube Videos Used to Train Generative AI
        Alex Reisner

        Editor's note: This search tool is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can read an analysis about these data sets here. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)

      

      
        AI Is Coming for YouTube Creators
        Alex Reisner

        Editor's note: This analysis is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can use the search tool directly here, to see whether videos you've created or watched are included in the data sets. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.When Jon Peters uploaded his first video to YouTube in 2010, he had no idea where it would lead. He was a professional woodworker running a small business...

      

      
        A Big Show About the Little Things
        Greta Rainbow

        The new season of The Summer I Turned Pretty, a melodrama about a love triangle set in a fictional beach town, opens with a classic dilemma. Isabel (played by Lola Tung), a college junior whom everyone calls "Belly," has made it off the waitlist to study abroad in Paris in the fall. But her excitement fades when she learns that her boyfriend--a senior--must complete an extra semester at home in the United States. He'll be sulking on campus alone while she's presumably fending off handsome European ...

      

      
        Russia Is Losing the War--Just Not to Ukraine
        Jeremy Shapiro

        Vladimir Putin, we've been told since the start of the war in Ukraine, has goals that extend well beyond territory: He seeks to upend the post-Cold War international order, to reconstruct the Soviet sphere of influence, and to allow Russia to reassume its rightful position as a world power equal to the United States. Bilateral summits, such as the recent one between Donald Trump and Putin in Anchorage, offer a symbolic recognition of that aspiration--as Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov highl...

      

      
        The Atlantic's October Cover Story: Jill Lepore on How the Radical Legal Philosophy of Originalism Has Undermined the Process of Constitutional Evolution
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's October cover story, "How Originalism Killed the Constitution," Jill Lepore argues that the Constitution is not a "dead" document as originalists contend--but rather, that the Founders intended for it to change and be amended over time, as the document itself makes plain. Failing to amend the Constitution as needed and desired is a lost opportunity and sets a dangerous course. Originalism's dominance, Lepore explains, is not really an attempt to return to an "original meaning" i...
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Strawberries in Winter

Most Americans do not want civil war. Anyone who is declaring it should stop.

by Adrienne LaFrance




Some years ago, trying to understand what it might take to break America's fever of political violence, I asked a former Justice Department official what she thought about the possibility of a second civil war in the United States.

Mary McCord, a former federal prosecutor who has spent much of her career thinking about how to combat extremism, was worried about worsening political violence. (I favor a simple definition of political violence: actions intended to provoke or prevent change.) And like many of the people I have interviewed about political violence over the years--including top military officials, members of Congress, local and federal law enforcement, political scientists, terrorism experts, peace negotiators, and others--she told me that cycles of horrific political violence can perpetuate themselves for a generation or more after they have taken hold. Once a certain threshold is crossed, political violence tends to get worse before it gets better, in many cases cataclysmically so.

But McCord also said something in passing that I've thought about repeatedly since, including yesterday after Charlie Kirk's assassination. Wouldn't most Americans, if faced with the prospect of killing their neighbors and destroying the country from within, probably still choose peace? She told me that she wished people would stop and think: "Do you really want us to be in a bloody civil war for 10 or 15 years? You're going to see your grandkids get killed. Do you really want that?"

Perhaps, she suggested, America's salvation would come from widespread attachment to the mundane comforts and prosperity that accompanies prolonged periods of relative peace. Americans "don't like it when they can't get strawberries in the winter," she went on. "This idea of revolution. Really? Is that really what you want?" Societies that dissolve into civil war are "not having a good time," she said. "It's not fun."

Even back when our conversation took place, in 2022, anyone could see that political violence was getting worse--there was the insurrection, of course, but also the hammer attack, the riots, the conspiracy theorist with the rifle in the pizza parlor, the congressman shot at baseball practice, the congresswoman shot in the supermarket parking lot, the waves of cynicism and hatred emanating from millions of tiny screens, the militiamen standing back and standing by.

Graeme Wood: Political violence could devour us all

You need only a glancing familiarity with American history to know that violent times almost always lead to violent crackdowns by the state, and that such crackdowns almost always entail an evisceration of basic American freedoms. Donald Trump's speech last night about Kirk's murder, in which the president vilified his political enemies, should frighten any American who rejects political violence, cares about civil liberties, and dislikes government interference.

That "strawberries in winter" conversation stuck with me--both because I found the example to be darkly funny, this idea that a mass desire for out-of-season antioxidants might pull America back from the brink, and also because it seemed like an impossibly fragile hope. What if people don't actually care about the strawberries?

In the day since Kirk's killing, I've noticed a pronounced difference between the people who are attempting to deescalate and inspire calm--versus those who are lashing out and pitting Americans against each other. Those who mock or celebrate Kirk's death are part of a cycle of worsening violence. Those who have declared war, or call their political opponents "evil," are part of the same. "We're not supposed to say this," the MAGA influencer slash venture capitalist Shaun Maguire tweeted yesterday. "But the truth is we're at War." (Maguire made a follow-up post a day later--"I want to say this very clearly, do not respond with violence. But be loud as hell." It did not go viral; his declaration of war did go viral, and is still being amplified.) From the far-right influencer Andrew Tate: "Civil war." From the MAGA influencer Chaya Raichik's Libs of TikTok account: "THIS IS WAR."

America is now, quite obviously, deep into this particular cycle of violence, with no clear notion of where and how it will end. Acts of political violence in the past 12 months alone have included the murder of a health-care CEO in Manhattan, an arson attack against the governor of Pennsylvania, the murder of a protester in Colorado, the murder of a Minnesota state representative in her home, and yesterday the assassination of an activist speaking at a college campus. Every deed of political violence in America is churned through the ideological and algorithmic machinery of the social web that spits out louder, uglier calls for more violence still. America's enemies abroad--in countries hostile to democracy and American freedom--are among those who perpetuate this cycle of escalation.

But those now fantasizing about war in America, and those cheering the murder of a fellow citizen, have no earthly understanding of what truly pervasive political violence does to a society. The Civil War, our nation's defining conflict, should only haunt us--the terrible appetite for death, the nurses in blood-drenched aprons, the flies swarming the battlefield, some 800,000 Americans dead. None of us should wish for this, or call for it. But let us also not suffer the failure of imagination that would prevent us from seeing it coming--for such negligence risks being itself a catalyst for catastrophe.

This morning, I called McCord to ask her whether Kirk's assassination, and the reaction to it, has changed her thinking about the dangers of worsening political violence in America. I also wanted to see if she thinks her strawberries theory still holds up. She told me that she thinks about what's happening a few different ways. First, political violence is getting worse, and that should concern everyone. The current situation is "very dangerous," she said. And those who call for the destruction of their political enemies, regardless of their ideology, endanger everyone.

But McCord also remains convinced that most Americans do not want widespread armed conflict domestically. "I just do not believe that the vast majority of Americans would support any Civil War-type violence," she said. Most people just want to live their lives. "There is a small group that is incredibly active on social media and cable news--and then there's the whole rest of the population."

Those who react to political violence by declaring war against their political enemies should understand that their outpouring of ugliness makes them not brave revolutionaries but bedfellows with the extremists who cheered for Luigi Mangione. When keyboard soldiers loudly declare war, when they characterize their political foes as malicious and subhuman, they help inspire the next violent attack. But they may not actually spur the country toward a full-fledged civil conflict. They may not even mean "war" when they use that word, but something more like a soft secession, where different coalitions of U.S. states carry out different visions of what America is and should be. (Also not a thing we should try.) Many of them have not bothered to define what they mean by "war" at all. And although both are atrocious, there is in fact a meaningful difference between targeted political violence and the amassing of armies to fight one another.

The militarization of domestic law enforcement--days ago Trump declared "war" on Chicago, and he's sent National Guard troops to Los Angeles and Washington, D.C.--is currently mashing together the scourge of political violence with the threat of a state crackdown. This, too, is part of the cycle of political violence, and it is dangerous for every American's freedom and safety.

The thing is, "people do want to have strawberries in February!" McCord told me today. "They do want to go out after work and have some beers. They do want to go to their kids' soccer games on the weekend. Civil war talk is just that. It's talk. I don't see any significant fraction of the population that is at all interested in that. That doesn't mean we aren't going to have violence. And I do think it is going to increase."

Americans must understand this. Incendiary rhetoric is exceedingly dangerous in a society already susceptible to further violence--particularly when layered atop the conditions that have made us so vulnerable already: highly visible wealth disparity, cratering trust in democratic institutions, severe partisan estrangement, aggrievement across the political spectrum, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," and the belief among too many Americans that violence is not only called for but necessary, even righteous.

Adrienne LaFrance: How much worse is this going to get?

Here is what you should do today: Take note of the many Americans, especially those in positions of power, who condemn this assassination specifically, and political violence generally, full stop. Look to those who reject political violence unequivocally, regardless of whether the victim is ideologically aligned with them. The leadership of deescalation is the leadership of democracy--and political violence will only continue without it.

Anyone who seeks to understand political violence primarily through the social web--whether via Twitter, Bluesky, or the Trump administration's nonstop torrent of emotional posting--risks being left with the impression that most Americans are spoiling for a fight that could destroy all of us. And it's true that the complexities of our informational environment pose real challenges to public safety and national security. But walk outside anywhere in America and you are unlikely to find someone declaring war or mocking the dead the way extremists do on Twitter. You may find people who are angry, and who disagree with each other. You may encounter protesters (peaceful protest, in addition to being protected by the First Amendment, is one of the best antidotes to political violence). But most Americans are simply going about their lives--and most, I have to believe, want nothing to do with civil war, and wish for an end to political assassinations, too.

Earlier this week, I got to talking with a National Guardsman who was walking around near The Atlantic's office in Washington, D.C., deployed from South Carolina for who knows how long. ("I wish I knew," he laughed.) I asked him if the citizens of D.C.--known for their vocal opposition to Trump, and to the deployment of troops in their city--had created trouble for him. Nothing like that, he said. "They just tell us what they think, and that's okay." He seemed to understand it perfectly: We don't have to all agree with one another. But without peaceful disagreement, there is no freedom at all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/09/charlie-kirk-assassination-civil-war/684181/?utm_source=feed
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Photos: Nepal's "Gen Z" Protests

Anti-government protests in Nepal on Monday, which followed a ban on social-media apps, were met with deadly force by riot police. Reacting to that violence, demonstrators returned the next day, burning many government buildings and forcing the prime minister to resign.

by Alan Taylor


A protester carrying a Nepalese flag hangs a pirate flag as smoke and flames rise from the Singha Durbar, the seat of Nepal's government, in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 9, 2025. (Sunil Pradhan / Anadolu / Getty)




Young protesters demonstrate against corruption and the ban on social-media platforms by the government in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 8, 2025. (Ambir Tolang / NurPhoto / Getty)




An aerial view shows demonstrators gathered outside Nepal's Parliament during a protest in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025, condemning government social-media prohibitions and corruption. Nepal police opened fire, killing at least 19 people as thousands of young protesters demonstrated on September 8. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




Protesters knock down a police barrier in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025. (Ambir Tolang / NurPhoto / Getty)




Riot police use a water cannon on protesters outside Parliament in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Demonstrators carry an injured victim during a protest outside Parliament in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




Riot-police officers take shelter behind a security vehicle as demonstrators pelt them with stones during a protest outside Parliament on September 8, 2025. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




A protester wearing a flak jacket and carrying a shield snatched from a police officer shouts slogans at the Singha Durbar, the seat of Nepal's government ministries and offices, during a protest against a social-media ban and corruption in Kathmandu, on September 9, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Fire rages through the Singha Durbar, the main administrative building for the Nepal government, in Kathmandu, after it was set ablaze on September 9, 2025, a day after a police crackdown on demonstrations over govenrnment social-media prohibitions and corruption. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




Protesters deface a photograph of Nepal's former prime minister Khadga Prasad Sharma Oli at the Singha Durbar, on September 9, 2025. Prime Minister Oli resigned his post during the protests on September 9. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Demonstrators react near smoke rising from the Parliament complex on September 9, 2025. (Adnan Abidi / Reuters)




Protesters celebrate at the Parliament building after it was set on fire during a protest on September 9, 2025. (Prakash Timalsina / AP)




Protesters celebrate, standing atop the burning Singha Durbar, on September 9, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Protesters set fire to the residence of former Prime Minister Oli in Balkot during the second day of the Gen Z demonstrations in Kathmandu on September 9, 2025. (Amit Machamasi / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




People celebrate and take selfies after occupying Nepal's Parliament building in Kathmandu on September 9, 2025. (Sunil Pradhan / Anadolu / Getty)




Protesters take selfies and celebrate at the burning Singha Durbar on September 9, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Nepal's Presidential Palace burns through the night on September 9, 2025. (Subaas Shrestha / NurPhoto / Getty)




Nepalese-army patrols pass a burned vehicle a day after violent protests in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 10, 2025. (Skanda Gautam / SOPA Images / Reuters)




Flames rise from a Hilton hotel in Kathmandu, after it was set on fire, seen on September 10, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Anti-government slogans were left on the walls of the charred Parliament building in Kathmandu on September 10, 2025. (Anup Ojha / AFP / Getty)




Nepalese-army soldiers walk through debris inside the burned Parliament building in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 10, 2025. (Adnan Abidi / Reuters)






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photography/archive/2025/09/photos-nepal-gen-z-protest/684168/?utm_source=feed
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Political Violence Could Devour Us All

Charlie Kirk's murder was one of the worst moments in recent American history.

by Graeme Wood




Yesterday afternoon, at a Utah Valley University political event, hundreds of attendees watched the murder of 31-year-old Charlie Kirk, a conservative movement-builder and itinerant controversialist. Within hours, millions more had seen the gruesome video of the moment when, in mid-sentence, a bullet pierces Kirk's throat and streams of blood issue forth. It did not look like a survivable wound, and I am sorry to say that it was not. As a combat medic in Afghanistan once told me, "You can't put a tourniquet on a neck." No motive is known, and authorities have named no suspects.

The public reactions have been, to my relief, generally nonsociopathic. Opponents of Kirk who have in other instances celebrated the murder of their enemies have, for the most part, remained decorously mute this time, and I suppose from some people the most precious gift one can hope for is total silence. Until recently, I would have assumed revulsion from everyone at the murder of a political figure at a public debate. Now the expressions of sympathy, condemnations, and gestures of humanity land differently from how they used to. They are in one sense a relief, given the outright glee with which other recent acts of murder have been received. In a paradoxical other sense they are worrisome, because each time one arrives, I remember that just a few years ago these minimal acts of grace would not have been in doubt.

Read: The funereal White House

From working on previous gory beats, I have seen horrible images. Ubiquitous doomscrolling now grants others the same awful privilege. In No Country for Old Men, a sheriff fresh from a grisly crime scene is asked whether he thinks one of the massacre's survivors knows the type of men he's dealing with. "He ought to," the sheriff replies, with a dryness only Tommy Lee Jones in West Texas can produce. "He's seen the same things I've seen, and it's certainly made an impression on me."

I am too much a pessimist to believe that seeing this disgusting scene of high-definition murder--as opposed to the grainy video, say, of the shooting in the back of United Health Care CEO Brian Thompson--will restore the moral senses of all those who have hitherto been casually pro-violence. But I think many people have convinced themselves, at some level, that violence is virtual and that the dead either never lived in human form, or would respawn after their death, after taking the L for the day. The cult of Luigi Mangione surely has at least a few such delusional sociopaths, people who laugh at the thought of an execution but would barf at the sight of one. Now and then I see public stencil art of Hamas commandos, hang gliding into the Nova Music Festival on October 7. A bolder graffitist might have depicted what happened after its pilot landed: Bristling with tactical gear, he stood over the body of a half-naked 19-year-old he had just shot in the head as she begged for mercy. But passing over the violence itself is the point, because many who celebrated that slaughter could do so only because they suppressed their sense of Israeli humanity, not because they had no notion of that humanity in the first place.

Until Kirk's assassination, the act of public violence that was riling up the right last week was the equally horrific murder of Iryna Zarutska, a 23-year-old Ukrainian refugee fresh from her job at a pizza joint in Charlotte, North Carolina. On August 25, Zarutska sat down on a commuter train, one row in front of a disheveled man with a knife. I have seen pigs slaughtered with more dignity than that man afforded to Zarutska, as he slashed her throat from behind, before leaving the scene and (according to Newsweek) announcing that he "got that white girl." The attack inspired outrage on the right, some but not all because of the killer's apparent motive--which, if the races were reversed, would have rightly prompted a great national mourning, introspection, and ceremonial taking of knees. I can see why the left would refrain from highlighting the video of this incident--which is not only racially incendiary but also threatens, by its implications for public order, any concept of shared space or tolerable urban living. Zarutska's murder is also so awful that a viewer can be psychologically transformed just by watching, and be left staggering around for minutes or days afterward, wondering whether the world is a place different from what he thought.

George Packer: The tragedy of Charlie Kirk's killing

In those periods of disorientation, people are susceptible to political shifts, to discarding their cherished beliefs and picking up others they previously considered vile. These periods (and we are in one now; I can feel it) are therefore both useful and dangerous, because sometimes changing one's politics is good, and because acute emotional overload is not conducive to rational realignment. I hope Kirk's killer is caught fast. The Wall Street Journal has reported that the killer left ammunition "engraved with expressions of transgender and antifascist ideology." The last words Kirk ever spoke were about transgenderism, and if that is indeed the killer's motive, it will probably narrow discussion of the crime.

For now, while the motive is unconfirmed, it is better, and more respectful to Kirk, to reflect on his death generically, and the fact that this father and husband was murdered for expressing his opinions, rather than to dwell speculatively on whatever pet issue the assassin might have had. The lessons from yesterday, one of the worst moments in recent American history, are worth learning. And they are, mercifully, bipartisan, because they are human and universal.

After Trump's near-assassination in Butler, Pennsylvania, last year, I wrote about America's great luck in being a country with astonishingly low levels of political violence. The killing of journalists and politicians, the busting of heads by political rioters--these are all historically commonplace in most of the world, including the developed world. Even after the recent uptick in the United States, political violence remains rare. But it is difficult to appreciate a run of peace and good fortune, if only because peace itself lulls us into forgetting that the run of good fortune is happening at all. A few years ago, when a subset of the American left lost its collective mind and seriously considered the possibility that looting and incinerating poor neighborhoods in the Midwest might be fun and socially productive, I could not help but notice that those most enthusiastic about political violence lacked experience in places where rioting was common, and where the fruits of that pastime were most painfully felt. Similarly, the blase attitude of Donald Trump, when he suggested that protesters at his events should get roughed up a bit, reflected our now-president's lack of knowledge of places where dissent is managed by truncheon and billy club.

In the past day, some have murmured that we are returning to the 1960s, and a norm of political assassinations. Martin Luther King and the Kennedy brothers then, Kirk now. The old joke about the '60s is that if you claim to remember them, you were not actually there and were instead having another '50s while the counterculture passed you by. The playwright Sam Shepard (who was definitely there) had what I take to be a clear and unromanticized memory of that time. "The reality of it to me was chaos, and the idealism didn't mean anything," he told an interviewer in 2000. He said it was an emotional drain he could not wait to escape. "I was on the tail of this tiger that was wagging itself all over the place and was spitting blood in all directions." The loss of Kirk is immeasurable for his family and for conservatives. His legacy will be great for all if his death persuades more people that political violence, like riding tigers, is a sport of fools, and that the beast will devour us all if not confined again to its cage, and soon.
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Six Ways to Start Early and Lift Your Mood

Try my protocol for a happy start to the day and see what works for your own well-being.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

This column generally focuses on how to become happier. But over the years, I've found that the questions I most often get from readers are less about getting happier and more about becoming less unhappy. People inquire about how to resolve relationship disputes, quit a job they hate, or deal with anxiety and sadness. Getting happier or less unhappy might strike you as equivalent efforts, but they aren't. Indeed, neuroscientists have found evidence that certain positive and negative emotions are produced in different regions of the brain. This makes sense when we understand that emotions exist to alert us to opportunities and threats, and parts of the limbic system specialize in producing each type of notification.

This distinction between your positive and negative emotions also means that their intensity does not move in tandem. Having below- or above-average intensity in positive and negative moods--which psychologists call affect--has been a topic of a lot of research, and it has led scholars to develop a test called the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. You can take the test yourself and learn whether you are above average in both positive and negative affect (the so-called Mad Scientist profile), high positive and low negative (the Cheerleader), high negative and low positive (the Poet), or low on both positive and negative (the Judge).

What this test will tell you is whether your personal well-being challenge involves getting happier (Judges), getting less unhappy (Mad Scientists), or both (Poets). If you're a Cheerleader and doing great on both counts, bully for you. I'm not. In fact, I am way out on the Mad Scientist fringe, scoring in the 90th percentile for both positive and negative affect. My own problem is not, as a rule, how to feel happier but how to manage intense levels of negative affect. Although this characteristic of mine does not constitute anything clinically concerning (it's not constant), if unchecked, it can really damage my well-being.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why an early start is the 'quintessence of life'

Especially for those, like me, who feel negative affect intensely, one's experience can vary a lot over the course of a day. Some people feel best in the morning and are grumpier at night. I tend to experience the reverse, with my highest negative affect coming in the early hours of the day. This is probably because of elevated stress-hormone levels in the hours after waking, sometimes exacerbated by poor sleep, a trait I inherited from my father (and his father).

So my personal well-being challenge is to manage strong negative affect in the morning. I do this with the help of a six-part daily protocol, based on the neuroscience and behavioral-science research that is my trade. If you, like me, struggle to feel human in the morning, this protocol can probably help you. If you're a Poet or Judge, or you simply want to stay a Cheerleader, then you can surely find ways of adapting the routine that, regardless of the time of day, work for you.

1. Experience the brahma muhurta.
 I rise daily at 4:30 a.m. In the Hindu religion, brahma muhurta means "the creator's time" and refers to the period that begins precisely one hour and 36 minutes before sunrise. This is a time considered to have powerful properties, when the mind is most receptive to spiritual awakening. Although modern neuroscience has found no evidence for positive effects that one might experience by rising precisely 1 hour and 36 minutes before sunrise, good experimental--not just observational or anecdotal--evidence suggests that predawn rising can lead to better attentiveness and recall throughout the day. A benefit from this discipline that particularly improves one's affect is waking to the light of dawn, which research has shown lifts mood.

Some people might be skeptical, feeling that they're not a morning-lark chronotype (as opposed to the night-owl variety). They will typically cite what they regard as their natural, biological sleep timing. Fair enough, because studies tend to show that a person's chronotype is partly their genetic inheritance. But sleep behavior and patterns are also highly environmental, which means they can be altered with training. In my 20s, I was convinced that I was a natural night owl; I never saw the sunrise. In fact, I was actually just a musician who drank too much. With some effort, I shifted myself to a morning-lark schedule, a change that has been found to be very worthwhile for many people.

2. Get physical.
 My first activity, starting at 4:45 a.m., is to exercise for an hour--usually 30 minutes of heavy-resistance training (weight lifting) plus 30 minutes of "zone 2" cardio (a degree of exertion that induces heavy breathing but still permits one to talk). Lots of research has shown that a person's mood improves and depressive symptoms decrease with vigorous physical exercise. Numerous hypotheses have been advanced by neuroscientists to explain this finding. For example, depressed people tend to have lower hippocampal volume than others; strenuous exercise works to reverse this.

Is 5 o'clock in the morning optimal for this effect? Fitness experts and scholars argue endlessly about the best time of day to exercise, but those arguments are always about strength and muscle building, not mood management. For optimal mood management, I think the answer is obvious: Exercise when you need it the most. For me, that's the morning--bearing in mind, also, that exercise late in the day can disrupt one's sleep, which is bad for well-being.

3. Get metaphysical.
 After exercise, I get cleaned up and, at 6:30 a.m., go to daily Catholic Mass with my wife. This lasts for about 30 minutes. When I am on the road, which is roughly half of the time, and cannot attend Mass, I instead pray the rosary, a venerable Catholic meditation that takes about 25 minutes. Obviously, if you are not Catholic, this is not for you. But focused meditation or prayer of some sort--whether formally religious or not--is an important component of this protocol. Research has shown that these activities are very effective for emotional self-management. Prayer, for example, allows one to express emotion safely, reinforces positive self-appraisals, and facilitates reflection on one's own feelings. Meditation, even by the inexperienced and for short periods, can significantly lower negative mood. As with exercise, at least one of the neural mechanisms involved in meditation operates in the hippocampus, which is generally larger in volume among meditators than nonmeditators.

4. The magic bean.
 By the time I'm back from Mass, I have been awake for three hours and have taken no sustenance besides water and a multivitamin. This is the point at which I introduce caffeine. I love coffee and have been drinking a very dark roast since the eighth grade, as I was growing up in 1970s Seattle near the first Starbucks. Coffee is central to my negative-affect management, and I am not alone: Millions of other people do the same--and for good neuroscientific reasons.

Caffeine blocks the A2A receptors in the brain from detecting adenosine, a neuromodulator that depresses energy and promotes drowsiness. Caffeine doesn't in fact pep you up; rather, it stops you from feeling lethargic. More important, being moderately caffeinated demonstrably lowers one's negative affect. The reason appears to be that the chronic stress some people experience--Mad Scientists in particular, I'd wager--increases the density of their A2A adenosine receptors, making a depressed affect more pronounced. Caffeine disrupts this process.

You might wonder why I don't take a couple of hits from the old espresso machine first thing, at 4:30 a.m., instead of waiting for several hours. I have experimented with caffeine timing over the years and found that, as others have hypothesized, delaying my intake reduces the coffee crash that I get in the early afternoon if I've had my coffee many more hours beforehand. I also prefer not to have any stimulant in my system during prayer.

5. Tryptophan time.
 With my coffee I take my first meal, which is a large dose of protein in the form of unsweetened Greek yogurt, whey protein, nuts, and berries. In general, I try to get 150 to 200 grams (roughly 5 to 7 ounces) of protein a day to fight sarcopenia and maintain healthy muscle mass--something vital to do after age 60--so this first meal gets me well on my way toward that goal. But the affect-management properties of this first meal are significant as well. Researchers have shown that proteins that are high in an essential amino acid named tryptophan raise serotonin activity in the brain. In other words, this dietary approach improves mood by encouraging calm.

Don't get me wrong: I crave a plate of waffles as much as the next person does. But I have learned that staying with clean protein helps me establish an emotional equilibrium that lasts to midday, when I hit the same dietary lever again with another protein-rich meal.

Read: Can medieval sleeping habits fix America's insomnia?

6. Get into the flow.
 The last element of this morning protocol is work, to which I turn my attention by about 7:30 a.m. When I am at home, my mornings are dedicated to creative activity. I take almost no meetings or calls before noon so that I can get several hours of uninterrupted time to write, prepare lectures, develop new ideas, and read research by others. This is work that I love, in which I achieve flow--the intensely rewarding psychological state of absorption and focus first identified by the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in the '70s.

The flow state, which balances mastery and challenge in such a way that I am fully engaged yet not stressed out, is closely linked to an improved affect balance, raising positive mood and lowering negative mood. When I experience flow fully, aided by the neurochemical balance achieved through the prior five steps, I can easily and productively work for four hours with minimal breaks. This is when my creative output is highest, in both quantity and quality, and when my negative affect is least problematic.

These six protocols have changed my life in a very positive way. I wish I'd had the knowledge to develop them--and the discipline to stick with them--when I was 30. But that would have been impossible: They have required decades of education, lots of research, and experimenting with what works best for me. None of that was accessible to me when I was younger.

Your challenges may be different from mine, as will be what works best for you. But if your affect profile is at all similar, you might want to use this protocol as a starting point. Then you can carefully vary each of the elements, keeping painstaking records of the results. In short, be a Mad Scientist working on your own experiment. I predict that your well-being will improve as each new day's peevishness evaporates through your efforts.
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Now Comes the Hard Part for MAHA

Robert F. Kennedy's to-do list just got longer.

by Nicholas Florko




Good politicians are rarely modest. The job requires an uncanny ability to sell each bit of incremental progress as a success in and of itself. That's especially true for someone like Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who dares to take on America's health problems and faces considerable skepticism from a large number of Americans--including many of those who work beneath him at the Department of Health and Human Services. Kennedy's overarching goal of addressing chronic disease could take many lifetimes to achieve. But in just under seven months, Kennedy said at an event on Tuesday, he has "accomplished more already than any health secretary in history."

He's right that the clip at which he's shaken the government's health agencies is remarkable by any measure--dizzying for his supporters and critics alike. He has successfully pressured many food companies to promise to remove certain synthetic dyes from their products. He has persuaded states to adopt their own MAHA-friendly policies. He's tapped into a vocal post-COVID culture that's cheering him on. And, especially in recent weeks, he has pushed to remake America's vaccine guidelines.

What happens next, however, is where things will get even more interesting. RFK Jr. has spent a lot of time attempting to diagnose and explain America's health woes. Kennedy's team dedicated much of his first few months in office to writing a report that lays out why American kids are so unhealthy. Earlier this week, Kennedy released the MAHA strategy for how it will go about tackling the problems of chronic disease in kids.

The 20-page document is essentially a to-do list of 128 recommendations, including calling for the FDA to "promote innovation in the sunscreen market"and promising to further investigate the purported causes of vaccine injuries. By Kennedy's telling, its release was a triumph. "There never had been an effort like this across all the government agencies," Kennedy said at Tuesday's event, where he unveiled the strategy alongside several members of Trump's Cabinet.

But the new report underscores how much easier it is to describe the problem of America's health woes than to solve them. The document highlights how exposure to a number of chemicals in our environment and our food might affect health. It calls for the development of a "research and evaluation framework" to explore this issue. But the report doesn't articulate any strategy for what will be done about it once the research is complete. The report falls into a similar trap on issues with decades of research already focused on them, such as autism.

Some steps in the report can presumably be accomplished quickly, and may indeed improve America's health, even if modestly. On Tuesday, Kennedy laid out several goals he expects to achieve before the end of the year. They include defining ultraprocessed foods, requiring nutrition courses in medical schools, and closing a loophole that allows food companies to introduce new chemicals into the country's food supply without oversight if they self-declare that the ingredients are "generally recognized as safe," or GRAS.

Kennedy and his team can be slippery when discussing goals, however. During Tuesday's press conference, FDA Commissioner Marty Makary ran through a list of what the agency has achieved under his watch--and mentioned the same loophole that Kennedy had cited a few minutes earlier. As Makary put it, the FDA already "took action" on that issue. And he's right: In March, Kennedy directed the agency to "explore rulemaking" to remove the loophole, but Makary seems to be claiming credit for considering taking action. During a Senate hearing last week, Kennedy similarly said that he had tackled the GRAS loophole. If the administration can claim victory after merely considering an action, it could presumably declare that America is on its way to becoming healthy again because the new report's recommendations were written down on paper. ("We look forward to taking action to close the GRAS loophole," an HHS spokesperson said in an email.)

All this exposes a hole in the MAHA movement. Many of its overarching goals are laudable. As Jim O'Neill, the acting CDC director and Kennedy's top deputy at HHS, said at the press conference: "All Americans deserve to be healthy, and we are going to get there." But exactly how RFK Jr. will even measure America's collective health remains to be seen. He seems to hope that rates of chronic disease will shrink to the levels seen during his childhood: "76.4 percent of Americans are suffering a chronic disease," he said on Tuesday. "When my uncle was president, it was 11 percent." Perhaps America won't be healthy again until we achieve similar statistics, or until each of the MAHA strategy's recommendations are achieved. Perhaps America won't be healthy again until Kennedy simply decides to declare victory, regardless of what the next three years bring.
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Democrats Are Still Debating Joe Biden's Decision to Run

In her new memoir, Kamala Harris takes on the issue that has haunted Democrats for more than a year.

by Jonathan Lemire




Well, it's 2024 again.

Democrats have tried to move on from the election and the months of agonizing soul-searching that at times has felt more like self-immolation. The party has struggled to articulate a positive vision for the future, and its poll numbers remain abysmal. But there have been at least a few bright spots, including a series of special elections, most recently for a House seat in Virginia that a Democrat won by a landslide this week.

Instead of celebrating that victory, however, Democrats are once again talking about how old Joe Biden is.

The occasion for the latest round of recriminations is the first excerpt, published by The Atlantic yesterday, from former Vice President Kamala Harris's forthcoming book, 107 Days. In it, Harris recounts the most breakneck presidential campaign in modern history, one that began after Biden abandoned his reelection effort following his disastrous debate performance in June, and that ended in defeat to Donald Trump last November. In the excerpt, Harris goes there, taking on the issue that has haunted Democrats for more than a year: Why, oh why, did Biden run again?

Read: The congressman who saw the truth about Biden

"'It's Joe and Jill's decision.' We all said that, like a mantra, as if we'd all been hypnotized," Harris writes in the excerpt. "Was it grace, or was it recklessness? In retrospect, I think it was recklessness. The stakes were simply too high. This wasn't a choice that should have been left to an individual's ego, an individual's ambition. It should have been more than a personal decision."

Democrats will tell you that no one wrings their hands more than they do. The excerpt predictably lit up old campaign group chats, became the centerpiece of conversation on cable news, and hurtled around social media. There was plenty of agita and loads of "I can't believe we're talking about this again." But of course they couldn't stop. Privately, some Democrats rolled their eyes at Harris, not necessarily begrudging her a chance to tell her story--and sell some books--but worrying that it would reopen an old wound. Others, though, felt that her telling her version of events was necessary to help with the healing process.

"I know people are not anxious to relitigate 2024 again, but it hasn't even been a year," Jennifer Palmieri, a senior staffer for Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton who advised Second Gentleman Doug Emhoff last year, told me. "This is part of the process of coming to terms with the last election, and she has a right to tell her story."

For most in the party, their anger remains directed at Biden, not Harris. Democrats whispered for years their concerns that he was too old to run again. But after the party's surprisingly successful 2022 midterms, Biden decided to run again even though he would have been 86 years old at the end of a second term. With few exceptions, those in his party remained silent, while those close to the president projected confidence, believing that because Biden had beaten Trump before, he could do it again. They privately pointed to their own polling suggesting that Biden was the only Democrat who could do so.

The Biden team's skepticism of Harris was an open secret, particularly in the early days of her tenure as vice president. Those months were marked by staff turnover in her office and a challenging portfolio, including an assignment to address the "root causes" of migration to the United States. Harris takes that head-on in the book, writing that she "often learned that the president's staff was adding fuel to negative narratives that sprang up around me." She also believed that some of Biden's advisers tried to blunt her success. "Their thinking was zero-sum: If she's shining, he's dimmed," she writes (though, to be fair, many presidents' staffers have watched vice presidents warily). Even her skeptics in the West Wing applauded her ability to become the administration's voice on abortion rights (something Biden was not comfortable doing) after the Supreme Court's decision overturning Roe v. Wade. Although Biden and Harris were never close confidants, the president liked her personally and asked for her to be in more high-level meetings.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

But pushed by First Lady Jill Biden, his son Hunter, and his inner circle of aides, Biden gave no thought to stepping aside, even as he visibly aged in office and polling showed that Americans had doubts about his running again. Biden had good days and bad, people who saw him regularly said. Yes, he tired easily and had grown more forgetful. But he could still rise to the moment, including in his State of the Union address in spring of last year. He'll be fine, his team said.

Then came the debate in Atlanta, followed by an agonizing three-plus weeks that threatened to tear the Democratic Party apart. Confronted with sinking poll numbers and disappearing fundraising, Biden finally bowed out. Harris, most in the party say, did the best she could with the short runway she was given. Though not previously viewed as the most adept politician, she surprised many in the party with a strong debate and convention and developed a knack for big-arena speeches. But she ducked too many interviews and couldn't overcome voters' worries about inflation and their feeling that the Biden White House didn't understand what Americans were going through.

Within the party itself, the anger toward Biden, his family, and his team has only grown this year. Some of the same people who adored Biden for defeating Trump in 2020 now blame him for enabling Trump's return four years later. Biden's inner circle frequently argues, not incorrectly, that the president steered a robust legislative agenda, and that he will be credited for leading the nation out of the pandemic and rallying the West to help Ukraine. Some former aides even believe that, had Biden stayed in the race, he could have pulled out a victory. Most Democrats disagree.

Many would simply prefer not to be talking about 2024 again. "I think it's time to turn the page. Pivot to the midterms and then 2028," the longtime Democratic strategist Adrienne Elrod, who worked on the Harris campaign, told me. "The past is past. These books are important and help us move on as a party. She can absolutely write one. But we have got to move on."

Members of the Biden administration, even Harris's doubters, have frequently praised her loyalty. They expressed gratitude when she spoke in support of the president in a series of interviews in the hours after the Atlanta debate. She never tried to push him out of the race and never stopped defending him, at times to her detriment; her inability on The View last October to cite a policy matter on which she disagreed with Biden was perceived in the Trump campaign as a political gift and a sign that they were going to win. Even now, her observations about Biden are carefully couched, and she stresses in the book that Biden was capable of being president even if he no longer had the energy to run a presidential campaign. That observation points to the tricky place she is in; she took criticism this week from both the left and the right for not being tougher on Biden and for allegedly covering up his decline.

Read: Biden's age wasn't a cover-up. It was observable fact.

A spokesperson for Biden did not respond to a request for comment about the excerpt. When I asked Andrew Bates, a former White House spokesperson for Biden, for his thoughts, he pivoted to Democratic talking points about Trump's "cost-raising agenda and chaos" and past friendship with the disgraced financier and sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.

While Biden's team believes history will be kind to him, the present is not. Harris, with an eye toward a political future, knows that. As she figures out her next move, she needs to create a little space between her and her former boss. She passed on a run for governor of California, though people close to her have told me that, after initially suggesting to them that she would not run for president again, she is now at least open to the possibility. Although she generated goodwill with many in her party during her historic run last year, she will have to confront Democratic voters' desire to sever themselves from the Biden years.

"It is going to be a challenge but not impossible," the Reverend Al Sharpton, the civil-rights activist and Harris ally, told me. "She's going to have to find something to catch their attention--people are looking for something new. She needs to convince them that she is building tomorrow rather than simply an architect of the past."
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Trump's Dangerous Response to the Kirk Assassination

<span>Rather than condemning violence and calling for unity, the president of the United States accused his political opposition of being accessories to murder.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




It is possible that, in the history of America's radicalization spiral, the horrifying, cold-blooded assassination of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk will be recorded as only the second-most-dangerous event of September 10, 2025. If so, the more significant development will instead have been the speech that evening by President Donald Trump.

If you did not listen to Trump's remarks, which have received only light attention from the media, you might have missed the chilling message they contained. Trump may have sounded like he was deploring violence and calling for unity. In reality, he did the opposite.

The speech began and ended with encomiums to Kirk's character and family, which is wholly appropriate. The important and dangerous passage came in a sequence of four sentences in the middle:

For years, those on the radical left have compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals. This kind of rhetoric is directly responsible for the terrorism that we're seeing in our country today, and it must stop right now.
 My administration will find each and every one of those who contributed to this atrocity and to other political violence, including the organizations that fund it and support it, as well as those who go after our judges, law-enforcement officials, and everyone else who brings order to our country. From the attack on my life in Butler, Pennsylvania, last year, which killed a husband and father, to the attacks on ICE agents, to the vicious murder of a health-care executive in the streets of New York, to the shooting of House Majority Leader Steve Scalise and three others, radical-left political violence has hurt too many innocent people and taken too many lives.


Trump was reading from a script, so unlike many of his more clumsy statements, this bears the mark of deliberate thought.

Trump's rhetoric assumes that a left-wing activist murdered Kirk. That may well be borne out. This morning, investigators found bullets "engraved with expressions of transgender and antifascist ideology" inside the suspected murder weapon, according to The Wall Street Journal. But when the president made this claim, there was literally no evidence of this at all--not even a suspect identified by law enforcement, let alone proof of motive.

George Packer: The tragedy of Charlie Kirk's killing

The most important move Trump made in his remarks was to define political violence as an exclusively left-wing tactic. He listed a series of events carefully selected to implicate his enemies and exonerate his allies. Trump's list goes back to the 2017 shooting of Steve Scalise, but omits the shootings of two Democratic legislators at their homes earlier this summer. It does not mention the 2020 attempted kidnapping of Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, or the brutal attack on former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's husband in 2022 (which Trump has used as a punch line to mock the victim).

Notably, Trump's list ignores the shooting just one month ago at CDC headquarters, in which a man protesting COVID-19 vaccines fired more than 180 shots at the building and killed a police officer, but includes "attacks on ICE agents," which have not involved gunfire. Trump of course handed out pardons to supporters who brutalized police officers on January 6, 2021. This week, his allies in the Senate defended his bestowal of military honors upon Ashli Babbitt, who was shot trying to smash her way through the Capitol in the insurrection attempt.

Every political movement in history, including the most bloodthirsty, has condemned political violence by its opponents. The only real test is whether you also oppose political violence by your allies. This is a test Trump has repeatedly failed.

Because condemning political violence is a matter of principle, it remains necessary no matter which side has committed more violence. However, to the extent that Trump is implying the left bears exclusive or even disproportionate responsibility for violence, he is wrong. A 2022 study by the Anti-Defamation League (which is not a left-wing group) found that, over the previous decade, more than three-quarters of political murders in the United States resulted from right-wing motives.

Having implicitly redefined political violence to exclude the political right, Trump proceeded to expand its definition far beyond violence or even incitement. He blamed Kirk's murder on those who "compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals."

Here Trump reiterated a charge that he and his supporters made after the Butler shooting. The argument is that to compare an American political figure to a totalitarian is to justify acts of violence against them--that if you say somebody is a member of an authoritarian political movement, you must also be saying that any methods may be used to stop them.

It would be perverse to create a rule that prevents Americans from frankly calling out authoritarian politicians and movements for fear that such a complaint would justify violence. Anti-authoritarian movements generally grasp that only peaceful action can preserve democratic norms and institutions, and that violence merely feeds into the cycle of escalation that erodes them.

Even if one did subscribe to this strange prohibition on describing political opponents as authoritarian, however, Trump himself violates it routinely and flagrantly, likening his opponents to Communists and Nazis as a matter of course. Last year, to pick one example out of hundreds, he accused Biden of running a "Gestapo administration." So Trump is not offering a neutral guideline for making American political debate more civil. He is proposing a rule that binds his opponents but does not protect them, and protects him and his allies but does not bind them.

The breadth of Trump's targets was notable. He called "the radical left"--a term he routinely uses to describe the entire Democratic Party--"directly responsible" for the murder, and promised that his administration would go after it, including its funding sources.

Both Trump's intentions and his capacity to follow through on his threats are unclear. Yet here is the straightforward reading of his rhetoric: The president of the United States is treating the political opposition as accessories to murder and threatening to use the full power of the government to attack it.
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Rupert Murdoch Gets His <em>Succession</em> Finale

And his conservative-media empire gets its new leader.

by Kevin Townsend




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

He was, after all, the eldest boy.

The family drama that inspired HBO's Succession ended this week with a settlement that ensures Rupert Murdoch's conservative-media empire will pass to his oldest son, Lachlan. Three of Murdoch's other children will each reportedly receive $1.1 billion as part of the agreement. The saga's finale also seems to cement the politics of the news conglomerate.

Before the deal, a persistent question dangled over the empire: What might happen to Fox News and the many other right-wing Murdoch properties if Rupert's more politically moderate children took over?

With the keys going to Lachlan, the most conservative of the siblings, that question is answered. New ones follow: What does a post-Rupert News Corp mean for The Wall Street Journal and how the outlet covers President Donald Trump? How might Lachlan differ from his father? And, ultimately, what were the decades of family strife for when it all ended in a buyout anyway?

Staff writer McKay Coppins profiled the family's second son, James, for The Atlantic's April cover story. McKay joins Radio Atlantic to share insights from his year of reporting on the family and what he thinks now that the real-life Succession has ended.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Mylee Hogan (from 7News Australia): It is Rupert Murdoch and his son Lachlan pitched against his other three children Prudence, Elisabeth, and James.
 Carrington Clarke (from Australian Broadcasting Corporation): Rupert Murdoch took three of his children to court to ensure his media empire remains in the hands of eldest son Lachlan and a conservative force.
 Jim Rutenberg (speaking to 7News Australia): Given the outsize influence that Rupert Murdoch's empire has and its role in being a sort of clarion of right-wing populism ... this is about all of us; this isn't only one family's drama.


Hanna Rosin: The HBO show Succession ended over two years ago. But the real-world family saga that inspired it continued on. Rupert Murdoch, patriarch and media mogul of all media moguls, has always said that he wanted his conservative empire to stay in the family after he died. As he entered his 90s, the question of which child would lead it became more urgent.

But as the HBO show dramatized, succession is no simple thing. The empire is held by a family trust, and Rupert didn't get to dictate its fate. The siblings fought, battled each other in court; family secrets spilled out in legal documents.

Staff writer McKay Coppins wrote The Atlantic's April cover story about the Murdochs, and he spoke extensively with one brother, James. By that point, the succession battle was between James and his older brother, Lachlan.

Lachlan is more conservative, more self-consciously modeling himself on their father. James, meanwhile, is more politically moderate, but he also spent two decades in the family business.

Who would take over and steer a news empire that includes Fox News, The Wall Street Journal, and a myriad of outlets across the world? Would it remain an important force in the right-wing media ecosystem?

This week, we got our answer. The two sides came to a deal, and the chosen heir is Lachlan. The Murdoch news empire remains conservative. James and his two older sisters reportedly get $1.1 billion each--but no stake in the company's future.

So that's the finale. But the implications go far beyond the Murdochs themselves. McKay Coppins spent a year reporting his story and knows all the twists and turns, and so when the news broke, we were eager to sit down with him. Here's our conversation.

McKay, welcome to the show.

McKay Coppins: Thanks for having me on.

Rosin: So the moment has arrived. (Laughs.)

Coppins: Yes.

Rosin: The drama has ended, which has been going on for decades. How do you summarize how it ended?

Coppins: In some ways, it's basically a cementing of the status quo, right? Lachlan--the chosen heir apparent, Rupert's favorite son, the one he has always wanted to run his empire when he was gone--is now firmly established as the king-in-waiting and will have full control of these companies when Rupert dies, without any threat of a challenge from his siblings.

In some ways, I feel like it's a fascinating moment because this succession drama has really defined the Murdoch empire for decades. It is the single element of these companies that has continued to pop up in coverage, in speculation, in scrutiny--inside the companies and outside. And so I almost wonder if the Murdochs now have to kind of wonder, What are we about now? You know?

Rosin: (Laughs.) That's such a good point. Like, this is their meaning, and now they've lost their meaning, so--

Coppins: Right, and I'm sure it's a--look, it's a sigh of relief for Rupert. He got what he wanted, Lachlan gets what he wanted, and the other three kids walk away each a billion dollars richer. And so, in a way, you could say that this was a development that led to everybody getting what they want, but in reality, it's kind of the finale of a story that has really, in very serious ways, wrecked this family and, for better or worse, defined this very powerful and influential media empire.

[Music]

Coppins: The thing that most surprises me is that they were able to come to the table at all at this point, because when I left off, right after I stopped reporting in February of this year, the two sides were really far apart. And the legal battle over the family trust had been incredibly personally bitter and angry and painful, and it had surfaced years of kind of family secrets and scheming and manipulation. And James, at least, the youngest son, did not seem eager to settle anything--and for what it's worth, neither, really, did Rupert or Lachlan. And so I am, I guess, a little surprised that they were able to work something out. But I'm not really surprised that it ended up in Lachlan's hands, because as far as Rupert [was concerned], this was always how the story was going to end.

Rosin: Can you lay out the battle lines for us? Because I think, I mean, you've obviously followed it closer than most of us, and the rest of us probably have it confused with HBO's Succession in our heads. And you can understand why that happens: The similarities are uncanny.

Kendall Roy (from the show Succession): Oh, hey, Dad, I like those stories you planted about me. That was ... (Makes the "okay" hand gesture.)
 Logan Roy: Yes. You forced my hand.
 Shiv Roy: There it is.
 Logan Roy: What you kids do not understand, it's all part of the game.


Rosin: Anyway, lay out the battle lines in the real-life Murdoch drama: Who wanted what, and what had developed over the past many years?

Coppins: Right, so the players here are Rupert, of course: the man who built the empire, the either visionary or supervillain, depending on your politics and what you think of (Laughs.) the Murdoch media assets. And he had always built this empire with the idea that he would pass it on to his children.

And at various points, he had favored different kids to take over when he was gone, but really, it was always supposed to be Lachlan. Lachlan is his oldest son, the one who kind of most self-consciously emulates his father, also the one who appears to share his father's conservative politics. In fact, according to my reporting, Lachlan is actually more right-wing than Rupert and more aligned with kind of the Trump-era populist conservatism than Rupert ever was.

Then there was James, the younger son, who at some points was kind of the backup--the spare, to use some royal terminology. He's the one that I spent a lot of time profiling for The Atlantic. And he was more moderate in his politics, a little more liberal, also more contrarian, and he spent 20 years working in the family business as an executive but would often criticize the way it was managed internally. And then once he left his executive perch, increasingly, he spoke out publicly and then, in my interviews with him, was very, very public about his complaints and criticisms of the family empire. And sort of aligned with him were his two oldest sisters, Prudence and Liz.

And so, in this latest episode of the succession battle (Laughs.), the latest episode of Succession, you had James and his sisters on one side, Rupert and Lachlan on the other. And what Rupert was trying to do was, essentially, to rewrite the family trust in such a way that would make it so that rather than dividing control of the empire equally between these four children, it would secure control completely with Lachlan and cut out the other three.

And so that was what the--over the last year or more, there's been this very pitched legal battle taking place in a Reno, Nevada, probate court over whether Rupert could do this. This was supposed to be an irrevocable trust; he wasn't supposed to be able to change it. Rupert and Lachlan developed this whole secret plan that they called "Project Family Harmony," where they were trying to, basically, assert their will without cooperation from the other three.

And they failed in court initially, but a judge had to sign off on the final decision by the probate commissioner. And in the interim, a lot of things happened, including the publication of our cover story, that seemed to introduce a degree of uncertainty in the kind of legal machinations here. And it seems like, eventually, that's what led everybody to come back to the table and see if they could make a deal without the courts, and they did.

Rosin: And when you say that's what led them to ultimately come to the table. What's the "that"? The exposure of all the secrets, the bruising from the litigation--what is it that finally pushed them to end the drama?

Coppins: Well, I think from James and his sisters' perspective, they thought that they had won, and they had, by all accounts. The probate commissioner had ruled very decisively in their favor, and as far as they were concerned, it was over. A few things happened, though, after that commissioner's decision was released.

A judge had to sign off on it, and the judge was supposed to just kind of rubber-stamp whatever the probate commissioner decided. Rupert and Lachlan and their lawyers tried to argue that the decision was "clearly erroneous," that the judge should reconsider it. And during this period, in February of earlier this year, The Atlantic published the profile of James that I had been working on for the past year, which appeared to give both the probate commissioner and the judge reason to believe that James had violated a court order to not talk publicly about certain court proceedings. So all of a sudden, there was this kind of element of uncertainty about whether the decision would actually become final.

It's a little strange for me to talk about this because it's this meta level of the story where our reporting seems to have had some influence on things. That's what The New York Times reported this week, and I've subsequently confirmed it: that our story did seem to influence the parties' willingness to reconsider.

The family, both parties, were faced with a choice: They could face the prospect of many more months or even years of litigation, or they could see if they could come back to the table and just come to an agreement that would satisfy everyone. And it seems that the agreement was a dollar figure.

Rosin: Okay, wow. I have two things. One is, as you're talking and you get kind of into the legal weeds and the small maneuvering, I'm literally parsing each of the things you say into an episode.

Coppins: (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) I'm like, Okay, well, that episode would look like this, and here's where they would film it and in which house. Every move is an episode.

Second, McKay, wow. I had no idea how much your Atlantic story ended up being a part of the story. Was it something in the content of what you wrote? I recall that James called his father a "misogynist," and that got a lot of attention. Was it the fact that they accused James of violating confidentiality and therefore that could open up more years of legal maneuverings that everyone was just too exhausted to deal with? What was the influence?

Coppins: It was kind of both. Well, part of it was that he was extremely critical of his father, his brother, and the way they were running these companies. Again, I don't know exactly what the legal ramifications would've been there, but it did raise the question of whether he had the company's best interests at heart. James, of course, I should say, would argue that his criticism was coming from a place of wanting to turn around, salvage, reform these companies.

But then the other part of it was that he, basically, was being accused of sharing information with a journalist, me, that was supposed to be under seal in this private court case. And I do want to just say one thing about this.

I think that, since The New York Times story broke, there's been some speculation in the world of Murdoch watchers that James started talking to me in an effort to mount this attack on his family, and I just think maybe a little context would be helpful here because the reality is, I approached him in January of last year totally on a lark. I had no idea any of this was happening. The legal battle was not public yet, and I just thought he might be an interesting profile. And it wasn't until I started talking to him that I found out about this. And even then, he was pretty careful about what he was willing to say at first. And I think that some people have the impression that James was secretly colluding with this journalist to go after his family as part of the legal battle. And in reality, it was sort of serendipitous timing for me and unfortunate timing for him that I happened to approach him right as this kind of climactic moment in the Murdoch succession battle was taking place.

Rosin: McKay, you mention that Lachlan--who, I should say, declined to be interviewed for your story, along with Rupert--might be more aligned with Trump politics than his father, or at least as conservative. And Rupert himself once said that his companies acted as, quote, "protector of the conservative voice in the English-speaking world." So what does the choice of Lachlan mean for how the media empire's positioned politically? Does nothing change?

Coppins: Yeah, I mean, there had always been this hope among sort of liberals and centrists and, frankly, even some people inside these companies that, when Rupert finally stepped back or died, that James and his sisters would come in, kind of link arms--because they all have more liberal politics--oust their more right-wing brother, and then defang Fox News and reform the Murdoch press, right? That they would make these outlets more responsible, slightly more moderate in their politics. And I talked to James about this, and he was always a little wary of getting into too much detail, but he did say that he considered Fox News a blight on his family name, a threat to democracy. He said that their model is essentially lying to their viewers.

So he was very clear-eyed about what he thinks the problems are at Fox News, in particular, and some of the other Murdoch media assets as well. And I think that if things had gone a different way, we might have seen a real effort by James and his sisters to do this. But with this resolution, what it essentially means is that James and his sisters have nothing to do anymore with these businesses. And with control of these companies firmly in Lachlan's hands, I think we can expect, at the very least, for them to continue on the political path they've been on and, if anything, to maybe even become more aligned with sort of this new populist right-wing movement that has taken over conservative politics, at least in the English-speaking world.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: how the Murdoch media empire tore apart the Murdoch family.

[Break]

Rosin: From the beginning, Rupert Murdoch insisted on running his media empire like a family business. But as McKay has reported, the business took precedence over the family, not the other way around.

Coppins: Lachlan was chosen early on as the heir apparent and then, in 2005, after a big dispute with Roger Ailes and various other lieutenants of his father, quit in a huff and moved to Australia and actually stayed out of these companies for 10 years, while James was kind of grinding away in Asia and Europe and kind of building his resume--

Rosin: That would be Season 3. (Laughs.) which would take place half in Australia--

Coppins: (Laughs.) That's right--

Rosin: --and it would be the moment that James could possibly take over, the moment when it seemed as if James was gonna be the heir apparent.

Coppins: And that moment literally happened in 2015. James thought he was on the verge of becoming CEO, and he kind of got blindsided at this lunch where his brother showed up and they just told him, Hey, surprise, your brother's coming back, and you're going to report to him.

And James was completely blindsided. He left the lunch. He basically threatened to quit. And then Rupert, kind of scrambling to control the damage and keep both of his sons in the fold, came up with this arrangement where they would both run the company together--James as CEO, Lachlan as executive chairman.

It was kind of a disastrous experiment. They didn't get along at all. They were based on opposite coasts. Every major decision had to be signed off on by both of them. And they often couldn't get in touch with each other, or Lachlan would kind of stop responding to texts. It was a real kind of comedy of errors or farce, depending on your view of things.

This also happened to coincide with the rise of Donald Trump and Brexit, a major kind of shift in Western politics that really left James feeling like he was totally misaligned with the mission of these media assets. And so he found his way out. He left in 2019--still, at first, retaining a board seat, then giving it up. But it really isn't until right now that his involvement in the company is completely erased. Even after leaving his role in an official capacity, he still had these shares. He had these votes in the family trust that he was waiting to kind of be able to use when his father was gone. And now, with this buyout deal, he has no influence at all.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. I want to ask you about The Wall Street Journal because they broke the story about Trump's alleged birthday note to Jeffrey Epstein, which the president denies writing and called a "fake." Trump tried to intimidate them, take legal action and, unlike some other media organizations, they didn't buckle. What role do you think Rupert played in standing firm, and what does that say about the company and everything we've been talking about?

Coppins: Yeah, I think you're touching on the most interesting dynamic and the most interesting question about this kind of media empire once Rupert's gone. Because Rupert has always been kind of divided between these two impulses, where he is a political operator, and he's been very deft about accumulating political power through the media assets that he owns, first in Australia, then in Britain, then across Europe and the U.S. He has a very well-documented pattern of, basically, using his outlets to endorse or champion certain politicians and then cashing in on that influence by being able to further expand his empire, often by clearing certain regulatory hurdles with his political allies' help.

So on one hand, he's a political operator, right? And after some early squeamishness, Fox News and even The Wall Street Journal, the New York Post, certainly, kind of got behind Trump early on, and Trump was sort of an ally. But the other part of Rupert Murdoch is that he sees himself as a newsman, right? And he loves newspapers. His lifelong dream, or I don't know "lifelong," but for a very long time was to acquire The Wall Street Journal, and it took a lot of maneuvering and a lot of flattering and a lot of money, and he finally got it, and it was this trophy of his. It's his most prestigious newspaper asset, certainly in America, you could argue in the world.

And so when he came into conflict with Donald Trump over this story, and Trump is saying, I'm gonna sue you, and he reportedly got on the phone with Rupert and tried to convince him not to run the story, I think Rupert's newsman instinct kicked in. And he, as a media mogul, as a news guy, sort of sensed blood in the water--also probably sensed, This is a great story--and backed his reporters and his editors, as a newsman should do, as a good media mogul should do.

And so I don't think he's--he certainly hasn't been perfect in this regard. He's constantly politically conflicted, and he's not a 100 percent champion of the free press. But when push came to shove in this incident, he backed his newsroom, and he came into conflict with a president that he helped get elected.

My question is, when Rupert dies--he's 94 years old--will Lachlan have the same stomach for that kind of fight? If he's in a similar situation five, 10 years from now, and a president that his audience loves and that his media outlets have helped champion is upset about a story and pounding down the door, calling Lachlan, telling him, You need to retract this or not publish it, will Lachlan have that same newsman instinct that is coming into conflict with the political power player instinct, the profit-obsessed executive instinct?

I don't know. That's a genuine open question. By all accounts, he does not seem to have the same kind of delighted love for journalists and being in a newsroom that Rupert seems to have. And so I don't know if Lachlan will be able to kind of play the role of the good media mogul the same way that his dad has.

Rosin: Yeah, I'm assuming--well, one, Rupert's father was a newsman, so he has that respect. It might not just be a question of stomach; it might also be a question of taste. It sounds like Lachlan doesn't necessarily respect that, didn't grow up in that, doesn't necessarily care about that.

Coppins: Well, one interesting piece of context here is that, back in 2018, 2019, when Rupert started to talk to Bob Iger about selling their film division to Disney, James was basically in favor of it, in part because he believed that, strategically, it didn't make sense for Fox to try to compete in the streaming wars. They weren't big enough. Also because he sensed that they were in a very good seller's market for this stuff; every big streamer was trying to accumulate more library, and so they were saying, Oh, we can sell you all this IP. He ended up being right about that--they sold at an insanely high price that now everybody, every analyst, would say they got the best price they ever possibly could have gotten.

But during all of that, Lachlan did not want to sell. He was actually based in L.A.; his office was on the Fox lot in Los Angeles. And he really was much more interested in the glamorous Hollywood element of the media business than the New York Post, Wall Street Journal, slumming it in the newsrooms element of the business.

Rosin: Right, right, right.

Coppins: And so I do think Lachlan was really upset that they sold. Since then, you've seen him kind of try to make moves to edge their way back into the entertainment world. And I just--I think that Lachlan, like you said, it might be a matter of stomach, it might be a matter of what's in his DNA, but he doesn't seem to care about reporting and journalism and news the same way that his dad does. He's much more interested in going to the Super Bowl when Fox is airing the Super Bowl or going to the Oscars or whatever. That's kind of more his world.

Rosin: Okay, so the family now. First of all, have you talked to James since this happened?

Coppins: Not yet. He's being very quiet.

Rosin: Okay. What is your sense of what their relationship is like? So they all had to come back to the negotiating table, moment of harmony--that name is hilarious: "Project Family Harmony." And then, is your sense that it's just their islands? It's chilly?

Coppins: Yes, that's definitely my sense. I mean, this is where I have to basically speculate on recent conversations I've had with the family but not since this development.

Last year, around Thanksgiving, the initial trial in this legal battle had ended, they were waiting for the probate commissioner's decision, and James and his sisters were feeling kind of sentimental. I think they were also hedging their bets a little. And they actually got together and sent a letter to their father, basically saying, Look, this has been incredibly painful for all of us. We don't know what the decision is going to be, but before the damage is really done, what if we put down our weapons, called off the lawyers for a minute, and why don't we try to see if we can make a deal? Can we just try to come to terms as a regular family, right? Let's get in a room and talk about it. And Rupert wrote back and just totally brushed them off. He said, If you wanna talk, talk to my lawyers. He said, actually, I feel more confident than ever that I'm right about what needs to happen to these companies.

And I remember talking to both James and his wife, Kathryn, and Liz about this and basically saying, Is there any coming back from this? What does it look like to try to heal this family after this incredibly bitter, pitched legal fight that has become so personal? And none of them really had a good answer. None of them were like, Oh yeah, we can get past this. And so it is hard for me to imagine that they're all gonna be hanging out on Christmas together. I think that they are more divided, bitterly, than ever before, and while they have come to this resolution, the initial reporting at least suggests that it wasn't all of them getting into a room; it was their various lawyers and representatives. And so, to me, that suggests that they remain fairly estranged from each other, or at least some of them.

Rosin: Then this is my ultimate question, and it's also the ultimate question of the show Succession: Why? Why did Rupert conduct himself this way? Was it the love of a conservative voice in media? Was it something he believed in for the world? Or was it just the love of watching his children sort of dangle like puppets and fight against each other and just the fun of the manipulation?

Coppins: This was the question that I had the entire time I was reporting the story and talking to James, because I would often finish a long conversation with James and Kathryn, and they would be kind of recounting all these painful episodes in the family, and I would be riding the train back to Washington, reviewing my notes, and just being like, This is incredibly twisted and sad, and it seems so unnecessary.

Rupert could have put an end to this succession drama years and years ago. He also, by the way, probably could have had this exact deal, where he gave each of his children $1.1 billion to buy them out, a year ago, three years ago, five years ago, longer. But he wasn't willing to do it; Lachlan wasn't willing to do it. And I think that a couple things were at play here.

[Music]

I think that Rupert, as much as he said he wanted to build this family business and pass the empire on to the next generation, I think the truth was that he was always obsessed with his own legacy, right? And the whole idea of a dynastic empire can often be very fraught in this way, where the next generation--the heirs--are seen by the patriarch more as kind of reflections of himself, walking nodes of kind of immortality, right? Like, he wanted immortality.

He wanted to ensure that the empire would continue to be run as if he was still there, and so he picked the successor he was most confident would do that: the one who was most eager to please him, the one who built his entire life around trying to seem like a younger version of him.

The tragic irony in all of this--and in some ways, I do feel like this whole story is kind of a cautionary tale--is that he ended up wrecking his family in the process. He built the family empire, he succeeded, and he lost three of his children along the way.

Rosin: Well, McKay, thank you so much for coming on and explaining this to us.

Coppins: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: McKay's story is called "Growing Up Murdoch." I recommend you read it. It goes way deeper on the succession drama than we could here in this episode. We will link to it in the show notes.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Era of Step-on-a-Rake Capitalism

Trumponomics isn't about economics. It's about creating pain and demanding tribute.

by Derek Thompson




Is Donald Trump a staunch capitalist, a secret socialist, a blend of the two, or none of the above? Depending on the day, it's hard to tell.

Some of his initiatives are pure Ronald Reagan, such as his corporate-income tax cuts and deregulation efforts targeted at oil and gas. Some of his interventions would impress a Democratic Socialists of America chapter, such as demanding a public stake in Intel, requesting 15 percent of revenues from Nvidia's chip sales to China, and securing a "golden share" of U.S. Steel to retain veto power over its decision making. As for the rest of Trump's economic policy, it is a hodgepodge of 19th-century mercantilism, developing-world authoritarianism, and extremely online weirdness. The U.S. tariff rate stands near a 100-year high. When Trump isn't firing the statisticians who calculate unemployment, he's waging war against the independent central bank or posting about the fierce urgency of corporate-logo design.

To put it simply, or at least as simply as one can: Trump's economic agenda is deeply Reaganite and deeply anti-conservative; somewhat capitalist and frequently socialist; declaratively obsessed with "American greatness" yet constantly sidetracked by online outrages that do nothing for the country.

So, what is Trumponomics?

From the April 2025 issue: The real goal of the Trump economy

The most interesting answer I've heard is "state capitalism with American characteristics," which The Wall Street Journal's Greg Ip defined as "a hybrid between socialism and capitalism in which the state guides the decisions of nominally private enterprises." This diagnosis makes Trump's economic policy seem more evolutionary than revolutionary. In the past 70 years, the U.S. government has frequently intervened in corporate affairs, especially in response to emergencies such as World War II (the Defense Production Act), the Great Recession (the bank bailouts), and COVID (the Paycheck Protection Program). Under Joe Biden, Democrats waded into industrial policy with subsidies for clean energy and semiconductors. By one interpretation, Trumponomics doesn't stand out in history; it's just the latest example of the federal government taking a more activist role in directing the economy, especially as we try to compete with the juggernaut of authoritarian China, whose modern development was known as "socialism with Chinese characteristics."

But Trumponomics is too erratic to deserve any comparison with state capitalism, especially in relation to China. As the author Dan Wang writes in his new book, Breakneck, China is an "engineering state," where Beijing's control over the economy both emerges from long-term planning and radiates outward through millions of local-government representatives. "The core characteristic of China's state capitalism is discipline," Wang told Ip. "Trump is the complete opposite of that."

Consider, for example, two simple questions: What are Trump's tariffs supposed to accomplish, and what are they actually accomplishing? The White House, including the economic adviser Stephen Miran, has repeatedly stressed that higher import taxes will bring back manufacturing and revitalize exports. Neither is happening. Manufacturing output has declined every month since the tariffs were announced, and many firms have explicitly blamed Trump's tariffs. Meanwhile, the president recently struck a deal requiring Nvidia and AMD to pay the government 15 percent of revenue on the sale of AI chips to China. The logic is genuinely hard to follow on a week-to-week basis. Promoting exports with global tariffs (which might be illegal) is one thing. Taxing exports (which might also be illegal) is another thing. But taxing imports and exports simultaneously doesn't really comport with any coherent economic strategy. As the economy lists toward stagflation, the White House is not doing "state capitalism" so much as it's doing "step-on-a-rake capitalism"--a tragicomic bungling of economic growth that fails to advance the very objectives it claims to prioritize.

The problem with evaluating this administration's economic agenda is that Trumponomics is about Trump far more than it is about economics. There is no clear theory of growth steering the U.S. economy, just one man's desire to colonize every square inch of American attention and experience, which happens to include international markets.

Trumponomics, then, is best understood as Trump's formula for controlling everything around him, rather than an ideology with a telos. That formula has three main components. The first is declaring an emergency to justify intervention. The second is making threats to force private actors to do his bidding. The third is demanding tribute.

All presidents have the power to declare emergencies. None has used this power as frequently as Donald Trump.

Since 1981, the typical president has declared about seven national emergencies in each four-year term. In the first six months of his second term, Trump has already declared nine, plus a "crime emergency" in Washington. He's invoked the Alien Enemies Act of 1798 to deport foreigners during a war or invasion, Title X to deploy the National Guard in various cities, and other congressional acts to expedite mining on federal lands. "Even when Trump doesn't declare a legal emergency, he describes crises that justify dramatic action," The New York Times' Adam Kushner wrote. At this rate, Trump is on pace to announce 70 emergencies in this administration, which would nearly match the total number of emergencies announced from 1980 to 2025, according to the Brennan Center for Justice.

Emergency declarations have been core to Trump's economic agenda. Tariffs, the most significant policy initiative of Trump's current term, kicked off with an emergency declaration. On February 3, the White House announced its first round of tariffs on Canada, Mexico, and China. Although import taxes are typically the domain of the legislature, Trump as president claimed the authority to tax imports under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, or IEEPA, because of these countries' alleged failure to stop the flow of migrants and fentanyl.

The IEEPA is a 1977 law that allows the president to impose financial regulations, such as sanctions or export restrictions, during a national emergency. But no president before Trump ever used IEEPA to tax imported goods. In August, a federal court of appeals struck down the tariffs as unconstitutional, pointing out that IEEPA gives the executive branch authority to regulate imports but not to tax them. Now that net immigration has plummeted to historic lows, it doesn't even make sense to claim the power to tax imports based on an alleged migration emergency that has, by all accounts, ended. But the White House has said it will fight for the right to impose tariffs all the way to the Supreme Court.

I have said before that the No. 1 rule for understanding Trump is that "a lot happens under this administration, but a lot un-happens, too." This also is a function of Trump's "everything is an emergency" style of governance--constantly bending the law into unnatural shapes to justify whatever action the president seeks in the moment.

Just as Trump depends on emergency declarations, he also depends on threats. The president creates pain, then demands tribute, at which point he removes the pain.

To punish ABC for its negative coverage, Trump threatened to revoke its broadcast license, accepted a $16 million financial tribute from the Walt Disney Company, and then backed down. To punish law firms for litigation against him or his allies, Trump threatened several firms with limited access to government contracts before accepting hundreds of millions of dollars in promised pro bono services to Trump-approved causes. To punish Columbia University for a litany of perceived sins, including its DEI policies, Trump froze hundreds of millions of dollars in federal research funding before the university agreed to pay a large tribute and change its policies.

Trump applies the same pain-tribute method to direct international trade and private-firm behavior. In the spring, Trump threatened new tariffs on Japanese and European Union exports. (Pain created.) In response, Japan and the EU agreed to invest more than $1 trillion in the U.S., and Trump himself claimed the authority to direct some of the investment to his favored causes. (Tribute offered.) Then Trump cut both tariff rates by about half. (Pain removed.) Last month, Trump called for Lip-Bu Tan to resign as the chief executive of Intel. (Pain created.) Days later, Tan met with Trump at the White House to work out a deal, and when they emerged, the U.S. government owned 10 percent of his company. (Tribute offered.) Tan remains the CEO of Intel. (Pain removed.)

In the aftermath of any one of these events, you might come up with a philosophical justification. You could defend high tariffs because they raise revenue, or you could defend reduced tariffs because they increase the flow of trade among allies. You could defend firing Tan for his alleged Chinese connections and poor performance, or you could defend retaining Tan as long as the U.S. gets a slice of Intel. But you can't defend all of these opinions at the same time. Each one represents a specific ideological position, and Trumponomics--outside of a basic distrust of trade and fondness for tariffs--is mostly beyond any ideology. The president's personalist style of politics is optimally designed not to achieve any specific policy outcome but rather to achieve the vanquishing of a counterparty. Tariffs, insults, threats, and Truth Social posts perform a similar function: They create leverage that Trump can use to claim victory, tribute, or both.

Trump's personalist style of politics thrusts America back to the late 19th century and the Gilded Age, when corruption was so rampant that it was broadly considered the cost of doing business. The intercontinental railroads depended on insider trading and stock manipulation, as the historian Richard White has said. Andrew Carnegie illegally supplied information to politicians in exchange for their protection of his steel monopoly. The big industrialists in rail, oil, and steel would promise congressmen and senators jobs after leaving office if they did the companies' bidding.

Annie Lowrey: Trump is a degrowther

Corruption oozes out of this White House as well. In his first six months in office, Trump accepted a luxury jet as a gift from Qatar and solicited family-business investments from several Arab states; countries around the world are now racing to build Trump golf courses and towers in a rather transparent bid for his approval. When a crypto mogul under fraud investigation bought $75 million in Trump-backed tokens, the SEC paused his civil case, citing the "public's interest."

I can imagine a Trump supporter who has somehow made it this far into the essay thinking: You just don't get it. The Chinese are eating our lunch. They're not just catching up on AI. They make two-thirds of the world's electric vehicles, more than three-quarters of its electric batteries, 80 percent of its consumer drones, and 90 percent of its solar panels. They make 13 times more steel than the U.S. and build naval ships several orders of magnitude faster than we do. We need a big, rude state-capitalist authoritarian to stand up to the state-capitalist authoritarian that is China. 

My response to this is: Okay, maybe, but show me any evidence that, given the choice between helping the U.S. against China or helping himself, Trump will actually choose the former? In his first term, Trump insisted that Congress force TikTok to sell itself to a non-Chinese company. In fact, I'd agree that the largest news source for Gen Z probably shouldn't have an intimate legal entanglement with the Chinese Communist Party. Acting under this logic, House Republicans under Biden voted 186-25 to force a TikTok sale. But after meeting with an investor in ByteDance, the parent company of TikTok, Trump reversed course and has used his executive power to delay the very TikTok sale that (a) he called for and that (b) Congress has legally mandated.

There is no secret plan to help America sell more stuff. If anything, it is American policy itself that has been put up for sale.
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The Question All Colleges Should Ask Themselves About AI

How far are they willing to go to limit its harms?

by Tyler Austin Harper




Since the release of ChatGPT, in 2022, colleges and universities have been engaged in an experiment to discover whether artificially intelligent chatbots and the liberal-arts tradition can coexist. Notwithstanding a few exceptions, by now the answer is clear: They cannot. AI-enabled cheating is pretty much everywhere. As a May New York magazine essay put it, "students at large state schools, the Ivies, liberal-arts schools in New England, universities abroad, professional schools, and community colleges are relying on AI to ease their way through every facet of their education."

This rampant, unauthorized AI use degrades the educational experience of individual students who overly rely on the technology and those who wish to avoid using it. When students ask ChatGPT to write papers, complete problem sets, or formulate discussion queries, they rob themselves of the opportunity to learn how to think, study, and answer complex questions. These students also undermine their non-AI-using peers. Recently, a professor friend of mine told me that several students had confessed to him that they felt their classmates' constant AI use was ruining their own college years.

Widespread AI use also subverts the institutional goals of colleges and universities. Large language models routinely fabricate information, and even when they do create factually accurate work, they frequently depend on intellectual-property theft. So when an educational institution as a whole produces large amounts of AI-generated scholarship, it fails to create new ideas and add to the storehouse of human wisdom. AI also takes a prodigious ecological toll and relies on labor exploitation, which is impossible to square with many colleges' and universities' professed commitment to protecting the environment and fighting economic inequality.

Some schools have nonetheless responded to the AI crisis by waving the white flag: The Ohio State University recently pledged that students in every major will learn to use AI so they can become "bilingual" in the tech; the California State University system, which has nearly half a million students, said it aims to be "the nation's first and largest A.I.-empowered university system."

Teaching students how to use AI tools in fields where they are genuinely necessary is one thing. But infusing the college experience with the technology is deeply misguided. Even schools that have not bent the knee by "integrating" AI into campus life are mostly failing to come up with workable answers to the various problems presented by AI. At too many colleges, leaders have been reluctant to impose strict rules or harsh penalties for chatbot use, passing the buck to professors to come up with their own policies.

In a recent cri de coeur, Megan Fritts, a philosophy professor at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock, detailed how her own institution has not articulated clear, campus-wide guidance on AI use. She argued that if the humanities are to survive, "universities will need to embrace a much more radical response to AI than has so far been contemplated." She called for these classrooms to ban large language models, which she described as "tools for offloading the task of genuine expression," then went a step further, saying that their use should be shunned, "seen as a faux pas of the deeply different norms of a deeply different space."

Read: ChatGPT doesn't need to ruin college

Yet to my mind, the "radical" policy Fritts proposes--which is radical, when you consider how many universities are encouraging their students to use AI--is not nearly radical enough. Shunning AI use in classrooms is a good start, but schools need to think bigger than that. All institutions of higher education in the United States should be animated by the same basic question: What are the most effective things--even if they sound extreme--that we can do to limit, and ideally abolish, the unauthorized use of AI on campus? Once the schools have an answer, their leaders should do everything in their power to make these things happen.

The answers will be different for different kinds of schools, rich or poor, public or private, big or small. At the type of place where I taught until recently--a small, selective, private liberal-arts college--administrators can go quite far in limiting AI use, if they have the guts to do so. They should commit to a ruthless de-teching not just of classrooms but of their entire institution. Get rid of Wi-Fi and return to Ethernet, which would allow schools greater control over where and when students use digital technologies. To that end, smartphones and laptops should also be banned on campus. If students want to type notes in class or papers in the library, they can use digital typewriters, which have word processing but nothing else. Work and research requiring students to use the internet or a computer can take place in designated labs. This lab-based computer work can and should include learning to use AI, a technology that is likely here to stay and about which ignorance represents neither wisdom nor virtue.

These measures may sound draconian but they are necessary to make the barrier to cheating prohibitively high. Tech bans would also benefit campus intellectual culture and social life. This is something that many undergraduates seem to recognize themselves, as antitech "Luddite clubs" with slogans promising human connection sprout up at colleges around the country, and the ranks of students carrying flip phones grow. Nixing screens for everyone on campus, and not just those who self-select into antitech organizations, could change campus communities for the better--we've already seen the transformative impact of initiatives like these at the high-school level. My hope is that the quad could once again be a place where students (and faculty) talk to one another, rather than one where everyone walks zombified about the green with their nose down and their eyes on their devices.

Colleges that are especially committed to maintaining this tech-free environment could require students to live on campus, so they can't use AI tools at home undetected. Many schools, including those with a high number of students who have children or other familial responsibilities, might not be able to do this. But some could, and they should. (And they should of course provide whatever financial aid is necessary to enable students to live in the dorms.)

Restrictions also must be applied without exceptions, even for students with disabilities or learning differences. I realize this may be a controversial position to take, but if done right, a full tech ban can benefit everyone. Although laptops and AI transcription services can be helpful for students with special needs, they are rarely essential. Instead of allowing a disability exception, colleges with tech bans should provide peer tutors, teaching assistants, and writing centers to help students who require extra assistance--low-tech strategies that decades of pedagogical research show to be effective in making education more accessible. This support may be more expensive than a tech product, but it would give students the tools they really need to succeed academically. The idea that the only way to create an inclusive classroom is through gadgets and software is little more than ed-tech-industry propaganda. Investing in human specialists, however, would be good for students of all abilities. Last year I visited my undergraduate alma mater, Haverford College, which has a well-staffed writing center, and one student said something that's stuck with me: "The writing center is more useful than ChatGPT anyway. If I need help, I go there."

Another reason that a no-exceptions policy is important: If students with disabilities are permitted to use laptops and AI, a significant percentage of other students will most likely find a way to get the same allowances, rendering the ban useless. I witnessed this time and again when I was a professor--students without disabilities finding ways to use disability accommodations for their own benefit. Professors I know who are still in the classroom have told me that this remains a serious problem.

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

Universities with tens of thousands of students might have trouble enforcing a campus smartphone-and-laptop ban, and might not have the capacity to require everyone to live on campus. But they can still take meaningful steps toward creating a culture that prioritizes learning and creativity, and that cultivates the attention spans necessary for sustained intellectual engagement. Schools that don't already have an honor code can develop one. They can require students to sign a pledge vowing not to engage in unauthorized AI use, and levy consequences, including expulsion, for those who don't comply. They can ban websites such as ChatGPT from their campus networks. Where possible, they can offer more small, discussion-based courses. And they can require students to write essays in class, proctored by professors and teaching assistants, and to take end-of-semester written tests or oral exams that require extensive knowledge of course readings. Many professors are already taking these steps themselves, but few schools have adopted such policies institution-wide.

Some will object that limiting AI use so aggressively will not prepare students for the "real world," where large language models seem omnipresent. But colleges have never mimicked the real world, which is why so many people romanticize them. Undergraduate institutions have long promised America's young people opportunities to learn in cloistered conditions that are deliberately curated, anachronistic, and unrepresentative of work and life outside the quad. Why should that change? Indeed, one imagines that plenty of students (and parents) might eagerly apply to institutions offering an alternative to the AI-dominated college education offered elsewhere. If this turns out not to be true--if America does not have enough students interested in reading, writing, and learning on their own to fill its colleges and universities--then society has a far bigger problem on its hands, and one might reasonably ask why all of these institutions continue to exist.

Taking drastic measures against AI in higher education is not about embracing Luddism, which is generally a losing proposition. It is about creating the conditions necessary for young people to learn to read, write, and think, which is to say, the conditions necessary for modern civilization to continue to reproduce itself. Institutions of higher learning can abandon their centuries-long educational project. Or they can resist.
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A World-Changing Vaccination Campaign, in Photos

In 1952, its peak year in the U.S., polio outbreaks left nearly 21,000 victims paralyzed and 3,000 dead. After the country introduced a vaccine, which became widely available in 1955, cases in the U.S. dropped to fewer than 100 per year within a decade.

by Alan Taylor


Original caption, circa 1950: "Iron lungs line up in all-out war on polio at the new Ranchos Los Amigos Respiratory Center after being rushed from the Los Angeles County Hospital in specially constructed ambulances." The iron lungs, or tank respirators, were used to aid the breathing of polio patients suffering from weakness or paralysis of their diaphragms. (Bettmann / Getty)




Six-year-old polio victim Peter Cugno is visited by the famous actor William Boyd, best known for his role as the character Hopalong Cassidy, on January 1, 1952. (Los Angeles Examiner / USC Libraries / Corbis / Getty)




Polio victim Bobby Sepulveda, age 4, is being taught to navigate stairs with his crutches by the physical therapist Elizabeth Bevan, in Los Angeles, California, on December 23, 1951. According to the CDC, "Before polio vaccines became available in the 1950s, polio paralyzed more than 15,000 people each year in the United States." (Los Angeles Examiner / USC Libraries / Corbis / Getty)




In this April 8, 1955, photo, Dr. Jonas Salk, the developer of the polio vaccine, describes how the vaccine is made and tested, in his laboratory at the University of Pittsburgh. (AP)




A nurse prepares children for a polio-vaccine shot, as part of a citywide test of the vaccine on elementary-school students in Pittsburgh. (Bettmann / Getty)




Original caption from April 19, 1956: "Indianapolis, Indiana -- At the Eli Lilly and Company plant, in the finishing department, the bottles are labeled, put into individual cartons with package literature, and then placed in shipping boxes marked 'Rush.' One finishing line packs 40,000 nine-dose vials in an eight-hour day." (Bettmann / Getty)




Elvis Presley receives a polio vaccination from Dr. Leona Baumgartner and Dr. Harold Fuerst at CBS Studio 50, in New York City, on October 28, 1956. (Seymour Wally / NY Daily News Archive / Getty)




Original caption from July 16, 1956: "Chicago, Ilinois -- A line of parents and children, almost a block long, is shown outside a public Health Service Emergency Polio Vaccination Center here 7/16. Chicago has recorded 169 cases of polio so far this year--five times the amount at the same time last year--and free polio shots were ordered made available by public health Commissioner Herman Bundesen. This center is in Chicago's West side, the critical area where almost half of the cases have been reported." (Bettmann / Getty)




Original caption: "Patsy Murr, first grader at Fulton School in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, gets her Salk shot from Dr. Norman E. Snyder as she is held by Mrs. Walter Sourweine, April 25, 1955. Others view the proceedings with mixed emotions." (AP)




Original caption: "Vice President Richard Nixon, a one time service station attendant, went back in the business briefly today to help the March of Dimes campaign in its drive against polio. The Vice President spent a short time servicing cars at a gas station which contributed its day's profits to the campaign. Here, he 'services' the car of five year old Carol Vitiello, a polio victim." (Bettmann / Getty)




On March 11, 1957, federal employees line up to receive polio-vaccine shots at the General Post Office, Eighth Avenue and 33rd Street, in New York City. (Al Pucci / NY Daily News Archive / Getty)




Laboratory technicians harvest the polio virus as part of the process of producing the Salk polio vaccine. The vaccine will then be given to schoolchildren. (Hulton-Deutsch Collection / Corbis / Getty)




Walter Cronkite (left) welcomes guest Dr. Jonas Salk, the developer of the polio vaccine, on the CBS News program The Morning Show, on April 27, 1954, in New York. (CBS Photo Archive / Getty)




The radio station WSIX in Nashville, Tennessee, ran a promotion with American Airlines and the polio vaccine in 1955. (Bob Grannis / Leila Grossman / Getty)




A girl looks on as a vaccine shot is prepared, beside a vaccination-campaign sign and a spread of lollipops. (H. Armstrong Roberts / ClassicStock / Getty)




An aerial view of a crowd surrounding a city auditorium in San Antonio, Texas, awaiting polio immunization, in 1962. (Smith Collection / Gado / Getty)




Original caption from April 23, 1955: "San Diego, California -- First and second graders at the Kit Carson School line up for Salk Polio vaccine shots April 16th. San Diego was the first community in the United States to start this Spring's mass inoculation with the serum." (Bettmann / Getty)




Original caption: "This little girl swallows a lump of sugar served in a paper cup, and receives a few drops of the Sabin oral vaccine and protection against polio, on July 18, 1962, in Atlanta, Georgia. Scientists say the dread crippler could be wiped out eventually if everyone took the vaccine, but comparatively few people are taking it, except in communities which have had threatened epidemics or have been put on crash programs." (AP)
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Will Israel Destroy Trump's Greatest Foreign-Policy Achievement?

The Abraham Accords rested on a commitment that the Israeli settler right wants to break.

by Yair Rosenberg




Donald Trump's greatest foreign-policy achievement came out of nowhere. On August 13, 2020, with essentially no advance warning or leaks, the president announced on Twitter that Israel was establishing diplomatic and trade relations with the United Arab Emirates, a wealthy Middle Eastern country that had previously rejected the Jewish state's right to exist. "HUGE breakthrough today!" Trump wrote. "Historic Peace Agreement between our two GREAT friends, Israel and the United Arab Emirates!" After this declaration, the diplomatic dominoes fell in rapid succession; other Arab states joined what became known as the Abraham Accords, culminating in a signing ceremony at the White House one month later.

Less remembered is what the Accords prevented: Israeli annexation of the West Bank. In exchange for Emirati recognition, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government agreed to a "suspension of Israel's plans to extend its sovereignty." In plain English, Israel's conservative coalition shelved plans to formally incorporate swaths of occupied Palestinian territory into Israel, preserving a path to a two-state solution and deferring a longtime dream of the country's settlers that had been inching closer to fruition.

Since then, the Accords have proved remarkably durable, weathering even the past two years of the Gaza war. But that may be about to change. On September 3, Bezalel Smotrich, Israel's far-right finance minister, unveiled a proposal to annex 82 percent of the West Bank and called on Netanyahu to enact it. "It is time to apply Israeli sovereignty in Judea and Samaria," he said in a statement, referring to the area's biblical names, "and remove once and for all the idea of dividing our small land and establishing a terrorist state in its heart." The next day, top Israeli ministers were scheduled to discuss the idea of annexation--that is, until the UAE intervened.

Yair Rosenberg: Israel's settler right is preparing to annex Gaza

"Annexation would be a red line for my government, and that means there can be no lasting peace," Emirati special envoy Lana Nusseibeh told The Times of Israel in a rare public intervention in Israeli politics. "We trust that President Trump will not allow the Abraham Accords tenet of his legacy to be tarnished, threatened or derailed by extremists and radicals." The planned cabinet discussion was abruptly called off. But the issue of annexation is far from resolved, and it threatens to upend Trump's signature international triumph.

Critics have correctly noted that the Abraham Accords did not bring peace to the Middle East; they consisted of deals between Israel and countries with which it had never been at war. But on the campaign trail and in the White House, the president has repeatedly touted the Accords as a prized accomplishment, and shortly before the 2024 election, he promised that expanding them would be an "absolute priority." Just a few weeks ago, he wrote on Truth Social that "it is very important to me that all Middle Eastern Countries join the Abraham Accords." Annexation, however, could upend that entire process, undoing past agreements and making future ones impossible. Yet Israel's government continues to press the prospect.

The reason this subject will not go away is that Netanyahu is beholden to those who don't want it to go away. When the Israeli leader originally negotiated the Abraham Accords, he did so personally, making the decisions himself and keeping even his own foreign and defense ministers in the dark. Today, however, Netanyahu's political position has deteriorated dramatically. His unpopular coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's last election and depends on an assortment of anti-Arab ideologues and religious messianists to remain in power. The result: On core issues such as the Gaza conflict and whether the country's ultra-Orthodox serve in its army, Netanyahu does not command his coalition; it commands him. And that coalition wants West Bank annexation. In July, days before Netanyahu last visited Trump in Washington, 15 ministers in his Likud party signed a letter calling on him to apply Israeli sovereignty to the West Bank by the end of the month.

In November 2024, I predicted that the Israeli right's refusal to abandon annexation made a conflict over it inevitable in Trump's second term. Today that clash has arrived, and it will play out not just between Israel and its Arab partners, but within the American administration itself, where some support annexation but others do not. The players are already moving into position. Last week, Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman reportedly signaled that any Israeli advances on the West Bank would dash hopes of his country entering the Abraham Accords.

In this competition between annexationists and accordists, Trump will be the decider. Netanyahu has tied his entire political persona to the president, alienating most other international allies while telling the Israeli people that only he can manage the mercurial American leader. With elections looming next year, the prime minister cannot afford a public break with the president. Whatever Trump decides on annexation, Netanyahu will have to accept and spin as his own preferred policy.

The question, as ever, is where Trump stands. Will he rubber-stamp whatever Netanyahu's coalition decides, or will the president side with his Arab allies and seek to protect his foreign-policy legacy from the Israeli right? To date, the administration has been noncommittal. "What you're seeing with the West Bank and the annexation, that's not a final thing," Secretary of State Marco Rubio told reporters last week. "That's something being discussed among some elements of Israeli politics. I'm not going to opine on that today." Later this month, Rubio is scheduled to visit Israel, where these developments will undoubtedly be raised.

Jon Finer: The West Bank is sliding toward a crisis

Trump himself has thus far avoided tipping his hand. Back in February, the president hosted Netanyahu at the White House and detailed his plan to relocate the Gazan people and turn their territory into a "Riviera of the Middle East." Lost amid the chaos and controversy over that proposal was something else Trump said at that fateful meeting. Asked by an Israeli reporter whether he supports "Israeli sovereignty in Judea and Samaria," the president responded, "We will be making an announcement probably on that very specific topic over the next four weeks."

That was 30 weeks ago. Trump has been able to sidestep the subject of annexation until now, but if events continue to unfold as they have been, he will not be able to evade a decision much longer.
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The Funereal White House

Charlie Kirk grew close to Trump and his family as he built a MAGA youth movement.

by Ashley Parker, Isaac Stanley-Becker




It's hard to overstate just how much the conservative activist Charlie Kirk felt like family to many in Donald Trump's inner circle, and to the president himself.

Kirk was close friends with Vice President J. D. Vance and with Trump's eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., regularly texting on small-group threads with them and a coterie of young male aides and allies. He was a frequent and welcome presence at the White House and at Trump's private Mar-a-Lago club. And his conservative youth organization, Turning Point USA, helped elect Trump in 2024.

By early this evening--after the visceral, gutting visuals of Kirk, 31, being shot in the neck during an event on a Utah college campus, followed by the sudden, jarring news that he had died--the mood at the White House was, unsurprisingly, funereal. In the West Wing, young aides, some red-eyed, others grim-faced, watched the TVs, all of which were sharing images of their friend and news of his death.

Just after 5 p.m. EDT, the press corps quietly filed out of the briefing room and onto Pebble Beach, the area just off the North Lawn. A short time later, a groundskeeper emerged and, using a metal key, hand-cranked the flag in front of the White House to half-staff; five minutes later, he and another man appeared on the roof of the building, performing the same ritual there.

Throughout the day, Trump weighed in several times as he watched the coverage of the shooting on television and spoke with aides. "He's not doing well," he told a New York Post reporter, who'd gotten him on the phone. "It looks very bad." When the reporter asked how Trump himself was feeling, the president showed a measure of vulnerability. "Not good," he replied. "He was a very, very good friend of mine, and he was a tremendous person." Later, in a series of social-media posts, Trump called on the nation to "pray" for Kirk, and then announced his death. "He was loved and admired by ALL, especially me," he wrote, "and now, he is no longer with us."

Trump Jr. weighed in too: "I love you brother." In a second, longer social-media post, he described Kirk as not "just a friend--he was like a little brother to me." A person close to Trump Jr. told us that he was "shattered" by the death. (MAGA world and Trump's inner circle were hardly the only ones to express their sadness over Kirk's assassination; throughout the day, prominent Democrats--all three living former presidents, members of Congress, podcast hosts, influencers--weighed in with expressions of grief and calls against political violence.)

Read: Charlie Kirk is the right's new kingmaker

Earlier in the day, Attorney General Pam Bondi and Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had flown to Chicago on a government Boeing 737 for a press conference in the suburbs. The trip was a celebratory one, the mood upbeat, until the news started circulating right after takeoff on their return flight, to Washington, D.C., as chicken quesadillas were being handed around. The flight had good Wi-Fi, so everyone aboard could watch the video of the shooting as it emerged on social media during the flight back. Kennedy dictated his statement--"We love you, Charlie Kirk; praying for you"--mid-flight to an aide. After the plane landed, Bondi exited quickly, out of sight of reporters.

By the evening, there was still no reliable information on the perpetrator. Two initial suspects were released, and the shooter is believed to remain at large. Still, Trump blamed "radical-left political violence" in a late-night address from behind the Resolute desk and declared this "a dark moment for America." He listed off other recent acts of political violence, not mentioning those against Democrats.

"For years, those on the radical left have compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals," Trump said. "This kind of rhetoric is directly responsible for the terrorism that we're seeing in our country today, and it must stop right now. My administration will find each and every one of those who contributed to this atrocity, and to other political violence, including the organizations that fund it and support it."

Kirk was one of the most influential unelected people in America. He was not just a friend of the president's family and a confidant to multiple Cabinet officials, but also an authority for millions of young people who flocked to his events and tuned in to his podcast, The Charlie Kirk Show. For Trump supporters, he was a crucial interpreter not just of politics but also of faith and family, a William F. Buckley Jr. updated for MAGA world.

Tapped as a teenager by Republican megadonors eager to create a unified conservative youth movement, Kirk delivered spectacularly on their investment. Turning Point USA remade MAGA for a younger generation, piercing the party's stuffy image and taking over online turf once claimed by Democrats. Kirk was a tireless Trump evangelist, credited in MAGA circles for helping steer young voters--particularly white men--to the president. Trump regularly appeared at Kirk's conferences, including one in Arizona just after his 2024 victory.

The president loved Kirk's at-times-confrontational appearances at college campuses, all dutifully recorded on social media. Persistently, Kirk raised the alarm about right-wing bugbears such as critical race theory and transgender rights. In a booklet distributed to donors in 2022, to mark Turning Point's 10-year anniversary, Kirk wrote, "Turning Point USA's commitment to playing offense with a sense of urgency over the past decade has allowed us to FIGHT and WIN the American Culture War." The booklet, titled Warrior Report, describes the victories that Kirk notched--dominating social media, dictating the terms of political debate, and deploying a 500,000-strong corps of campus activists to advocate for conservative causes.

Donald Trump: 'I run the country and the world'

Over time, Turning Point's influence came to eclipse that of the GOP establishment. The MAGA movement that twice elected Trump is inconceivable without Turning Point, a vital instrument for conservatives seeking office at every level, from the school board to the state house to the White House. Matt Gaetz, the former Florida congressman and Trump's first pick for attorney general, told us in 2022 that he wanted to see Kirk take the helm of the Republican National Committee. "He's the most energetic organizer in our movement," Gaetz said. In recent years, others speculated about Kirk possibly running for governor of Arizona, where he resided with his wife and two children. But he stayed put. He had more influence where he was.

Kirk was raised in the Chicago suburbs--his father was an architect whose firm planned Trump Tower, in Manhattan, and his mother was a mental-health counselor. He was 18 in the spring of 2012, when he warned in a speech at Benedictine University, in Illinois, that young people were destined to drown in government debt. With a confident, clean-cut mien, he advocated for a youth movement that could counter the cries of Occupy Wall Street.

The speech captivated Bill Montgomery, a retired restaurateur and local Tea Party activist. Montgomery persuaded Kirk, who had been rejected from the United States Military Academy, to put off college and enlist instead in the conservative movement. "It sounded like the craziest idea anyone had ever had, so I said what anyone would obviously say: OK. Let's do it," Kirk wrote in his 2016 memoir, Time for a Turning Point: Setting a Course Toward Free Markets and Limited Government.

Kirk formed Turning Point USA in June 2012, two days after graduating from high school. The teenager and his father came up with the name, according to people who know the family. Montgomery made arrangements for the group's first office and introduced Kirk to deep-pocketed conservative donors while Kirk tracked down other donors on his own. In a stairwell at the 2012 Republican National Convention, he buttonholed Foster Friess, the late investment manager and GOP megadonor.

Kirk's pitch was simple and age appropriate: His new nonprofit would rally conservative students and create a rival to the grassroots progressive group MoveOn, known for its viral media campaigns. "Big Government Sucks" was the mantra of an early Turning Point social-media campaign. A "Professor Watchlist" aimed to expose liberal instructors.

Outside of Illinois, many of Kirk's early benefactors had roots in Texas and gravitated to Ted Cruz, the state's firebrand senator, in the 2016 presidential primary. Kirk did the same. Turning Point was preparing to form a pro-Cruz youth PAC in 2016 but scrapped those plans when the senator's path to the nomination narrowed, a former Turning Point employee told us. Kirk switched his allegiances to Trump but canceled plans for the youth PAC, this person said, because "Charlie wasn't really a Trump person."

He soon changed his mind. Kirk first met the business mogul at a small event in Chicago courtesy of a donor, according to Joe Walsh, a former congressman from the Chicago suburbs who was an early Kirk ally but split with him over his support for Trump. Kirk's ties to Trump deepened as he got to know the candidate's eldest son, whom he met through Texas donors, including Tommy Hicks Jr., who would later become a co-chair of the Republican National Committee.

Kirk, then 22, took a leave from Turning Point and spent the final few months of the 2016 presidential campaign traveling the country with Trump Jr.

His association with Trump turned Kirk into a household name. Turning Point USA opened an office in Mesa, Arizona, in 2016 and a new national headquarters in Phoenix in 2018. The growth of the organization can be seen above all in its fundraising. Turning Point brought in $85 million last year, according to tax filings. Millions flowed in via bidding wars among donors at winter galas that Kirk hosted at Mar-a-Lago.

Kirk spoke at all of Trump's presidential-nominating conventions, and in 2020, Turning Point and affiliated groups promised to turn out voters in Arizona and across the country. Kirk was stunned when Trump lost and, on January 5, 2021, said that Turning Point affiliates were sending 80 "buses of patriots to D.C. to fight for this president." Kirk later pleaded the Fifth Amendment when he testified before the U.S. House Select Committee on the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol by a pro-Trump mob.

With Trump out of office, the Republican grassroots groups looked to Kirk to help carry the MAGA flame. Kirk was so closely associated with Trump by 2022 that a local Republican group in Illinois disinvited Kristi Noem, then the sitting governor of South Dakota and now Trump's secretary of homeland security, from a dinner because Kirk was available instead. "By the time of your amazingly and highly desired acceptance to our invitation, we had already contractually committed ourselves to Charlie Kirk at a price of $30,000 plus expenses," the chairperson of the group wrote to Noem in a letter that we obtained.

In 2024, Kirk's groups again turned their attention to voter turnout, this time with better results. Kirk's associates organized the rally in the Phoenix suburbs that brought Kennedy, who would later become the HHS secretary, onstage to endorse Trump, complete with pyrotechnics displays. When some of Trump's Cabinet picks seemed in doubt, Kirk mobilized his online supporters to rally around them.

Trump is often spurred to action by events that affect people he knows. The assault against a young Department of Government Efficiency staffer (known by the nickname "Big Balls") early last month, for instance, helped trigger the president's deployment of the National Guard to Washington, D.C. It remains unclear just what sort of national reckoning Kirk's murder will prompt, or how Trump will decide to respond in the coming days. "The focus is on Charlie and his family right now," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told us, staring straight ahead, when we stopped by his office to ask how everyone in the West Wing was handling the loss. "That's the only thing that matters."

Kirk was a frequent guest at the White House, weighing in on personnel, visiting Trump in the Oval Office, picking up talking points to take back to his audience. He had his own ideas about the MAGA agenda, opposing, for instance, U.S. involvement in Israel's recent war with Iran. But he subordinated those views to Trump's. After the president ordered strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, Kirk fell quiet, saying in a private message that we viewed, "It is what it is."

Kirk was so unfailingly devoted to Trump that it sent shock waves through the White House when he briefly broke with the president over the Jeffrey Epstein files earlier this summer. But after a call from Trump, Kirk said that he would defer to the administration's handling of the matter. That approach, even more than his incendiary statements about American culture, represents the brand of politics that Kirk practiced, and that Trump most appreciated: loyalty to the leader.

Michael Scherer, Jonathan Lemire, and Vivian Salama contributed to this report. 

*Sources: halbergman / Getty; Adam J. Dewey / Anadolu / Getty; Yilmaz Yucel / Anadolu / Getty
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The Tragedy of Charlie Kirk's Killing

The activist's murder is a disaster for the country.

by George Packer




In December 2023, I spent half a minute with Charlie Kirk in the bowels of the Phoenix Convention Center. Turning Point USA, the youth organization that he founded in 2012 and built into a right-wing juggernaut, was holding its annual convention in the city that the Chicago-born Kirk had made his home. Tall and dark-haired, he was moving quickly with a group of aides through a crowd of admirers. He had just exercised his considerable rhetorical talents in an opening address to 14,000 mostly young, wildly enthusiastic people from all over the country, whipping them up into a mood of ebullient, aggrieved hostility toward the various groups that he warned were trying to destroy America, telling his audience: "This is a bottom-up resistance, and it terrifies the ruling class."

"Charlie," I called out, "would you talk to The Atlantic?"

Kirk turned around and looked me over. For a moment, I had his amused attention. "The Atlantic? I don't know," he said with a not-unfriendly smile. "If you want to know what elite opinion is on any issue, read The Atlantic." He delivered another insult or two, then he reached out to shake hands, as if this was all a bit of a game. "Sure, check with my people. Thanks for being decent about it."

His people never got back to me, but Kirk spent the next year playing a central role in mobilizing young voters--especially men--to elect Donald Trump. And now this 31-year-old father of two is dead.

His murder is a tragedy for his family and a disaster for the country. In an atmosphere of national paranoia and hatred, each act of political violence makes the next one more likely. Last year, Trump came within a couple of inches of being assassinated. In June, two elected Democrats in Minnesota were shot, one fatally. President Trump has ordered flags across the country to be lowered to half-staff in Kirk's honor, but he wasn't a statesman like John F. Kennedy, or a moral leader like Martin Luther King Jr. (whom Kirk called "not a good person"). I won't pretend that I believe America just lost a great man. In the long history of American political assassinations, Kirk belongs in the company of charismatic provocateurs such as Huey Long and Malcolm X, cut down before their time. Like them, he had a feel for the political pulse of his moment, a demagogic flair, and the courage to take on all comers in argument, which exposed him to the sniper who ended his life.

Kirk was killed on a college campus in Utah, seated under a tent with the slogan "Prove Me Wrong," facing a crowd of several thousand people, debating anyone who wanted to approach and challenge him. He kept up this practice--part recruitment, part provocation, part entertainment--throughout his years as Turning Point USA's leader. He was using his freedom of speech, and if his style was aggressive, divisive, sometimes mocking, losing his life this way was no less an assault on everything that democracy's remaining believers should hold dear. Those who disagreed with Kirk ought to be able to deplore what he stood for and also the violence that killed him.

Words are not violence--violence is violence. After Trump's brush with death, before anything was known about his would-be assassin, J. D. Vance and others blamed the shooting on the rhetoric of his political opponents. Within hours of Kirk's killing, with the shooter still at large, Elon Musk posted on X: "The Left is the party of murder." Stephen Miller's wife, Katie, wrote: "You called us Hitler. You called us Nazis. You called us Racists. You have blood on your hands." Some right-wing activists are calling for the Trump administration to crack down on leftist organizations--in other words, to use Kirk's death as a pretext for political repression, which is just what an authoritarian government would do. No one should feel anything but horror and dread at the murder of Charlie Kirk. And no one should use the killing of a man known for his defense of free speech to muzzle others or themselves from speaking the truth about the perilous state we're in.
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When You Try to Kill the Negotiators, Negotiations End

The Israeli strike on Hamas in Doha may have missed its target while also extinguishing any hope of a deal.

by Shane Harris, Nancy A. Youssef, Isaac Stanley-Becker




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Whether the senior Hamas officials Israel tried to kill in a surprise missile strike in Doha yesterday are still alive is an open question. But the U.S.-brokered peace deal they were meeting to consider is almost certainly dead.



The diplomatic calculation is not difficult.



"When one party bombs the negotiating team of the other party, it's hard to see a path forward," Dana Shell Smith, the former U.S. ambassador to Qatar, told us. Qatar, the tiny Gulf nation that has housed Hamas political leaders for years at the request of the United States, and that had been the indispensable mediator in ongoing talks to end the nearly two-year-old war, was uncharacteristically livid in its condemnation of the Israeli strike. Even if peace talks continue, Qatar seems unlikely to play go-between after the Israeli missile strike on its sovereign territory.

Graeme Wood: Israel attacks Qatar's relevance

"This is terrible for regional stability, terrible for U.S. interests, and, above all, terrible for the remaining hostages" Hamas holds in Gaza, Smith said.



Israeli officials speaking on the condition of anonymity to share candid assessments agreed. Although none we spoke with mourned the members of the Iranian-backed terrorist group who had potentially been killed, they failed to see the strategic benefit of an operation that all but assures the hostages will not go free anytime soon. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu may yet pay a political price for the operation, particularly if it did not actually kill senior Hamas leaders as intended, one senior Israeli official said.



A former Mossad officer captured the sentiment among Israeli security experts, and no doubt many exhausted Israeli citizens, who are desperate for an end to the war but unsure how to find any lasting peace with Hamas: "The targets are evil. The world is a better place without them. The timing is political and stupid."



The families of those hostages still in Gaza--alive or dead--will be left to wonder why Netanyahu took such drastic action when it appeared only days ago that negotiations might pay off. Indeed, Hamas leaders were meeting in Doha to consider the latest proposal that President Donald Trump had put on the table, which envisioned a hostage release.



"Why do this when the president himself said he's negotiating?" asked Ruby Chen, the father of Itay Chen, a dual U.S.-Israeli citizen held by Hamas. "The prime minister is playing Russian roulette with the hostages." (Israeli officials have determined that Itay was killed defending civilians near the border of Gaza on October 7, and that Hamas has possession of his remains.)



Officially, the Qatari government has not abandoned its role as a mediator between Israel and Hamas. But Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani left little doubt that his government cannot view Israel as a trustworthy partner.



"Stability in the region will not be achieved unless there is intense diplomacy and diplomatic work," he said in a briefing with journalists, "and will never be achieved through wars or conflict."



Publicly, Trump has said he was "very unhappy" with the Israeli strike. Privately, U.S. officials told us, the president and his advisers were furious.



The Israeli strike "could potentially disembowel" the White House's ongoing work on a truce, one U.S. official told us. Some of the president's most senior aides believe that may have been Netanyahu's exact intent. Israeli forces are poised to enter Gaza City, which Netanyahu has declared the last remaining stronghold of Hamas, and they have ordered residents to evacuate.



The week had begun with signs of progress in U.S. efforts to secure a cease-fire and a release of hostages. On Monday, Steve Witkoff, Trump's all-purpose envoy, met in Miami with Ron Dermer, Netanyahu's top adviser. They were joined by Jared Kushner, the president's son-in-law and a key participant in the planning for postwar Gaza. Kushner's involvement, after months of back-and-forth with the Israelis, was intended to signal Trump's personal interest in getting a deal, U.S. officials told us.



The same day, the Qatari prime minister joined Hamas leaders in Doha to consider Trump's latest proposal, which involved the release of the remaining hostages in exchange for a cease-fire and an end to the Israeli military's operations in Gaza City, among other terms.



Yesterday, Hamas leaders reconvened in Doha to discuss the U.S. proposal. Trump officials were confident that they could get the two sides to reach an agreement.



At midday, as Hamas officials were meeting, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Dan Caine received a call from his Israeli counterpart that an attack from Israel was imminent. The U.S. would learn only minutes later that by the time Caine had received the call, the missiles were already in the air. "There was nothing we could do," one defense official told us. "There wasn't enough time to intercept."



Caine called the White House, which was the first time Trump officially learned about the attack, according to White House officials. Caine also called Navy Admiral Brad Cooper, the commander of U.S. Central Command, who was traveling in Egypt. By the time the two men spoke, the attack was over.



Pentagon officials provided conflicting accounts of when troops on the ground in Doha learned about the attack. Roughly 10,000 troops are based in Qatar, home to Al Udeid Air Base, which houses the largest U.S. military installation in the Middle East. Despite the size of the attack and its proximity to so many troops and scores of military aircraft, the United States never engaged its air defenses, officials told us.



Military personnel offered various explanations as to why. Troops manning U.S. Patriot missile air defenses may have never seen the impending attack, because their systems were aimed at protecting U.S. infrastructure, not Doha's diplomatic section, where the strike hit. The Qatari military didn't engage their air defenses either, U.S. defense officials told us.



Today, a feeling of resignation set in across the Pentagon that peace talks were over and relations with Qatar would never be the same. Many U.S. military personnel remember how essential Qatar was to the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan four years ago, allowing thousands of Americans and Afghans to land in the Gulf state and for military cargo planes to take off minutes apart in order to bring more people out. The Qatari prime minister focused his anger on Netanyahu, not Trump. But many in the region wondered whether the U.S. president could have done more to stop his Israeli counterpart.



One Pentagon commander who sought to be diplomatic about the Israeli attack shook his head and described it as "brazen." A more frustrated commander at Central Command headquarters, in Tampa, Florida, blurted, "What the fuck?"



Trump now finds himself in a bind, U.S. officials told us. He doesn't want to be seen as defending Hamas or criticizing Israeli efforts to eliminate the people accused of plotting the October 7 attacks. Publicly, the White House took issue only with the manner and location of the attack. But privately, Trump advisers don't see the logic of assassinating senior Hamas officials, because they know that the organization will be restocked with "guys who are just as strong and as heinous," as one U.S. official put it.



Even if the strike had been successful, Hamas was unlikely to capitulate in its war with Israel. Early reports that Israel may not have killed the intended targets only added to Trump's frustration.



Some in the administration and in Israel held out hope that Israel's rogue attack could cause the president to put Netanyahu's government on a tighter leash, or to try to convince the prime minister that taking Gaza City won't create the conditions for victory and that he needs to accept other terms.



But when it comes to Netanyahu, hope has never been a winning strategy. Speaking of the Israeli prime minister, one defense official told us, "There is a real frustration with a partner that seems to be acting for personal political gain at the expense of our partnership with other nations."
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The Horrifying Assassination of Charlie Kirk

The shooting of the conservative activist is the latest act of political violence in the United States.

by David A. Graham


Charlie Kirk speaks during Turning Point USA's AmericaFest at the Phoenix Convention Center in 2024. (Rebecca Noble / Getty)



The assassination of Charlie Kirk, the high-profile conservative activist, is apparently the latest in a string of terrifying acts of political violence in the United States. Real America's Voice, which aired Kirk's show, announced his death. He was 31.

Kirk was shot during an appearance at Utah Valley University, just north of Provo, Utah. After initially saying that the police had arrested a suspect, the school now says that there is no suspect in custody, and the shooter's motive is not known. Videos of the shooting posted to social media by onlookers are nauseating. President Donald Trump has ordered flags to be flown at half-staff until Sunday.

The two attempts on Trump's life last year, one of which left him bleeding from the ear, are only the most prominent recent instances of political violence. In June, a Minnesota state representative and her husband were killed, while another state legislator and his wife were wounded. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance reported in a 2023 cover story, scholars have warned for years about the growing presence of violence in American politics. Extreme rhetoric has become common, and it too often leads to action--usually not by organized groups but by individuals responding to the broader culture, in which more Americans say they approve of political violence. "The form of extremism we face is a new phase of domestic terror, one characterized by radicalized individuals with shape-shifting ideologies willing to kill their political enemies," LaFrance wrote.

All murders are horrifying, but political violence brings its own special challenges. A society that resorts to violence to solve its problems starts to surrender its claim on being a society. A grim irony of this case is that Kirk was appearing on a university campus, a place that is supposed to be set apart specifically for the testing and debate of ideas--a place for discourse and conversation. Kirk was a frequent visitor to university campuses. He was shot while sitting under a tent, as he typically did, that said: PROVE ME WRONG. He has been willing to face off against overtly hostile opponents, such as students in the venerable debate clubs of Oxford and Cambridge. Kirk achieved political prominence by winning over and motivating young conservatives, who have been crucial to Trump's electoral success.

But employing force is actually an admission of defeat. A person who resorts to violence has concluded that he cannot change the terms of debate with words or arguments. Might may not make right, but it can end the conversation. Scholars have noted that assassinations occur most frequently in countries with "strong polarization and fragmentation" and that "lack consensual political ethos and homogeneous populations (in terms of the national and ethnic landscape)."

That's a good description of this moment. American politics today are dangerous not merely because they are polarized but also because they are so closely divided. No party or side is able to win an enduring political advantage, which produces a constant back-and-forth--what the scholars John Sides, Chris Tausanovitch, and Lynn Vavreck have called "calcification." Partisans on both sides believe that the stakes of each election are existential--for their way of life and perhaps even for their actual life. Conspiracy theories, including claims of election fraud, are common.

People who have concluded that they are powerless to stop politicians and policies they oppose are killing, trying to kill, or threatening to kill CEOs, Supreme Court justices, judges, members of Congress, Jewish people. Although political violence and support for it have been a larger problem on the right for the past few decades, in recent years, there have been a number of prominent acts of left-wing violence.

The impulse to solve political problems through violence would be a danger to any society, but it can prove particularly lethal in the United States, where firearms are common and easy to obtain, legally and illegally. Kirk himself was a major proponent of the Second Amendment, and gun-rights advocates frequently point out that most people with guns don't use them to hurt anyone. That is, however, what many guns are designed to do. Widespread access to guns means that any conflict can easily become fatal.

Political violence is terrifying in part because it is self-perpetuating. Even before anyone had been arrested, much less identified, in Kirk's shooting, social-media users were quick to denounce suspected motives. Such attributions tend to fly fast after any incident, well before real information is available. Attacks inspire copycats and reprisals. They also draw government responses, which is particularly worrying with a president who disdains the rule of law, overrides checks on executive power, and wants to remove some civil liberties. As LaFrance wrote last year, "Periods of political violence do end. But often not without shocking retrenchments of people's freedoms or catastrophic events coming first." There's little reason to expect that this period will end differently.
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The Beginning of the End of NATO

This is when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to Europe's defense.

by Robert Kagan




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Early this morning, Russia sent a swarm of drones into Poland. The crisis of the NATO alliance that people on both sides of the Atlantic have been denying or trying to put off is now here: This is the moment when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to the defense of its allies.

Ever since he began running for president, Donald Trump has been equivocal at best about America's security commitments to Europe. The allies have hoped to jolly Trump along, manipulating him by appealing to his vanity, calling him "Daddy," acceding to his punitive tariffs without resistance, and generally accepting a humiliating subservience in the hope of at least buying time. The allies have even fantasized about the United States providing some form of security should they put troops in Ukraine; Vladimir Putin was never going to allow European forces in Ukraine, so this fantasy might have survived indefinitely.

Any real test of America's commitment to European security seemed a problem for the future, and in the uneasy interregnum, the facade of transatlantic comity could be preserved until either Europe became strong enough to stand on its own or Trump departed the scene. This was congenial for both Americans and Europeans. Trump didn't have to take the controversial step of openly abandoning the allies, even as he was abandoning them, and Europeans didn't have to face the reality that the United States was no longer there for them, with all that implied for their security--and their defense spending.

Tom Nichols: Why NATO still exists

Putin, on the other hand, had every reason to force the matter to a head sooner rather than later. The only thing surprising about his attack on Poland is that he didn't do it sooner. (Russia denies having sent the drones into Polish territory.)

Start with the fact that such an attack has always been a viable option for Putin. People don't pay much attention these days to the "laws" of neutrality, but for centuries prior to World War II, it was understood that if one nation's government provided weapons and war materiel directly to another nation at war with a third nation, that legally made the donor a belligerent in the war and therefore subject to attack. An exception was made for private arms sales, which were how the United States managed to supply weapons to Britain and France during the period when Washington was neutral in World War I. But direct, government-to-government arms provisions and arms sales were a violation of neutrality, which gave the third nation the right, if it chose, to go to war with the providing nation or to use force to cut off the supply. The laws of neutrality don't distinguish between aggressor and victim, because those distinctions are not always clear-cut. If Putin had at any time decided to bomb the supply lines to Ukraine from Poland, Romania, or Slovakia, he would have been within his rights to do so.

So why didn't he? In the early phases of the war, he may not have had the capacity--Russian missiles couldn't even hit Kyiv regularly at first. But the bigger deterrent was almost certainly the prospect of pulling NATO, and with it the United States, into the war. That was always Putin's nightmare scenario, especially once Russian forces failed to achieve a rapid victory and became bogged down and vulnerable in Ukraine.

Had NATO entered the war at any time in the past three years, Russian forces in Ukraine would have been doomed. The United States, using ship- and submarine-launched missiles alone, would have been able to take out the Kursk bridge, thereby cutting off the most crucial Russian supply line and path for retreat. Russian forces trapped in Ukraine would have been sitting ducks for NATO missiles and aircraft. Putin would have faced the choice of a full-scale war with NATO that he could not possibly win--a nuclear war that, whatever else it accomplished, would destroy Russia--or surrender. Putin kept the Biden administration constantly on edge with threats of nuclear escalation, but in fact he was extremely careful not to do anything that might prompt an American and NATO response.

And yet, from the beginning, the only people more fearful than Putin of American intervention were Americans. Consider the Biden administration's reaction at each stage of the war. American intelligence acquired detailed knowledge of Russia's invasion plans, including the timing, no later than early November 2021. Between then and the invasion in February 2022, the Biden administration warned Putin not to invade, threatened sanctions if he did, and then very effectively provided the intelligence to allies and the media.

What the Biden administration did not do was take any step that might signal the possibility of American or NATO involvement. The United States did not move ships into the Black Sea, though these were international waters and it had every right to. It did not move any American or NATO forces forward in Europe, much less send any forces into Ukraine. On the contrary, the Biden administration was careful to do nothing that might indicate a willingness to respond militarily to the invasion that they had told the world was coming.

One can only imagine how Putin read those signals. His original plan had been to move so quickly against Ukraine that the United States and NATO would be confronted with a fait accompli before they had a chance to respond. But the Americans, in full knowledge of Putin's plans months in advance, assiduously did nothing to suggest a response other than sanctions, which Putin was prepared to withstand.

Thomas Wright: The only plausible path to end the war in Ukraine

Then came Russia's disastrous invasion. As many as 190,000 Russian troops--essentially Putin's entire deployable army at that time--were literally bogged down in the mud, trapped in Ukraine and under attack from surprisingly resilient Ukrainian forces. Surely Putin was in a panic at that point, for had NATO even threatened to take any action--such as blowing up the Kursk bridge and thereby trapping his army in Ukraine--he would have been left with the choice of surrender or all-out intercontinental nuclear war. He could not have used nuclear weapons in Ukraine without irradiating his own troops, and even if he did, the United States and NATO would be left untouched and capable of striking conventionally at whatever remained of his forces: checkmate.

And yet--again--the United States did nothing. It supplied weapons to Ukraine, with significant restrictions on their use, and deliberately took no action that could be construed as aggressive. Putin thus passed through the greatest moment of peril for Russia since Stalingrad.

Having escaped disaster and gauged the full extent of American self-deterrence, Putin began putting pressure on Ukraine's neighbors and suppliers. This was a logical progression in the war, as well as a response to the contradictions at the heart of an American policy that sought to assist Ukraine while avoiding direct confrontation with Russia. Putin did not force the United States to choose between these objectives. Until now.

Putin's primary goal right now is to force Ukraine's surrender. Aiding Ukraine has already begun to be a controversial subject in Poland; the prospect of Russian attacks in retaliation could drive up opposition, especially if the United States proves unreliable. That in turn will force Ukrainians to contemplate a world without foreign assistance.

But Putin also has his eye on a bigger prize: the collapse of the NATO alliance. For many months Putin has been waging a "shadow war" against NATO member states--one that the Center for European Policy Analysis describes as "a concerted and coordinated campaign of attacks" aimed at raising the costs and risks to those nations aiding Ukraine. These have included sabotage of key infrastructure, arson, and assassination attempts against European defense executives. The Trump administration's response has been to tell the Europeans they need to defend themselves, because the United States can no longer afford to do so; to hint at substantial withdrawals of American forces from Europe; and, most recently, to cancel a multiyear defense-training program for the Baltic allies.

The "shadow war" was a characteristic Putin probe to see what the United States would tolerate. The Trump administration's lack of response encouraged Putin to take the next step and bring the "shadow war" out from the shadows. By overtly attacking Poland, Putin has forced the question of America's security commitment to the fore. For Trump to do nothing in response to the constant strikes against civilian targets in Ukraine was one thing. If he does nothing in response to a Russian attack on Poland, Europeans will have to stop fooling themselves and face the fact that the Americans really aren't there for them.
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Trump's Military Rule

Rosa Brooks on Trump's National Guard deployment and using troops to police American streets. Plus: how Trump's foreign policy is weakening America's alliances and reputation.

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum examines how President Donald Trump's foreign-policy decisions are undermining U.S. alliances and global credibility. He discusses incidents including the detainment of South Korean workers in Georgia and alleged covert operations in Greenland. Frum argues that these actions reflect ego-driven weakness rather than leadership, and explores the broader consequences for America's international standing.

Then Frum is joined by the Georgetown law professor and former Pentagon adviser Rosa Brooks, who also served as a D.C. reserve police officer. They discuss Trump's deployment of 2,200 National Guard troops to Washington, D.C.; the limits of militarized policing; constitutional concerns; and the dangers of masked, unidentified federal agents. Brooks warns listeners that such tactics could normalize authoritarian behavior and set troubling precedents for future elections.

Frum closes with a new book segment, with this week's on Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, where he discusses how the novel's unreliable narrators highlight the importance of critical reading in an era of declining literacy.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Rosa Brooks, a professor of public policy and law at Georgetown University and an expert on American policing. We'll be talking together about the startling deployment by President [Donald] Trump of the National Guard and other armed personnel in Washington, D.C., and other American cities, apparently with more such deployments to come. I can't think of a more qualified person to talk about this startling development than Professor Rosa Brooks.

At the end of the program, I will be introducing a new segment where I'll talk about a book of the week. This is going to be an experiment. I'll see whether you enjoy it. I hope you do, and I hope you'll stick through to the end to see that final segment. Before we get there, though, I want to offer some thoughts about some very startling, very recent developments that raise serious questions about the future of American leadership in the world under President Trump.

Federal agents raided one of the largest foreign investments--maybe the single largest foreign investment--in the state of Georgia, a car factory and an electric-battery factory about 30 miles west of the city of Savannah, Georgia. Agents detained some 475 people, of whom about 300 proved to be South Korean citizens in the United States to help ready the factory to open later this year or perhaps next. These 300 people were shackled, arrested, imprisoned, and then repatriated to South Korea. This incident, as you can imagine, has ignited outrage in South Korea. Three hundred of their fellow citizens who thought they were complying with President Trump's demand for more South Korean investment in the United States, who are finishing a factory that would soon employ many, many American workers: They're shackled, treated like the worst kind of criminals--"the worst of the worst," as President Trump so often says--humiliated, exposed to view, their arrests videoed and included in propaganda for the Trump immigration-enforcement effort. The outrage has been shock, horror, dismay in a country that is already one of the most fiercely nationalistic countries in the world.

Now, exactly what happened here remains a little mysterious. Was this overzealous immigration enforcement? Was this some kind of backhanded political move? Remember the factory, the South Korean investment, was a crowning achievement of Georgia Governor Brian Kemp. Brian Kemp, of course, was the Georgia Republican governor who refused to steal his state for Donald Trump in 2020. Perhaps some kind of payback has happened here, or perhaps not. We will know more soon, I'm sure. But South Koreans already know all that they need to know.

And that's just one of many incidents of these kinds of attacks on allies. Here's another. In the last week of August, the Danish national broadcaster produced a report that three American nationals were active in Greenland on carrying out what the broadcaster called "covert influence operations." These three Americans were apparently stoking separatist sentiments with an idea of ginning up some kind of movement to detach Greenland from Denmark, which is the sovereign over Greenland, and reattach Greenland to the United States.

This story in the Danish national broadcaster reached, of course, the ears of the Danish government, and the Danish foreign ministry summoned the American deputy chief of mission to the foreign ministry for a scolding. There is currently no American ambassador to Denmark. Now, the American DCM in Denmark is a very impressive person. His name is Mark Stroh, and he has served the United States in Iraq, in Pakistan, and he was embedded with U.S. forces in Syria. I have to imagine that a kind of patriotic, long-term public servant like this was as shamed as any American of proper feeling would and should be by the revelation of what was being carried out in Greenland: an act of skullduggery against a NATO ally that has hosted American forces on its soil since before the Second World War. The American presence in Greenland dates back to before Pearl Harbor and has always been welcomed by both Danes and Greenlanders. Yet that seems to be not enough. Not content with having full use of Danish and Greenland territory for the defense of the United States and NATO, the United States now seems to be fomenting some kind of scheme or plot in order to steal territory from our Danish ally. That's the second story.

Now, a third. In May, India retaliated against Pakistan for an act of terrorism against Indians committed by a terror group that has enjoyed the protection of the Pakistani government. Twenty-six Indians were killed. India retaliated, and there was a four-day fight. At the end of the four days, a cease-fire was proclaimed. The United States apparently lent some good offices to the cease-fire, but the Indians are very insistent and you will hear--if you're curious for more details, you can view my dialogue or listen to my dialogue with Indian politician Shashi Tharoor, who can explain the background that we did that in The David Frum Show a few weeks ago. Shashi Tharoor is an opponent of the present Indian government, but he agrees with the Indian government that India achieved this peace on its own terms for its own reason on its own timetable. And while they certainly appreciate that some Americans made some phone calls, it wasn't America that did it.

Yet Donald Trump is demanding that India recognize him as the author of the cease-fire, and, in fact, that India nominate him for a Nobel Peace Prize for the work he didn't do and that his subordinates did do but that wasn't all that important, at least according to the Indians. And soon afterwards, Donald Trump imposed a 50 percent tariff on Indian goods. India and the United States have a close economic and strategic relationship.

Now, the Trump administration's explanation for the 50 percent tariff was that they were punishing India for purchasing and refining Russian oil. This explanation, frankly, does not pass the laugh test. Donald Trump is not taking any action against Russia for its aggression in Ukraine. They didn't say, Okay, we're leaving the Russians alone, and in fact, the sanctions aren't coming, and in fact, the United States is bending every effort to compel Ukraine to make peace with Russia on Russia's terms. But even though we are not punishing Russia, we are so mad about the Russian war in Ukraine that we are slapping India, and it has nothing to do--trust us--with the fact that the president's mad at India for not nominating him for a Nobel Prize. It's, obviously, not true, and it's, again, created a tremendous uproar in Indian politics. And while there has been some nice talk back and forth between [Narendra] Modi and President Trump, the structure of punitive sanctions on India remains in place.

American presidents since Bill Clinton have worked to build a U.S.-India relationship. The work has not been easy. There are many points of difficulty and difference between India and the United States. Yet India has achieved closer and closer military cooperation with the United States and its other major allies in the Pacific. And this is indispensable to American plans to counter China, and Donald Trump seems to have blown it up out of petty ego and vanity.

One of the biggest lies that MAGA supporters--MAGA media--tell their consumers is that Donald Trump is respected by the rest of the world. Well, there's some surveys that show that he's highly thought of in Nigeria. There are other surveys that show he's highly thought of in the Philippines, and he seems to be popular in Israel and El Salvador, as well. But that's about it. Elsewhere in the world, Donald Trump is feared as capricious and destructive, but he's not respected, because who respects a man driven by vanity, ego, and petty personal concerns, and who seems to have no consistent reason for doing anything for any person other than himself?

In this second Trump term, the lethal combination of fear and disrespect that has surrounded Donald Trump in the outside world from the beginning is now attaching itself to the United States as a nation. The world might forgive the United States for electing Donald Trump once. They're unlikely to do so for electing Trump twice. Trump has been elected twice and the second time more clearly and with more popular backing than the first. At this point, the rest of the world isn't going to listen very hard when Americans say things like, or when future Americans say things like, This is not who we are. Donald Trump and the movement behind him: That's an important part of who we are. And other people cannot afford to disregard it and pretend it's not there. They have to manage their own affairs, understanding that the United States is capable of doing this, and you know it's capable of doing it because it's done it before and things that have been done before might be done again.

The United States advertises itself as Ronald Reagan's city on a hill, but the more recent advertisement is Donald Trump imposing tariffs on people who refuse to flatter him and nominate him for prizes, for his own squalid motives of vanity.

One way to interpret what has happened in the United States since the election of 2024 is that Donald Trump is leading a retreat of Americans from the world. The world's responsibilities asked a lot of Americans, and some Americans seem to resent that ask and don't want to pay it anymore. And here's a way that I think about what may be going on. The United States had a long history of racial discrimination and racial segregation. During the period after World War II, the federal government led a firm, slow, protracted, uncertain at first, but increasingly firm, response to force desegregation on the American states and localities that were unwilling to have it. An important motive for the federal government's activism in the 1950s and '60s on the civil-rights file was that the United States was concerned that racism at home was undermining America's message to the world. In a speech to the nation in June 1963, then-President [John F.] Kennedy made the link explicit. I'm going to quote from the speech he gave on television, in June 1963. President Kennedy said, "This nation was founded by men of many nations and backgrounds. It was founded on the principle that all men are created equal, and that the rights of every man are diminished when the rights of one man are threatened. Today we are committed to a worldwide struggle to promote and protect the rights of all who wish to be free. And when Americans are sent to Vietnam or West Berlin, we do not ask for whites only." Kennedy's message: If you want to lead the rest of the world, you have to set a good example yourself.

President Trump's message to the rest of the world is, Well, we're not really interested in setting a good example anymore. We want to instead shackle South Korea engineers and executives who made the mistake of relying on American promises that they could work 90 days in the United States on a visa-waiver program. We want to behave badly, and if that means we have to forfeit our world leadership, that's a price that Trump and those around him seem eminently willing to pay because what they are realizing is that they have a lot more scope for misconduct at home if they have less regard for the opinions of the rest of the planet.

And that's why I keep insisting that far from an ideology of American greatness, far from a program of American greatness, MAGA is the ideology of American weakness and retreat. I think that's why Trump's one big foreign-policy idea is to fixate so much on Panama and Greenland. When America sought to be connected to the rest of the world, Panama and Greenland represented highways in the Arctic Ocean and at the Panama Canal, through which the world's traffic flowed alongside and to the United States. And while it was very important to Americans that both Greenland and Panama be in friendly hands, it was equally important to the United States to uphold international rules of sovereignty and justice. The United States reached diplomatic agreements with the Danish government on behalf of Greenland and with Panama to ensure that Americans and others had free access to the waterways that were policed by those two territories and that the people who in those territories received the appropriate compensation and regard from the United States for the use of their landmass to safeguard the interests of the United States and those of others. But an America in retreat under Donald Trump wants Panama and Greenland not as connectors, but as barriers. Trump wants to seize them by any means necessary, no matter how clandestine or even thuggish, without regard to the opinions of others. He imagines America can withdraw from the world into its own walled-off neighborhood, its economy protected by walled-off tariffs, and still remain powerful enough to intimidate, even if it no longer leads or inspires.

That's not a very appealing bet. It's also not a very smart bet. America is too big, and the world is too small. There is, in fact, nowhere to hide. America will either be strong because reinforced by friends or vulnerable because alone and distrusted by ex-friends. When America abandons the world to the mercy of dictators, it will find itself at the mercy of dictators too. And not only the dictators abroad, but would-be dictators here at home.

And now my dialogue with Rosa Brooks. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Our topic today is the Trump administration's deployment of military personnel to police Washington, D.C. Our guest has truly unique insight into the startling convergence of military and police power. Rosa Brooks is a professor of law and public policy at Georgetown University Law School here in Washington, D.C. She served as a policy adviser to the Department of Defense during the Obama administration. Between 2016 and 2020, she developed a second career as a Washington, D.C., reserve police officer, and she wrote about her policing career in an amazing book that I highly recommend, published in 2021, called Tangled Up in Blue: Policing the American City.

Rosa, thank you so much for joining the program today.

Rosa Brooks: David, it's good to be here.

Frum: Let me start by--just for those of you who have lost track of the story, just a few facts to get us on the right track. At about 3 in the morning, on August 3 of this year, a man named Edward Coristine and an unnamed female companion walked back to Coristine's parked car. The couple had been out for an evening, apparently, and had left the car on Swann Street Northwest near the bars and clubs of Washington's U Street corridor. The couple was approached by a group of teenagers, and according to the account given by Coristine to police, the teenagers demanded the key to Coristine's car. Coristine helped his companion into the car, then turned to face the teenagers. In the ensuing encounter, Coristine was injured and his phone was stolen. A 15-year-old boy and a 15-year-old girl were subsequently arrested, both not from Washington, D.C., but from Hyattsville, Maryland, a plurality African American suburb to the northeast of the District of Columbia. Police are offering a $10,000 reward for help in locating a third person of interest in the case.

Coristine is a man with powerful patrons. Better known by his nickname "Big Balls," Coristine was one of the Elon Musk programming team. Outraged by the assault on "Big Balls," President Trump imposed a form of martial government on the city of Washington. He deployed 2,200 National Guard to patrol the city, most of them from out of the jurisdiction and from as far away as Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee. This follows on a similar deployment in Los Angeles and anticipates future deployments that Trump has talked about, perhaps in Chicago, perhaps in New York City.

One more set of facts, and then we'll go into our discussion. According to the X account of Attorney General Pam Bondi, the Guard and other federal and local authorities in D.C. have, as of September 5, seized 198 illegal firearms. About four dozen homeless encampments have been broken up, including the large and conspicuous one near Washington's Union Station. Since the deployment, Washington has recorded a decline in some crime, especially carjacking. The deployment costs an estimated $1 million a day and is now expected to last until the end of November.

Rosa, you work in more of the center of the city than I do. Have you encountered the National Guard?

Brooks: I have, yes. I've encountered a number of very nice young men and women from the Ohio National Guard.

Frum: And what has that been like? Have they asked you for identification? Have they asked you what you're on your way to do, or do they just let you pass?

Brooks: No. Oh, they're--I've mostly encountered them around the Wharf, which, as you know, is a very prosperous, touristy area. They're usually in groups of two to five, and they're sort of strolling around, looking a little uncomfortable, like they're not quite sure what they're doing there, and occasionally getting ice cream and things like that. And they're really not doing anything. (Laughs.) I asked them how they were doing and where they were from, and I commented that they had been sent to, obviously, a crime hotspot. And they looked a little--they chuckled a little nervously.

Frum: When you were a police officer, how much time did you spend in places like the Wharf?

Brooks: I spent very little time in places like the Wharf because I was assigned to the Seventh District of the Metropolitan Police Department, which is the southern part of Anacostia. So occasionally, I would help out in other districts, such as the Wharf in the First District, but mostly I was in a very different part of the city.

Frum: And this is maybe something--I think a lot of people know this, but just in case--Washington is, like, the shape of a diamond with a bite out of it in the lower left-hand corner, which was land across the Potomac given back to Virginia before the Civil War. And Washington is bisected by a big park that runs almost exactly through the center of it, Rock Creek Park. And on the west of the park, the areas are mostly very low crime. To the right of the park, you get more crime, and in the farthest southeast corner is where you get the most crime. Is that right?

Brooks: That's basically right, although different kinds of crime are more common in different areas. I mean, unsurprisingly, the more common kinds of crime in northwest D.C., which is the most prosperous part of the city, tends to be property crime. It tends to be people's cars getting broken into or, occasionally, their houses getting broken into. Whereas in parts of northeast and southeast, in particular, that's where you tend to see the highest levels of violent crime, particularly gun crimes, homicides, and so forth.

Frum: What does good police work look like, in your opinion?

Brooks: You know, this is actually one of our national problems, that we don't really know what good police work is. I mean, I think we certainly know what bad police work looks like and what unconstitutional police work looks like. And we're seeing some of it right now, frankly: you know, people being stopped with no basis, which I think courts are going to find is a violation of the Fourth Amendment prohibition on unreasonable search and seizure. That's bad policing. Obviously, police beating people up, police engaging in profiling--that tends to be bad policing, no question.

But I think one of our problems is that we really don't have a good handle on--this is surprising, right?--but we don't really have a very good handle on what makes the difference in reducing crime in an enduring way. We have some theories. None of the theories have really been borne out about why we've seen crime go up, crime go down, not just in D.C. but nationally. You tend to see these large-scale national trends in crime going up, going down. People put forward all kinds of theories--everything from little kids eating lead paint, which has an impact on mental health and so forth and cognitive performance; to demographic changes (we do know that most violent crimes are committed by young men, from their teen years through their mid-20s); and demographic changes--but nobody really knows, which in turn means: If we don't really quite know what reduces crime, we don't know a whole lot of what the best kind of policing is.

Frum: Well, President Trump or, at least, the people who are running this deployment seem to have a theory. And tell me if you think I'm overstating this. So their idea is that the way you should police Washington, D.C., is: You deploy a lot of heavily armed (mostly) men, some women, in the most public areas of the city--the tourist areas, the monuments, the Wharf, which is this fancy condo-and-restaurant area near the Potomac River. You have a heavy presence, and that frightens away criminals. And then when you see somebody who looks like he might be suspicious, you chase him and you grab him and you handcuff him, and then you find out who he is. And if he is here in the country illegally, you detain him, or if there's an arrest warrant for him, you detain him. But you don't actually deploy that many people to the areas where the poor citizens live, and you wait, sort of, for the criminals to come to you. That seems to be the main idea of the Trump deployment.

Brooks: Yeah. So there are two pieces to that. One is: Does flooding the zone with armed people reduce crime? And the other is: Are they flooding the right zones, even if that does work?

But on the first part of that: Yes, if you put a whole lot of armed people with arrest powers into an area, you will see crime go down. Absolutely. We know that. We know that with police--it doesn't have to be National Guard; it'll be police. And that often happens that there will be a couple of homicides in a particular place, the police will flood the zone for a few weeks, crime will miraculously drop because, of course, criminals are not completely stupid, right? They say, Well, okay, maybe I shouldn't go commit a crime where all those cops are standing around.

The problem with that--there are a couple problems with that approach. One is: It's not enduring. The minute you take those cops away, whatever underlying stuff was creating that high-level crime in the first place are going to come right back. And so unless you're prepared to permanently have vast numbers of armed people standing all over the place, it doesn't address any of the root causes of crime--which, of course, as I said, we don't have a great theory, but they're probably pretty boring and long term, and they probably are not susceptible to that kind of quick fix. So it's a temporary fix. And indeed, unless you can have armed people in the whole city, what you typically get is the kind of Whac-a-Mole problem of Okay, you're not going to have crime in that neighborhood. The crime's going to pop up in a different neighborhood. And what Trump is trying to do is just have so many armed people that there's no place for it to pop up.

The irony of this, by the way: I should mention that D.C., even before this National Guard deployment--or deployment of additional FBI agents doing street-level policing, ICE, etcetera--was already, in terms of the ratio of police to people, one of the most heavily policed cities in the world because we already had so many different federal-police agencies.

But the second piece of this: I don't think it is a great mystery, but it does not appear that they're deploying any of these Guard troops, etcetera, FBI agents to do street policing in southeast D.C., which has the highest rates of violent crime and homicide. Those areas are very poor. They're almost entirely Black. They don't seem all that interested in solving actual crime.

Frum: The particular crime that seems to have befallen "Big Balls"--and again, there's a lot of murk about what exactly happened, but something does seem to have happened to him--that seems to be a highly opportunistic kind of crime.

Brooks: Yes.

Frum: The area where it took place is a pretty affluent area, but trafficked with a lot of, like, pleasure-seekers there. You know, Swann Street, where they parked the car, is a fancy street--

Brooks: Yeah, 2 in the morning or something.

Frum: Yeah, 3 in the morning. And you're near the bars and clubs of U Street, which are, again, very popular but at 3 in the morning probably get a little rougher than they would be at 11 o'clock at night.

Brooks: You get a lot of drunk people wandering around, a lot of people on various substances wandering around.

Frum: Right. And then you have this group of teenagers who are under 18, who don't seem to have been allowed--who probably would not legally have been allowed--into the clubs or bars but are looking for some kind of fun. And it's 3 in the morning, and the ones who are making good decisions have probably gone home. And the ones who are making bad decisions are still there. But unless you had a National Guard person on that corner at that moment, it's pretty hard to know how policing prevents that kind of crime.

Brooks: No, that's right. I think one of the challenges for all police officers everywhere is that whatever the root causes of crime, policing doesn't necessarily have a whole lot to do with them. Police are not very good at preventing crime unless they happen to be standing there at that exact moment. They're reasonably good at solving crimes. They're reasonably good at finding the people who committed the crime and arresting them. But they're not so great at preventing crime.

Needless to say, the other problem with the Let's just flood the zone with armed people: You do that enough--there was very little crime in [Joseph] Stalin's Moscow. If you want to have armed people on every street corner, stopping everybody and searching them without cause, you absolutely can keep crime low for a really long time, but you're going to sacrifice a whole lot of other things.

Frum: One of the big left-right divides in our society, and this is a place where I think Donald Trump--in a lot of places, he's aberrant from where traditional, conservative thought has been--but here's a place where he does seem to be lined up with traditional conservative views: What do you do about people who are not actually committing a crime at that moment but who are breaking down public order?

And the classic example is the homeless encampment. There are laws against camping on public places, but they're not criminal statutes. You're not a criminal if you pitch your tent in a public park or near a train station. But if you or I were to do it, we'd get a ticket; we wouldn't be charged. But if a hundred people--many of them mentally ill, many of them on drugs--do it, they really degrade the attractiveness of the neighborhood for every lawful user. And right-wing people, like me, say that's bad and should be stopped. And left-wing people tend to say--I don't want to exaggerate--Well, it's not good, but it's not their fault, and they shouldn't be punished. And there has to be another answer beyond telling them to move along.

And Donald Trump, and this is a case where I think he's onto something, says, Well, move along is the first step on the way to a solution. How do you think about that? How should we think about the problem of these encampments in front of places like Union Station?

Brooks: I have very mixed feelings. You know, I don't think homelessness is the fault of most homeless people, right? That when you talk to homeless people and you find out their stories, they're often terrible tragedies, right? They're often the sort of series of mishaps that would knock anybody down, just the one thing after another. And yes, sometimes there are also bad choices, sometimes there's mental illness, sometimes there's substance abuse--but not always. You also have homeless families living on the streets because a succession of bad things happened to them. And things that end up trying to solve that problem by putting people in prison, that just compounds the tragedy.

That being said, yeah, it's both--it's not just unsightly; it's dangerous, both from a public-health perspective, in terms of disease and hygiene, but also from a crime perspective. When you have a lot of desperate people and you're walking through desperate people, people feel scared. People feel like this is not a good place to be.

I am not an expert on housing and homelessness. I don't have a solution to this, a long-term solution to this. I think clearing out the encampments sometimes can have a good effect if you have a place for those people to go. But if you don't have a place for those people to go except prison, that doesn't seem like the right solution either, you know?

So I worry that what we're seeing right now is this kind of, again, cosmetic Okay, well, we can put a lot of troops on the street. We can make these homeless people go somewhere else. And look--magic, presto: We've got you this beautiful city. We've solved crime; we've solved homelessness. But in fact, you haven't solved anything. You've just put the problem somewhere else, and you may in the process of having done that been violating people's rights in all kinds of ways.

Frum: Yeah. Well, let me put this even more bluntly. Homelessness is a chronic problem of urban society. In the 1890s, there were hobos. There was a terrible depression in the 1890s, and you had these men who would show up in cities riding the rails. This has now all been romanticized and sometimes treated as a kind of period-piece humor. But it was a serious problem then, as now. You would have men who are shaken--mostly men--from the existing structure of society. They're detached from home, they're detached from family, they're detached from work, and they needed somewhere to go.

And the old answer that American society would be, Okay, well, we'll have zones, which are undesirable zones. Skid row--which, I think, the first was a place in Seattle, and that the name spread--you can go to a skid row, and we'll leave you alone, but you can't go to the train station, you can't go to the good neighborhoods, you can't be in front of the library. And somewhere along the way, that previous rule broke down. And cities, especially in the more liberal states, said, You know what? The train station, the airport, the bus station, the libraries--that's exactly where you should be. And, in fact, not only can you be there but services will be provided there. And so what used to happen in skid row now happens at Washington's Union Station.

Brooks: I've spent a lot of time in desperately poor countries where there are enormous shanty towns around big cities, just tin-roofed shacks and shacks made out of cardboard. And in the United States, by and large, we don't have that. And it has often seemed to me--we also, as you know, have an incarceration rate that is wildly higher than almost every other country in the world. The reason we don't have shantytowns is--even pre-Trump--because we lock so many people up. That so many crimes that are linked to poverty, well, our solution has been: Well, we put people in prison. And again, that gets them out of the way. Yes, it does. It makes the city nicer for the rest of us who haven't been arrested.

You know, I'm completely with you. I don't think just saying, Oh, well, I guess the entire center of the city and the train station and all the public spaces--I guess it's cool for them to be full of people who, because they're so desperately poor and because many of them do have mental-health issues, they're peeing there, all sorts of bad drug use is going on. I don't think that's good. I do think cities should have the ability to keep public spaces clean and safe, even if that means saying to people, No, you can't be here; you've got to be somewhere else. But I also think that cities--not just cities, but states and the federal government--have an obligation to try, difficult as it is, to find safe places for those people to go other than prison.

Frum: Let me put us on a slightly different track and ask what this deployment is doing to the National Guard. Now, you and I have been part of group discussions about the fate of the Guard in the second Trump administration, and one of the big facts about the National Guard is, unlike the regular military, it's really easy to quit if you don't like the work you're being asked to do.

And if major economic sacrifices are being imposed on the Guard's people--and the Guard has crucial, indispensable roles to play in protecting their neighbors against natural disasters. There are disproportionate numbers of police and firefighters and EMT people who serve their neighborhood and make some extra money by giving one weekend a month to the National Guard, with the understanding: I'm on call. If there's some disaster, I can help. But they've signed up for particular--they often have other jobs. They often have families. And they've signed up for something on one set of expectations, which are now being challenged. Do you worry, or do you have thoughts on what Trump is doing to the Guard by these kinds of deployments?

Brooks: No, I think it puts a huge strain on the Guard. And it puts a strain on their home communities, as you say, partly because these are people who are parents; these people who are taking care of older parents themselves; they're taking care of spouses, etcetera, in addition to having jobs. And when you take them out of their community for extended periods of time for any reason, you are not only denying that community access to the services that they provide in their work--and, as you say, yes, a disproportionate percentage of people in the Guard are first responders in their own communities, not just available for emergencies, but they work full-time as police, as firefighters, as EMTs, as nurses, and similar jobs. And so you're taking them out of their home community, but you're also taking them out of families. And that's a real challenge for their home communities.

I think it potentially has--and we're seeing this already--can be really demoralizing if they're sent to do something that they either feel is pointless or they feel is unconstitutional. You're really putting them in a bind. And one thing, going back to your friendly criticism of liberals, David, I do really worry about: This isn't liberals; this is more radical groups that are very hard to control, and individual people who are also very hard to control, responding to their displeasure with Trump, which is totally appropriate, by shouting at Guard troops they see in D.C. or spitting at them, things like that. They didn't ask--these folks did not ask to be here. They're doing their job.

And I, actually, would like them to go home and say to their neighbors, or call home and say to their friends and family, Boy, I don't think I'm needed here. Maybe the president, who said there was a crime emergency in the streets of the Wharf and the National Mall, maybe not everything the president says is true. And by the way, these people here are really nice, right? So I'm kind of appalled at the people taking it out on the Guard.

Frum: We often in Washington have Guard deployments. I mean, every four years there's a presidential inauguration, and the Guard is here. And I think they, by and large, have a pretty good time. They get to see some American history. They have a good view. (Laughs.)

Brooks: David, I actually, as I think you know, was a police officer on duty at President Trump's first inauguration. And we also get police departments--

Frum: I forgot that.

Brooks: --from all over the country coming. And yes, they have a very good time. They come in for four or five days. They get deputized as deputy federal marshals. They go to bars; they get very, very drunk. They see a few sites, and then they go home again.

Frum: And when they have been here for real emergencies--I mean, I remember very vividly the massive Guard deployment here after 9/11. And again, they're made to feel welcome: People thank them, the merchants send out coffee and soda, and they're received as they are in hurricane and flood sites as your protectors and people who are doing a good deed at a time of need, so thank you. I mean, I really do hope everyone is polite to them and nice.

But they didn't sign up to pick up trash, and many of them are making an economic sacrifice to do this. And they're going to be here 'til, it looks like now, November. And so if you're a police officer back in your hometown, or a nurse, or a retired police officer now having a second career doing something else, and you're making more money, you've had to say goodbye to your employer, say goodbye to your income stream to make whatever they pay the Guard to clean up the trash in Washington, D.C., that's gotta seem crazy to people. And it invites resignations.

Brooks: It does. And the other time that we saw a real recruiting crisis, of course, was the height of the Iraq War, when we also started sending Guard troops and Reservists to Iraq and Afghanistan, and for extended deployments and sometimes repeat deployments. And there, again, these were folks who maybe signed up for the Guard because they wanted money for their educations or because of the health insurance, or it was just a little bit of extra income and they wanted to be serving, but they were not expecting to be shipped off to Iraq for a year, and then another year, and so forth. And often they were put in positions there, too, for which they didn't have the appropriate training.

I mean, some of the National Guard troops deployed to D.C. are MPs in the Guard--military police--so they at least have some policing, law-enforcement experience and hopefully some training and knowledge in constitutional protections from a criminal-procedure perspective.

But many of them are not. And one thing I do worry about in D.C. is: You get a whole lot of armed people, and they don't necessarily coordinate very effectively with each other, right? Guard troops, DEA agents, D.C. Metropolitan Police Departments--they have different training, different sets of assumptions, different rules of engagement. And then, there's something scary that happens, and you've got a whole lot of armed people who don't communicate well and haven't trained together--really bad things can happen. So that's something I worry about as well.

Frum: There's a famous set of rules for policing that--I don't know if they were actually written by Robert Peel, but they're attributed to Robert Peel, who was a British politician of the early 19th century who created the first professional police force in the Western world, in London. That's why London police are called bobbies, after Robert Peel. And he--or whoever wrote them--had a series of principles, of which No. 1 is: We police by consent.

And that's the reason why you don't confuse military and police, is because the military, at least if you're winning, they're not there by consent. They're advancing into the other guy's terrain, and the people don't want them there. That's how you know you're winning. Whereas the police are there, or should be there, in a democratic society because people want them.

And it was very striking during the George Floyd protests, when Washington was suddenly policed by all these strange officers from the Bureau of Prisons. And they weren't wearing proper uniforms. They had strange--one of the things that you could tell was they all had their own shoes, that if you looked at them at foot level, you'd see everyone had different [shoes], so you knew they weren't proper police in a proper police uniform, which comes with a standardized shoe.

Brooks: Well, you've got to go buy your own boots. But as long as they're black, you don't have to pick a specific brand.

Frum: No, these, they were wearing dad shoes. They were wearing dad shoes. And many of them didn't seem to be in great physical condition. And they were then masked, like this phalanx. And the idea was that they were trying to--they didn't look very intimidating one by one, but as a group they looked hostile.

Brooks: Yeah.

Frum: And they challenged the notion of, you know, Who are you here? Are you here to protect me, or are you here to protect somebody else from me?

Brooks: Right. I really strongly disapprove of the effort to, quote-unquote, unmask federal police officers by identifying them personally and using AI and facial recognition and putting their names on the internet, for the same reason I would like people to be nice to the Guard troops who are here. I think that individualizing this and personalizing it and making it about Joe Schmo, We're going to harass you because you are here; we saw you on the streets of D.C. wearing a mask. And in many cases, again, these people don't necessarily even want to be here. Many of these people strongly disapprove of what they've been sent to do. And I think that's the wrong focus of anger.

That being said, I think it is totally appalling and counter to every principle of democratic accountability to have masked, unidentifiable people with the power to scoop you up off the street for any reason--or no reason--and we don't know who they are, and we don't know why they're doing it, and we don't know where they're taking you. That epitomizes a police state. And if they're not going to have people's faces visible--and I understand the concern about people being harassed individually. You can have badge numbers; you need to have agency names on their uniforms. And we're seeing that right now. We're seeing the National Guard troops are identifiable. We know who they are. They're wearing uniforms. Their faces are clear; their names are clear. But we do have an enormous number of federal agents who seem to be involved in most of the actual arrests, and we have no idea who these people are.

Frum: Do they, in fact, have the power to arrest you?

Brooks: Well, it depends on who the "they" are. But yeah--it depends on who the "they" are.

But essentially, unfortunately in some ways, the federal government, No. 1, in Washington, D.C., it's a city with a unique status, as you know. So there are going to be different issues that arise if President Trump tries to replicate what he's doing in D.C. in Chicago, or wherever, right? Because D.C. has a greater degree of just direct federal control. But No. 2, just as I--remember, I was talking about Trump's first inauguration, where I was a police officer on duty--the way that works, when you've got all of these National Guard troops, you've got law-enforcement agencies from around the country coming in: Normally, they would have no jurisdiction in Washington, D.C. If you're a cop in Mississippi, you can't come to D.C. and arrest somebody. But they were all deputized en masse as federal marshals. There is literally a ceremony at the Armory in D.C. with thousands of visiting law-enforcement officers, etcetera, in which en masse people held up their hands and were temporarily deputized as marshals with limited jurisdiction associated with their task.

But yes, you absolutely can lawfully empower them to make arrests, to engage in law enforcement. The National Guard's a little bit more complicated, even here in D.C. Technically, they should be restricted to providing support for law enforcement. All kinds of legal questions about, Well, what exactly does that mean? Even though they're only in theory restricted to providing support for law enforcement, they're also allowed to temporarily detain when necessary for their own safety until law enforcement arrives. And frankly, temporarily detaining somebody--so the person being temporarily detained is the equivalent of an arrest. And a lot of this is going to find its way through the courts, who I think are likely to view this as arrest for constitutional purposes and therefore subject to the same constitutional requirements, such as having a reasonable basis for the stop and the search and the detention.

But the bad news and the short answer to your question is: Legally, for the most part, can they do this? Yeah, if they've got a reason and a good reason, a constitutionally acceptable reason. But the courts have allowed many, many, many reasons, some of which you and I might not think are good reasons, as the basis for stops and seizures.

Frum: Well, there have been some dramatic videos circulating--and I don't know how many cases these described, whether it's few or many or one--of law-enforcement personnel seizing food-delivery people. People who are delivering food typically look like they're from somewhere else. And not to overgeneralize, but I think they do tend to look like they're from somewhere else than the United States.

Brooks: Well, I don't even think it's an issue whether they look like they're from somewhere else. We know that is a job that does tend to attract a lot of immigrants because it's an easy job to get. You don't have to have a lot of education. Your English skills don't need to be great. So disproportionately, the food-delivery-service drivers, Uber drivers, etcetera, are disproportionately immigrants.

Frum: So it does look like--and again, in any particular case, this could be wrong--but like the police don't have any particular individualized reason to stop this person, that they're making, either because of the way they look or the job they have, they're making a decision to grab them. And in some cases, the grabs look really--

Brooks: Really violent.

Frum: Violent.

Brooks: Yeah.

Frum: Against people who, at least, as you see it in the video--and again, there may be more here out of the frame--but don't look dangerous.

Brooks: Right. And again, one of our big challenges, and this is why I think it's a fundamental sort of problem of democracy and accountability, is that we don't know what's happening. We're not being given information that says, Oh yeah, you might've thought it looked like we were just engaging in racial profiling and scooping up everybody who sounded like they had a foreign accent or looked wrong to me, but that's not what's happening. We actually did have specific information that this person who appeared to be an innocent, nondangerous Uber driver or pizza-delivery guy, or whatever it might be, was a serial killer, heavily armed. And that's why we did what we did.

I mean, okay, maybe, right? Sometimes. It's not impossible. But we're not being told, and we don't know where these people are ending up. We don't know whether the targets of those violent takedowns are ending up in the criminal courts, where they will have judges who will scrutinize that question of: Was there adequate reason for that stop? And was it carried out in a constitutional manner? Or they're going straight into some kind of immigration detention, where the Trump administration is granting them, essentially, no legal rights and often no access to a lawyer, and they're being put on a plane to God knows where five minutes later.

We don't even have the ability to determine if the Trump administration's agents were right or wrong. And we know they're making mistakes. Clearly, we do know that they are, at a minimum, making mistakes. We don't know how many mistakes they're making, etcetera. And that's a real problem when the population just has no idea. Who are these people? Why are they picking people up? Where are they taking them? What happens to them?

Frum: I want to ask you one last thing, an arithmetic question. I don't know if this is in your area of expertise.

Brooks: Arithmetic, definitely not.

Frum: One thing that people may not know, that people may not appreciate about Washington, D.C., is how small it is. I think there are--what?--700,000, a little bit more now, in the District of Columbia. The Trump administration has talked about repeating this project that they did a little bit in Los Angeles, have done heavily in D.C., in Chicago and New York, really big cities, right? How many troops would it take--

Brooks: A whole lot.

Frum: --to try to repeat this experiment in Chicago and New York?

Brooks: Just to give you a sense of scale--these numbers are about 10 years old, so they may not be completely up to date. Listeners can look this up for themselves. But the NYPD, for instance, has more than 30,000 sworn officers. That's larger than the entire militaries of some small countries, right? That's a lot of police officers, and that's just NYPD. That's not counting the various other types of security agents in New York City.

Frum: Because there's a separate transit-police force in New York.

Brooks: Yeah, exactly. I mean, there are all kinds of smaller, separate police forces--not as many agencies as in D.C., where, as I said, here in D.C., we've got the zoo police, we've got the Government [Publishing] Office police, you name it. But that's just the police department itself.

In a city with 8 or 9 million people, if you want to have any meaningful, even again, just short-term impact on crime in terms of sort of flooding the zone, boy, you are talking about massive deployments. And the irony here--here's our defense secretary, Pete Hegseth, focusing on "lethality, lethality, lethality," as he put it, and wanting to change the name of the Defense Department to Department of War because he thinks that our troops have gone all soft and too "woke." This means that we're taking men and women who have been trained to be war fighters, and we're putting them into positions where, I mean, here in D.C., they seem to be picking up leaf blowing and picking up litter. It's bonkers.

We actually do have real national-security threats in the world today. But instead, we're essentially rerouting our military to scooping up DoorDash delivery guys for no particular reason.

Frum: Well, if you think that the project here is to fight crime, then yes, it is bonkers. If what you think it is, is to show a kind of form of occupation of blue cities by red hinterlands, to do a kind of show of force, to demonstrate who's the master and who takes orders, then it's very effective. And that's why when you listen to it, the places that they're talking about doing this are not the highest-crime jurisdictions. New York is one of the lowest-crime jurisdictions in America. It is about a show of force by one part of the country against another.

And I think it's teaching us--the thing I worry about most, and maybe this is the place to end--is it's teaching everybody in America (red state, blue state, red hinterland, blue cities): This game is going to be played a little bit more harshly than it was before. And one of the things I think about is, during the Biden administration, how far out of their way the [Joe] Biden people went to avoid tangling with the lawbreaking by the previous administration. And sometimes they just couldn't help it. But they were really hesitant. And I don't think Biden's Justice Department was at all displeased by how slowly the courts moved against Trump and the senior people. I think they liked that. Just let this cut pass away from us.

I don't think that's the way the game is going to be played in the next Democratic administration. And maybe that's not how the game will be played in the next Republican [administration]. Rules are being broken every day, and people are being taught Oh, the game that I thought politics was, that's not the game. We have your soldiers in our cities. Wait 'til it's our turn. See what we do to you then. 

Brooks: Which is a terrible cycle to get into. And that, of course, is assuming that it is a cycle, which is making a set of assumptions about what will happen in the next elections and what kind of elections the next elections will be.

You know, I think the even deeper fear--

Frum: Well, you're very right, that the people who are doing this are thinking this is the last cycle.

Brooks: Right. Because it's bad enough if we have a swing between Okay, now it's my turn to take revenge on you and toss you in jail and put soldiers on your streets. And oops, now it's your turn. Now it's my turn again. That's bad, right? But even worse is I put soldiers on the streets, and you don't get to have an election; you don't get to have a turn anymore. And that is what I fear most.

Frum: That does seem to be--that would imply that the places that the Trump administration would really want to occupy are not New York and Chicago, but are Atlanta, Charlotte, Phoenix. Blue cities in swing states. And maybe that's what we're really warming up for in 2026, is to just say--

Brooks: I think that's a possibility, that this sort of, to use an overused word, it normalizes the idea that you're got to have soldiers on every street corner. It normalizes the idea that you're going to have masked agents of the federal government who can detain you at any time, and you won't know who they are, or your relatives won't know who they are or where you are or why this is happening. You know, that idea gets normalized. We've still got, whatever it is, 15, 14 months, until the 2026 midterm elections that you start getting people used to the idea that soldiers just show up, masked agents with guns show up, and there's nothing you can do about it.

I don't think it is at all beyond question that you could have a manufactured emergency right around the time of the next elections that requires masked agents stationed at every polling booth or an emergency that is purportedly enough to postpone the elections in some way. So yeah, I'm really worried about that.

Frum: And if the message is, And we'll be grabbing people who are recently naturalized, and they have then three weeks to prove that, oh, maybe you were entitled to be in that line--

Brooks: Yeah.

Frum: --that's three weeks in a prison in some other state while you prove your identity.

Brooks: I mean, if you were an immigrant, even if you were here completely legally, even if you had a green card, in those circumstances, where people are being scooped up apparently based on how they look, would you go vote if you knew that you were going to be running a gauntlet of masked, unidentified federal agents?

Frum: Well, I'm a naturalized citizen myself, and I don't think, actually, they're going to scoop up me for--

Brooks: Probably not, because you're white.

Frum: --because of obvious reasons. And I wear one of these--it's like the Don Draper You can't go out there. I can.

But you know, theoretically, there's no theoretical reason why they couldn't, and say, Now, let us challenge--you're challenged to prove. You have three weeks in a prison in Texas to prove that you had a right to be in that voting-booth line.

Brooks: Right. Right.

Frum: Rosa, thank you so much for joining this. It's so interesting. We learned so much. Thank you.

Brooks: Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

Brooks: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Rosa Brooks for joining me today for that important discussion.

Now, at the beginning of the program this week, I mentioned that I was testing a new feature in this final segment. Let me talk to you a little bit about why I'm doing it and what it is. This past summer, I reread the novel Frankenstein for the first time since I read it 40 years ago.

Frankenstein, of course, was written by Mary Shelley as a very young woman in 1817, and then revised and republished in 1831. When the book was assigned to my daughter at college, I was chagrined to realize I didn't remember any of the details I'd read so long ago, so I returned to Frankenstein.

Now, I'm not here to deliver a book report about Frankenstein, but to make a point about an important change in our society. The novel Frankenstein, as I'd forgotten, is structured as a series of stories inside stories. The book begins as a letter by a young English explorer to his sister, back home in England. In frozen Arctic seas, the explorer rescues a near-dead man, and that near-dead man turns out to be the scientist Victor Frankenstein, for whom the book is named. Frankenstein then relates to the explorer his own tale of reanimation and horror.

In other words, everything in the book is refracted at least twice--once by the explorer narrator, then by the Frankenstein narrator. In the middle of the book, Frankenstein and his creation encounter each other. The creation explains himself and his actions to his creator. Now the point of view is refracted three times. We're hearing the explorer's account of Frankenstein's account of his creature's version of events.

This double and triple refraction of the action of a novel invites the question: Can these narratives be trusted? The explorer describes Frankenstein as brilliant, and indeed, Frankenstein has raised the dead to life, which is no small achievement. Yet Frankenstein the scientist, not the monster, Frankenstein the character, again and again, commits acts of amazing stupidity that get people killed. For just one example of his gullibility and silliness, in his most dramatic confrontation with his creature--Frankenstein's dramatic confrontation with his creature--the creature warns that they will meet again on Frankenstein's wedding night.

Now, by this point, the creature has killed Frankenstein's younger brother to revenge himself on Frankenstein. He will soon kill Frankenstein's best friend, again, to hurt Frankenstein. Yet it never occurs to Frankenstein that the wedding-night threat might be aimed not at him but at his wife-to-be, not even though the creature is refusing, as they speak, a perfectly good opportunity to murder Frankenstein right then and there. The explorer describes Frankenstein's character as noble, yet under pressure, Frankenstein repeatedly panics and either runs away or collapses into protracted bouts of faintness and helplessness.

Frankenstein gives little speeches about the evils of selfishness, yet never once does he show any regard for any other person, including his wife, whom he makes no effort to protect on the dangerous wedding night. Again, this is not a book report, but it's a study of the way we encounter literature when we meet it on the page.

One more example: The creature, the famous monster. The creature offers a heartrending account of his wretchedness that drove him to repeated murder. But then, does not every murderer have a heartrending story? Frankenstein's creature not only killed Frankenstein's brother, Frankenstein's best friend, and Frankenstein's wife; the creature takes extra trouble, and for no obvious reason, to frame a servant girl for the first murder, who is hanged for it.

The creature's preferred method of killing is especially cruel and intimate. He enjoys choking his victims to death with his bare hands, face-to-face. At the very end of the book, the explorer, not Frankenstein--now, this time, the explorer and the creature--meet over Frankenstein's dead body. Frankenstein has died of natural causes. The creature professes himself full of regret and remorse for all the atrocities he committed, and we are asked to take these words as sincere, but we have only the creature's own word for it. The creature vows to atone for his many crimes by suicide. We never learn whether the creature honors that vow.

Now, the point, again, to tell these stories is to say that these are doubts that you're invited to think about as you encounter a book on the page, and it's a description and an example of how the practice of reading will push readers to question the material they encounter. And if they don't question spontaneously, then the whole point of studying literature in English 101 is to introduce us to the idea that we should be questioning what we read.

So here's my bottom line on this: As the habit of reading fades from our society, these critical habits of mind are put at risk. Only about one in eight Americans reads for pleasure on any given day. Almost twice as many did so as recently as 2004. The rise of literacy changed culture in all kinds of important ways. The decline of literacy is changing us again on its way out.

Now, one man cannot do much against such a mighty cultural tide, but I can do one thing, and that is: every week, add a segment to this show on a book, old or new, that mattered to me. It seems apt to start with Frankenstein, a book about how one man and his family were destroyed by a creation he could not control. That seems a powerfully symbolic metaphor for so much in our society. I'll see you at the end of next week's David Frum Show with another selection.

I appreciate so much everyone who joined me this week on The David Frum Show. Thanks so much for watching or listening on whatever platform you use. I hope you return next week to view or listen to The David Frum Show. Remember, please like, share, subscribe. It helps so much to bring our content to other people. And if you want to support the work we do here at The David Frum Show, remember, the best way to do that is by subscribing to the work of me and all my colleagues at The Atlantic magazine.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Russia's Reckless Provocation

Whether by accident or malice, the Russians are risking a wider war in Europe.

by Tom Nichols




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Overnight, NATO fired shots against multiple Russian weapons that violated the alliance's airspace. According to Polish authorities, at least 19 Russian drones crossed into Poland last night, prompting a response from Polish and Dutch jets backed by support units from Germany and Italy. Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk told his Parliament it was "the closest we have been to open conflict since World War Two." (He added, hopefully, that he had "no reason to believe we're on the brink of war.")

When the first reports arrived last night about a handful of drones crossing into Poland, the incursion looked like a possible Russian error, a small number of off-course units from a massive salvo of more than 400 drones sent against Ukraine. The air over Ukraine is full of hazards, and Ukrainian and Russian electronic warfare can send unmanned vehicles spiraling away from their intended targets. For the first time, however, some of these drones crossed into Poland from Belarus; Minsk says these were errant units affected by jamming and that Belarus itself shot some of them down (but without saying who owned them). However, at least one senior Polish general believes that the drone attack was a joint Russian-Belarusan operation.

A few drones, or even six or seven, are one thing. Nineteen spread across much of eastern Poland is a different matter entirely. As Ian Fleming's notorious villain Goldfinger said to James Bond after repeatedly finding 007 meddling in his affairs: "Mr. Bond, they have a saying in Chicago: Once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence. The third time it's enemy action."

It's too early to reach a definitive conclusion on Russian motives last night. Whether by accident or malice, the Russians are risking a wider war in Europe. The only path to reducing such a threat is for Moscow to call off its campaign of butchery in Ukraine, and only the Americans can bring enough diplomatic, financial, and military power to bear to convince the Kremlin that it can never win this war.

Unfortunately, the Americans are AWOL. Whatever Donald Trump said to Vladimir Putin in Alaska clearly didn't matter. (More likely, to judge from events since the Anchorage embarrassment, Putin did the talking, warned Trump to get out of his way, and then boarded his plane, leaving Trump with egg on his face and a lot of steak and halibut that no one ate.) Since then, the American defense establishment has been busy: The White House and the Pentagon have been fixated on insulting Tom Hanks, blowing up a Venezuelan speedboat, and helping Secretary of Whatever Pete Hegseth change the signs on his office.

Read: Well, what did you think would happen?

While Washington bumbles about, however, America's allies are facing genuine danger from Russia's weapons, and they are reaching worrisome conclusions. The Poles see last night's drone incursion as an intentional attack. The Germans see it as a major provocation, and NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte today warned Russia: "Stop violating Allied airspace. And know that we stand ready, that we are vigilant, and that we will defend every inch of NATO territory." The Poles may be right that this violation of their territory was intentional, though if it was an accident, it would only show that the Russians have become even more reckless, and that the Kremlin simply doesn't care if its military operations trigger a conflagration. Obviously, Russia is not raising the curtain on World War III with fewer than two dozen drones. But the willful violation of Polish airspace suggests that Putin is testing NATO, and probing the steadiness of the West's nerves--and America's resolve--as he escalates his attacks on Ukraine.

The Russians, for their part, have already issued a classic non-denial denial. A Russian diplomat in Warsaw said that Poland had offered no proof that the drones belonged to Moscow--a creative explanation, to say the least, and one undermined by a statement from the Russian Defense Ministry that "targets for destruction in Poland were not planned." ("Not planned," of course, does not mean "we didn't do it.") The Russians said they are "ready to hold consultations with the Polish Ministry of Defence on this issue," which also makes little sense if the drones didn't belong to them.

Today, Poland exercised its rights under Article 4 of the NATO treaty, which allows any member of the alliance to call a meeting "whenever, in the opinion of any of them, the territorial integrity, political independence or security of any of the Parties is threatened." That's a major step: It means that 32 countries, representing the most powerful military organization on Earth, including three nuclear-armed nations, were summoned to discuss what happened last night. (It is, however, a far less drastic move than invoking Article 5, which would require a unanimous finding from NATO that one of their members, and therefore all of its members, has been attacked.)

Read: Russia is losing the war--just not to Ukraine

Hypothetically, the United States of America is the leader of this alliance. Here is the latest statement from President Trump on last night's events:

"What's with Russia violating Poland's airspace with drones? Here we go!"

"Here we go?" Here we go where? A president who understands his responsibilities as the leader of the free world would normally, at such a moment of crisis, confer with the leaders of other nations, convene his advisers, and issue a statement that reaffirms America's willingness to defend its allies. Instead, Trump sent out a post on his Truth Social site that sounded like that of a flailing stand-up comic: Russia violates Poland's airspace? What's up with THAT, folks? So far, the White House has said only that Trump will consult today with Polish President Karol Nawrocki, which is the least he can do almost a full day after the first time in its history that NATO engaged hostile targets over the alliance's own territory.

Many Americans seem to have forgotten that a major war is raging in Europe--the largest since the great struggle between the Allies and the Axis powers. Last night, that war came closer to America and its allies. The president and his coterie may think this is a game, or just another problem that Trump can solve by talking to people on the phone. But this is a deadly serious business, far beyond the capabilities of former talk-show hosts or a gaggle of oddball conspiracy theorists. Russia's dictator is courting disaster, and the safety of Europe--and the world--is at stake. When will the United States and its president finally stand up to Putin?
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A U.S. Citizen Detained by ICE for Three Days Tells His Story

A conversation with George Retes, an Army veteran swept up in a California raid

by Conor Friedersdorf




George Retes is a 25-year-old U.S. Army veteran who served a tour in Iraq. On July 10, while on his way to work as a security guard at a Southern California cannabis farm, he was detained by federal immigration agents, despite telling them that he is an American citizen and that his wallet and identification were in his nearby car, Retes told me. While arresting him, the agents knelt on his back and his neck, he said, making it difficult for him to breathe. Held in a jail cell for three days and nights, he was not allowed to make a phone call, see an attorney, appear before a judge, or take a shower to wash off pepper spray and tear gas that the agents had used, according to the Institute for Justice, a public-interest law firm that is representing Retes. He worried about his two young children and missed his daughter's birthday.

Mistreatment of American citizens by immigration authorities is not new. According to a 2021 Government Accountability Office report, the best available data indicate that Immigration and Customs Enforcement arrested 674 "potential" U.S. citizens, detained 121, and removed 70 during a five-year, six-month period that ended in 2020. We don't yet know if detentions of U.S. citizens are becoming more common in President Donald Trump's second term, but news outlets have documented more than a dozen such cases. And the Trump administration has ramped up immigration raids, rolled back due-process protections, and secured funding to quickly hire 10,000 additional ICE officers, all of which creates the conditions for more erroneous detentions--and raises the question of whether ICE can violate the rights of citizens with impunity.

"There must be some avenue to hold the federal government or its officers liable for violating George's constitutional rights," Marie Miller, one of Retes's attorneys, told me.

Her strategy is to seek relief for Retes under the Federal Tort Claims Act, a law that allows private parties to sue for negligent or wrongful acts committed by federal employees acting within their job. The government has six months to resolve a claim, after which the claimant can sue. The hope is that the case "will chart a path to holding federal officers or their employer accountable," Miller explained, "and that blazing the path to accountability will discourage this kind of treatment." She said that ICE has acknowledged receiving Retes's claim but has not yet responded.

Listen: How ICE became Trump's secret army

ICE did not respond to my request for comment about the claim. But a spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security put out a statement after the raid in which Retes was swept up, saying that the "US Attorney's Office is reviewing his case, along with dozens of others, for potential federal charges related to the execution of the federal search warrant in Camarillo." Retes was one of more than 360 people who were detained in the operation--"a mix of workers, family members of workers, protesters and passersby," according to the Los Angeles Times.

Late last month, I spoke with Retes, who detailed his story, starting with the day that his employer, Glass House Farms, one of California's largest legal-cannabis companies, was raided. What follows has been edited for length and clarity.



You were driving to your job as a security guard when you encountered a bunch of men, some with ICE vests on, blocking the road. You've described the scene as chaotic. Can you tell me what you saw?

Cars bumper to bumper, people getting out walking down the street to try to see what's happening, really a logjam. Making my way through was a task, and eventually I drove up to where a line of agents was just in the middle of the street keeping everyone away and blocking the road.

They were raiding your workplace. Were there signs or instructions on what to do?

Nothing. So I pull up a good distance away. I put my car in park. I get out. I say, I'm a U.S. citizen. I'm just trying to get to work. I have a job just like you guys. I have a family to feed. I got bills to pay. I'm not here to fight you guys. I'm not part of the protest. I'm literally just trying to get to work. They didn't care and immediately got hostile. No one seemed to be in charge. Just all of them yelling at once.

Yelling what?

They were all yelling different things: Work is closed. You're not going to work today. Get the fuck out of here. Leave, get back in your car. Pull over to the side. And then they started walking toward me in a line. I didn't want to escalate. I wasn't there to argue or to fight them. So I decided to get back in my car. I didn't want any conflict. They surrounded my car. I'm telling them, "I'm leaving." I'm trying to leave. And agents are banging on my driver's- and passenger's-side windows. Agents in front are telling me to reverse, pull over to the side, while other agents are trying to open my door and telling me to do something completely different, contradicting each other. I reversed out of the lane I was in to get out of the way. Then they let a bunch of their vehicles pass by.

How did the arrest happen?

They re-approached my car. I don't know why they decided to re-approach, but they end up throwing tear gas behind my car. Now I'm kinda just trapped there, with tear gas filling up my car, choking. They're banging on my window, telling me to reverse again, and I'm trying to tell them, How do you expect me to reverse when I can't see? You hear me coughing. They just weren't listening; they were still telling me to reverse, still trying to pull my car door open, still contradicting each other. Then one of the agents shatters my driver's-side window, and another agent sticks his arm through it and immediately pepper-sprays me in the face. They dragged me out of the car. They threw me on the ground. An agent kneels on my back; another kneels on my neck. Others stand around and watch, as if I'm resisting or whatnot, but I wasn't. I was trying to comply.

What were you thinking and feeling as this happened?

I knew the situation I was in. People in uniform abuse their power sometimes. It happens. I've seen it on the news. I always know: hands on the steering wheel; don't fight. It's just what I've been taught. Because I don't want exactly what happened to me to happen. And so it was just crazy. I didn't know what to do. They were just all so contradictory, and none of them was in charge. What to do was confusing. Then I didn't know what was going to happen. When you have agents on your neck and back, and you're telling them you can't breathe and they don't care, it's scary.

You presumably faced chaotic situations while in the military. Do you think that helped you?

Yeah, I think it helped a lot. Just going through basic training, going through the bullshit together, being in the Army--you gotta keep your military bearing. So I'm pretty good in tense situations.

How long were you on the ground with a knee on your back and your neck?

It felt like forever, if I'm being honest with you. But I couldn't give you a time. I remember them lifting me up and feeling like it was finally over. They walked me down to the Glass House, where I work, and the whole time they're questioning each other, like, why was I arrested? Who arrested me? What were they going to do with me? Who would take me? They were unsure themselves. I'm just sitting in the dirt for maybe four hours.

After that, they put us [detainees] in an unmarked SUV and take us to a Navy base with this big open field. Every agency you could think of is there: FBI, people from the Navy, National Guard, Homeland Security, ICE. They take our fingerprints, they take our picture, they put real handcuffs on me, they handcuff my wrists and my ankles, and they put us back into the SUVs. Then they take us to downtown Los Angeles to the detention center.

Once you're in the cell, what were you thinking? 

It was just me and one other person in a cell, a professor who also got arrested that day. I was in disbelief. Why was I treated this way? Why am I even here to begin with? What did I do wrong?

And the entire time, my hands and body were burning from the tear gas. It felt like my hands were on fire. And they never let me wash it off. It was bad, and I thought it was never gonna end. They gave us these sandwiches when we first got in there. I took the sandwich out, and I filled up the sandwich bag with water. All night, I was alternating my hands trying to relieve the heat.

That next morning, they finished doing our intake. They do, like, a medical screening and ask how we're doing. Then they sent me to see the psychiatric lady, and based off the answers I gave her, she said it was best that I get put on suicide watch. So until the point I was released, I was alone in a cell with a concrete block and a thin mattress on top. They never turn off the lights there. So it's bright 24 hours a day. And there's always a guard outside the room. It was terrible, feeling so confined, not being able to do anything, and not knowing what was going to happen.

Was there something in particular you were worried about, or just the overall uncertainty?

All I knew is that I was fucking taken. No one told me what I was there for. I thought no one knew--that I was literally gonna just disappear in there and never see my fucking kids again. You hear stories like that, when they take someone, and they just get lost in the system. It happens. It happens a lot. I didn't want that to happen to me. I mean, I never did anything wrong.

Read: The terrible optics of ICE enforcement are fueling a Trump immigration backlash

Did anyone ever offer any explanation of why you were being arrested or how long you would be held?

No.

Were you worried about anyone in particular on the outside wondering what happened to you?

My kids. I told them that I'd be back later that day. I never showed up. That thought was in back of my head. My son is 8, and my daughter just turned 3--I missed her birthday while I was there. And not knowing if I was going to see them again and just--that's so scary to think about.

Eventually, they released you without any charges. How did your kids react when you got home? 

They're super happy. The biggest smiles, calling for Dad, just a hug. It was the best feeling ever. Literally the best feeling.

And at some point, you decided to pursue legal action against the government. Talk me through that decision.

Because I know what they did wasn't warranted. I know for an absolute fact I did nothing wrong. They were the aggressors the entire time. They were looking for a reason to do something. And I missed my daughter's birthday. Then you just release me and say, No charges have been filed. I ask, So I was locked in here, and missed my daughter's birthday for no reason, and you guys just stay silent? It's so shitty and disrespectful. No "sorry," not acknowledging that anything went wrong.

I want change. No one deserves to be treated like this. To have no rights. It's just crazy to think about--that they can just mask up and take someone off the street, no questions asked, and you're just gone. If they feel like it, they can just take you. No. Someone has to be held accountable. I hope change happens in the way that ICE goes about their business. I hope they get proper training. I hope that they're just not able to racially profile people and just take people off the streets. I hope the government acknowledges that they could do wrong. I hope they take accountability. My case is a perfect chance for the government to say, Okay, we fucked up. You're right. This isn't right. And we're not gonna try to hide it. We acknowledge what we did was wrong.
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Search Millions of YouTube Videos Used to Train Generative AI

Inside the data sets training new video-creating tools

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This search tool is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can read an analysis about these data sets here. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)
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AI Is Coming for YouTube Creators

At least 15 million videos have been snatched by tech companies.

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This analysis is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can use the search tool directly here, to see whether videos you've created or watched are included in the data sets. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



When Jon Peters uploaded his first video to YouTube in 2010, he had no idea where it would lead. He was a professional woodworker running a small business who decided to film himself making a dining table with some old legs he had found in a barn. It turned out that people liked his candid style, and as he posted more videos, a fan base began to grow. "All of a sudden there's people who appreciate the work I'm doing," he told me. "The comments were a motivator." Fifteen years later, his channel has more than 1 million subscribers. Sometimes he gets photos of people in their shops, following his guidance from a big TV on the wall--most of his viewers, Peters told me, are woodworkers looking to him for instruction.

But Peters's channel could soon be obsolete, along with millions of other videos created by people who share their expertise and advice on YouTube. Over the past few months, I've discovered more than 15.8 million videos from more than 2 million channels that tech companies have, without permission, downloaded to train AI products. Nearly 1 million of them, by my count, are how-to videos. You can find these videos in at least 13 different data sets distributed by AI developers at tech companies, universities, and research organizations, through websites such as Hugging Face, an online AI-development hub.

In most cases the videos are anonymized, meaning that titles and creator names are not included. I was able to identify the videos by extracting unique identifiers from the data sets and looking them up on YouTube--similar to the process I followed when I revealed the contents of the Books3, OpenSubtitles, and LibGen data sets. You can search the data sets using the tool below, typing in channel names like "MrBeast" or "James Charles," for example.

(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)

To create AI products capable of generating video, developers need huge quantities of videos, and YouTube has become a common source. Although YouTube does offer paying subscribers the ability to download videos and watch them through the company's app whenever they'd like, this is something different: Video files are being ripped from YouTube en masse and saved in files that are then fed to AI algorithms. This kind of downloading violates the platform's terms of service, but many tools allow AI developers to download videos in this way. YouTube appears to have done little, if anything, to stop the mass downloading, and the company did not respond to my request for comment.

Not all YouTube videos are copyrighted (and some are uploaded by people who don't own the copyrights), but many are. Unauthorized copying or distribution of those videos is illegal, but whether AI training constitutes a form of copying or distribution is still a question being debated in many ongoing lawsuits. Tech companies have argued that training is a "fair use" of copyrighted work, and some judges have disagreed in their responses. How the courts ultimately apply the law to this novel technology could have massive consequences for creators' motivations to post their work on YouTube and similar platforms--if tech companies are able to continue taking creators' work to build AI products that compete with them, then creators may have little choice but to stop sharing.

Generative-AI tools are already producing videos that compete with human-made work on YouTube. AI-generated history videos with hundreds of thousands of views and many inaccuracies are drowning out fact-checked, expert-produced content. Popular music-remix videos are frequently created using this technology, and many of them perform better than human-made videos.

The problem extends far beyond YouTube, however. Most modern chatbots are "multimodal," meaning they can respond to a question by creating relevant media. Google's Gemini chatbot, for instance, will produce short clips for paying users. Soon, you may be able to ask ChatGPT or another generative-AI tool about how to build a table from found legs and get a custom how-to video in response. Even if that response isn't as good as any video Peters would make, it will be immediate, and it will be tailor-made to your specifications. The online-publishing business has already been decimated by text-generation tools; video creators should expect similar challenges from generative-AI tools in the near future.

Many major tech companies have used these data sets to train AI, according to research papers I've read and AI developers I've spoken with. The group includes Microsoft, Meta, Amazon, Nvidia, Runway, ByteDance, Snap, and Tencent. I reached out to each of these companies to ask about their use of these data sets. Only Meta, Amazon, and Nvidia responded. All three said they "respect" content creators and believe that their use of the work is legal under existing copyright law. Amazon also shared that, where video is concerned, it is currently focused on developing ways to generate "compelling, high-quality advertisements from simple prompts."

We can't be certain whether all these these companies will use the videos to create for-profit video-generating tools. Some of the work they've done may be simply experimental. But a few of these companies have an obvious interest in pursuing commercial products: Meta, for instance, is developing a suite of tools called Movie Gen that creates videos from text prompts, and Snap offers "AI Video Lenses" that allow users to augment their videos with generative AI. Videos such as the ones in these data sets are the raw material for products like these; much as ChatGPT couldn't write like Shakespeare without first "reading" Shakespeare, a video generator couldn't construct a fake newscast without "watching" tons of recorded broadcasts. In fact, a large number of the videos in these data sets are from news and educational channels, such as the BBC (which has at least 33,000 videos in the data sets, across its various brands) and TED (nearly 50,000). Hundreds of thousands of others--if not more--are from individual creators, such as Peters.

AI companies are more interested in some videos than others. A spreadsheet leaked to 404 Media by a former employee at Runway, which builds AI video-generation tools, shows what the company valued about certain channels: "high camera movement," "beautiful cinematic landscapes," "high quality scenes from movies," "super high quality sci-fi short films." One channel was labeled "THE HOLY GRAIL OF CAR CINEMATICS SO FAR"; another was labeled "only 4 videos but they are really well done."

Developers seek out high-quality videos in a variety of ways. Curators of two of the data sets collected here--HowTo100M and HD-VILA-100M--prioritized videos with high view counts on YouTube, equating popularity with quality. The creators of another data set, HD-VG-130M, noted that "high view count does not guarantee video quality," and used an AI model to select videos of high "aesthetic quality." Data-set creators often try to avoid videos that contain overlaid text, such as subtitles and logos, so these identifying features don't appear in videos generated by their model. So, some advice for YouTubers: Putting a watermark or logo on your videos, even a small one, makes them less desirable for training.

To prepare the videos for training, developers split the footage into short clips, in many cases cutting wherever there is a scene or camera change. Each clip is then given an English-language description of the visual scene so the model can be trained to correlate words with moving images, and to generate videos from text prompts. AI developers have a few methods of writing these captions. One way is to pay workers to do it. Another is to use separate AI models to generate a description automatically. The latter is more common, because of its lower cost.

AI video tools aren't yet as mainstream as chatbots or image generators, but they are already in wide use. You may already have seen AI-manipulated video without realizing it. For example, TED has been using AI to dub speakers' talks in different languages. This includes the video as well as the audio: Speakers' mouths are lip-synched with the new words so it looks like they're speaking Japanese, French, or Russian. Nishat Ruiter, TED's general counsel, told me this is done with the speakers' knowledge and consent.

There are also consumer-facing products for tweaking videos with AI. If your face doesn't look right, for example, you can try a face-enhancer such as Facetune, or ditch your mug entirely with a face-swapper such as Facewow. With Runway's Aleph, you can change the colors of objects, or turn sunshine into a snowstorm.

Then there are tools that generate new videos based on an image you provide. Google encourages Gemini users to animate their "favorite photos." The result is a clip that extrapolates eight seconds of movement from an initial image, making a person dance, cook, or swing a golf club. These are often both amazing and creepy. "Talking head generation"--for employee-orientation videos, for example--is also advancing. Vidnoz AI promises to generate "Realistic AI Spokespersons of Any Style." A company called Arcads will generate a complete advertisement, with actors and voiceover. ByteDance, the company that operates TikTok, offers a similar product called Symphony Creative Studio. Other applications of AI video generation include virtual try-on of clothes, generating custom video games, and animating cartoon characters and people.

Some companies are both working with AI and simultaneously fighting to defend their content from being pilfered by AI companies. This reflects the Wild West mentality in AI right now--companies exploiting legal gray areas to see how they can profit. As I investigated these data sets, I learned about an incident involving TED--again, one of the most-pilfered organizations in the data sets captured here, and one that is attempting to employ AI to advance its own business. In June, the Cannes Lions international advertising festival gave one of its Grand Prix awards to an ad that included deepfaked footage from a TED talk by DeAndrea Salvador, currently a state senator in North Carolina. The ad agency, DM9, "used AI cloning to change her talk and repurposed it for a commercial ad campaign," Ruiter told me on a video call recently. When the manipulation was discovered, the Cannes Lions festival withdrew the award. Last month, Salvador sued DM9 along with its clients--Whirpool and Consul--for misappropriation of her likeness, among other things. DM9 apologized for the incident and cited "a series of failures in the production and sending" of the ad. A spokesperson from Whirlpool told me the company was unaware the senator's remarks had been altered.

Others in the film industry have filed lawsuits against AI companies for training with their content. In June, Disney and Universal sued Midjourney, the maker of an image-generating tool that can produce images containing recognizable characters (Warner Brothers joined the lawsuit last week). The lawsuit called Midjourney a "bottomless pit of plagiarism." The following month, two adult-film companies sued Meta for downloading (and distributing through BitTorrent) more than 2,000 of their videos. Neither Midjourney nor Meta has responded to the allegations, and neither responded to my request for comment. One YouTuber filed their own lawsuit: In August of last year, David Millette sued Nvidia for unjust enrichment and unfair competition with regard to the training of its Cosmos AI, but the case was voluntarily dismissed months later.

The Disney characters and the deepfaked Salvador ad are just two instances of how these tools can be damaging. The floodgates may soon be opening further. Thanks to the enormous amount of investment in the technology, generated videos are beginning to appear everywhere. One company, DeepBrain AI, pays "creators" to post AI-generated videos made with its tools on YouTube. It currently offers $500 for a video that gets 10,000 views, a relatively low threshold. Companies that run social-media platforms, such as Google and Meta, also pay users for content, through ad-revenue sharing, and many directly encourage the posting of AI-generated content. Not surprisingly, a coterie of gurus has arrived to teach the secrets of making money with AI-generated content.

Google and Meta have also trained AI tools on large quantities of videos from their own platforms: Google has taken at least 70 million clips from YouTube, and Meta has taken more than 65 million clips from Instagram. If these companies succeed in flooding their platforms with synthetic videos, human creators could be left with the unenviable task of competing with machines that churn out endless content based on their original work. And social media will become even less social than it is.

I asked Peters if he knew his videos had been taken from YouTube to train AI. He said he didn't, but he wasn't surprised. "I think everything's gonna get stolen," he told me. But he didn't know what to do about it. "Do I quit, or do I just keep making videos and hope people want to connect with a person?"
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A Big Show About the Little Things

<em>The Summer I Turned Pretty</em> is serious about the barely exceptional lives of unremarkable American kids.

by Greta Rainbow




The new season of The Summer I Turned Pretty, a melodrama about a love triangle set in a fictional beach town, opens with a classic dilemma. Isabel (played by Lola Tung), a college junior whom everyone calls "Belly," has made it off the waitlist to study abroad in Paris in the fall. But her excitement fades when she learns that her boyfriend--a senior--must complete an extra semester at home in the United States. He'll be sulking on campus alone while she's presumably fending off handsome European co-eds. Should she stay or should she go?

As described, "to Paris or not to Paris" may not sound like a totally original--or even consequential--plot. But The Summer I Turned Pretty, which is one of the most popular series on Prime Video right now, concerns itself with the little things. To the 21-year-old Belly, Paris matters. Decisions like these are pivot points--choosing Europe over a guy actually will determine everything about her life. Concentrating on such individual choices is crucial to the appeal of the young-adult blockbuster, which is adapted from a series by the teenager-whisperer Jenny Han. The show is serious about the barely exceptional lives of unremarkable American kids, finding profundity by treating these crossroads in life with care and nuance, not as petty problems.

The Paris question reflects the story's central drama: the intersecting romance between Belly and the Fisher brothers, Conrad (Christopher Briney) and Jeremiah (Gavin Casalegno), whose families summer together somewhere in idyllic New England. Since Belly "turned pretty," hitting puberty and discovering contact lenses, she has flip-flopped in anguish between Jeremiah's peppy, openly affectionate personality and Conrad's mysterious, mercurial yearning. (Ahead of the Paris choice, she's been dating Jeremiah.) This is high-stakes teenage stuff, and the show leads a second life online, where superfans in opposing camps fire off rounds of GIFs meant to condemn one brother over the other. Judging by the grammar, it's moderately easy to tell which posts are made by 11-year-olds during their allotted family-computer time.

But the show's growing success does not rest on the backs of middle schoolers alone. In July, Amazon confirmed to Variety that The Summer I Turned Pretty has an older fandom, too. The show offers plenty of cross-generational entry points: Parents may identify with Belly's mom, Laurel (Jackie Chung), who struggles with watching her daughter make life decisions she disagrees with. Belly's older brother offers intermittent comic relief--and deceptively sensitive levity--as he navigates his on-again, off-again relationship with Belly's best friend. And those who have experienced the death of a family member might recognize the Fisher boys' misdirected grief after losing their mother to breast cancer.

Still, what sticks out most is the show's treatment of youth. A series such as HBO's Euphoria depicts teenagers embroiled in very adult problems, whereas Han, who also wrote the popular series To All the Boys I've Loved Before, is reverent of the experience of simply being young. To her, this quotidian adolescent drama is as important as anything else: "If you have a big fight with your best friend and you're in high school, it can be very earth-shattering," she told Elle. "It can really destabilize your whole existence. I don't feel that's any less real or important than something happening to an adult."

Such events feel credibly weighty on the show because they transpire in a world that is recognizably ours yet free of bad headlines, allowing the big emotions--sadness, gladness, everything in between--to unfurl without interruption. Many TV shows that choose to depict the contemporary moment will pad their scripts with online colloquialisms and passing references to divisive events. The recent streaming hit The Pitt, to name one, mentions mass shootings, abortion rights, and anti-vaxxers; Season 2 will reportedly address Donald Trump's "big, beautiful bill."

Read: 20-somethings are in trouble

The Summer I Turned Pretty has none of this. No dashed-off mentions of Trump, or COVID-19, or attending school over Zoom; almost no online slang. The show offers a fantasy of a culture not so plagued by toxicity, allowing the creators to exchange the politics of the day for the nuances of growing up. Belly's greatest hurdle might be accepting that not every summer can be the same as the last one--that she must let go of the people and places she loves. Here, the show being a story about young people, primarily meant for young audiences, proves most useful. Because the underdeveloped prefrontal cortex naturally thinks, The world revolves around me, eliding the "real world" from Belly's internal-monologue narration is not only excusable but accurate. (It also helps keep the potential viewership as wide as possible.)

It's not that the show assumes that today's young Americans don't care about politics--that they aren't paying attention to the Trump administration's attack on civil rights, or the latest stats on the climate crisis. If anything, its attention to the sad textures of teenage life seems to acknowledge that for many young people today, paying attention to their own life might feel futile or too small, given the relentlessness of the news. The show exists in the context of modern teenage sadness: According to a government survey, "persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness" among U.S. high-school students nearly doubled from 2009 to 2021, from 26.0 to 44.2 percent. Every time teens use the internet--which 46 percent say they did "almost constantly" in a 2023 study--they see catastrophes of all kinds, which might inspire an unhealthy amount of shame about focusing on a relatively smaller problem, such as a fight with your best friend. Yet how else does a young woman understand her life and what she wants from it? In Belly's case, making the Paris decision--let alone the decision of which brother to be with--involves critical-thinking skills and a sense of self, neither of which is a trivial quality.

On The Summer I Turned Pretty, the acting is capable and the writing is fine. The perspective is what's special, as it respects what is small and yet sacred about life. It's something that children need to learn and that adults are, it turns out, relieved to remember. At one point this season, Belly muses, "It's just weird how one choice can end up shaping your whole future." How right she is--and when she decides to go to Paris after all, we believe that it will really matter.
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Russia Is Losing the War--Just Not to Ukraine

A war meant to catalyze national revival has instead become a case study in national self-harm.

by Jeremy Shapiro




Vladimir Putin, we've been told since the start of the war in Ukraine, has goals that extend well beyond territory: He seeks to upend the post-Cold War international order, to reconstruct the Soviet sphere of influence, and to allow Russia to reassume its rightful position as a world power equal to the United States. Bilateral summits, such as the recent one between Donald Trump and Putin in Anchorage, offer a symbolic recognition of that aspiration--as Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov highlighted not so subtly by showing up in Alaska wearing a CCCP (U.S.S.R.) sweatshirt.

But summits and sweatshirts won't make Russia a superpower. Only a credible show of strength can do that. The war in Ukraine was meant to supply this, but it has instead become a slow-motion demonstration of Russia's decline--less a catalyst of national revival than a case study in national self-harm.

Moscow has devoted considerable resources, manpower, and political will to its invasion of the country next door. In purely military terms, it has managed not to lose and may even be eking its way toward some sort of attritional victory in the Donbas. But even if it consolidates its territorial gains and keeps Ukraine out of NATO, Russia will have won only a pyrrhic victory, mortgaging its future for the sake of a few bombed-out square kilometers. In other words, Russia is effectively losing the war in Ukraine--not to Ukraine, but to everyone else.

Read: Did the White House not understand what Putin was really offering?

In virtually any likely end-of-war scenario, Ukraine will remain a hostile, Western-armed neighbor--a permanent sucking wound on Russia's western flank. Europe will continue to embargo Russian goods and build its energy future without Russia's Gazprom. The Russian army, having shown itself moderately adaptable to modern warfare, will nonetheless be gutted of equipment, bereft of its best cadres, and reliant on foreign suppliers. To reconstitute it will take years and many billions of dollars. By then, Russia's supposed mastery of modern drone warfare will probably be obsolete.

While Russia obsesses over Ukraine, its erstwhile friends and clients are quietly slipping away. In Africa, Wagner's heirs struggle to hold their franchises together, and China and the Gulf states are buying up influence, drawing from far deeper pockets. In the Middle East, Moscow's old claim to be an indispensable broker appears totally vacuous.

Nowhere is this clearer than in Syria. Moscow once celebrated its involvement in that country's civil war as part of a "Russian resurgence" that would restore the country to the ranks of great powers, showing that it could project influence and outmaneuver Washington in the Middle East. Now Syria has become a symbol of overstretch. The Bashar al-Assad regime, whose survival Putin once touted as existential for Russia, disappeared with barely a murmur from Moscow, leaving Turkey, Israel, the Gulf States, and the United States to carve up influence in the land it once ruled.

The South Caucasus were once Moscow's backyard playground: Azerbaijan and Armenia long depended on Russia for security guarantees, arms supplies, and mediation of their conflicts. Russia's implicit promise to Armenia was that its membership in the Collective Security Treaty Organization and its deep ties with the Russian military (as well as the Russian peacekeepers deployed on the disputed territory) would ensure protection against Azerbaijani aggression. But in 2020 and again 2023, Azerbaijan routed Armenia in the territory contested between the two states, showing how little weight Russian promises carried. Now the United States is negotiating peace between the two countries--something unimaginable even four years ago.

The one place Russia has effectively influenced is Europe, where NATO has expanded to include Finland and Sweden, and states have increased their military spending, courtesy of Russian belligerence. Putin appears to have engineered a strange geopolitical bargain: Moscow sacrifices its demographically scarce young men in the Donbas so that Europeans will finally buy air defenses.

At home, Russia's wartime economy looks like a parody of Soviet stagnation, exactly what Putin warned against in the early years of his presidency. Factories churn out shells and missiles even as the rest of the world invests in artificial intelligence, green technology, and microchips. The Kremlin has succeeded in building a fortress economy, but one that is fortified against the future more than against the enemy. This would be funny if it weren't so tragic for Russia's prospects: a petrostate doubling down on oil and artillery in the middle of a technological revolution. The Kremlin says it's waging a war of destiny; in reality, it's missing the 21st century.

The clearest proof that Russia is not winning lies in Beijing. Russia is running down its stocks of precision missiles, and without access to Western components, it has grown ever more dependent on imports from China to sustain its military machine. Each missile in turns costs millions of dollars (for example, approximately $1 million to $2 million for a Kalibr cruise missile) and increases Russia's need for fossil-fuel exports and capital. China is now Russia's largest oil customer, accounting for nearly 40 percent of Russian fossil-fuel-export revenue in 2025 so far (at discounted rates), and has also become its main source of foreign credit; Western finance has dried up because of the sanctions.

Listen: Why the West failed the 'Putin test'

Far from making Russia a superpower, Russia's war against Ukraine has relegated it from would-be empire to China's disgruntled junior partner. For Xi Jinping, this war is a gift. It is diverting Western resources and bleeding Russia, all at bargain prices. For Putin, it's a trap.

Both Russia's defenders and its enemies suggest that a successful campaign in Ukraine will somehow produce a stronger, reinvigorated Russia capable of posing an immediate threat to Europe and beyond. But what exactly would Moscow have "won"? An angry, revanchist neighbor; a more unified, hostile Europe; a ruined economy; a gutted army; reduced international influence; and a boss in Beijing. That is not victory but self-inflicted decline.

This is perhaps why the Kremlin seems so uninterested in ending the war. A compromise peace would not expose a defeat on the battlefield but rather something far worse: the absence of any larger strategy. As one economist put it, "The Russian regime has no incentive to end the war and deal with that kind of economic reality. So it cannot afford to win the war, nor can it afford to lose."

In sacrificing its global influence for the chance to spend the past year pulverizing the previously unheard-of city of Pokrovsk in the Donbas, Russia has proved not its resilience but its near irrelevance. Russia has not rediscovered its imperial destiny. It has discovered only that it can still destroy--and that destruction is just about all that its foreign policy has to offer.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/09/russia-ukraine-public-putin/684146/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s October Cover Story: Jill Lepore on How the Radical Legal Philosophy of Originalism Has Undermined the Process of Constitutional Evolution






For The Atlantic's October cover story, "How Originalism Killed the Constitution," Jill Lepore argues that the Constitution is not a "dead" document as originalists contend--but rather, that the Founders intended for it to change and be amended over time, as the document itself makes plain. Failing to amend the Constitution as needed and desired is a lost opportunity and sets a dangerous course. Originalism's dominance, Lepore explains, is not really an attempt to return to an "original meaning" intended by the Founders. Instead, it is a way to effect constitutional change while pretending otherwise. Lepore's cover story is adapted from her forthcoming book, We the People: A History of the U.S. Constitution (publishing September 16).
 
 Lepore writes: "One of the Constitution's founding purposes was to prevent change. But another was to allow for change without violence. Amendment is a constitution's mechanism for the prevention of insurrection--the only way to change the fundamentals of government without recourse to rebellion. Amendment is so essential to the American constitutional tradition--so methodical and so entirely a conception of endurance through adaptation--that it can best be described as a philosophy. It is, at this point, a philosophy all but forgotten."
 
 Lepore continues: "The U.S. Constitution has one of the lowest amendment rates in the world. Some 12,000 amendments have been formally introduced on the floor of Congress; only 27 have ever been ratified, and there has been no significant amendment in more than 50 years. That is not because Americans are opposed to amending constitutions. Since 1789, Americans have submitted at least 10,000 petitions and countless letters, postcards, and phone and email messages to Congress regarding constitutional amendments, and they have introduced and agitated for thousands more amendments in the pages of newspapers and pamphlets, from pulpits, at political rallies, on websites, and all over social media."
 
 The U.S. Constitution has not been meaningfully amended since 1971, just as political parties began to polarize. That same year also marked a turning point in the history of American constitutionalism, Lepore writes, when the idea of originalism was put forward by the distinguished legal scholar Robert Bork. Justice Antonin Scalia brought originalism to the Supreme Court, "trapping the Constitution in a wildly distorted account of the American past at a time when ordinary Americans found their ability to amend and repair a constitution to which they had supposedly given their consent entirely thwarted."
 
 Lepore writes that, nearly a decade after Scalia's death, originalism lives on in Trump's appointment of three originalist justices (Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and Amy Coney Barrett) to the high court. But it is a strange sort of originalism, one that tailors "original intent" to ideological ends: "In a series of crucial cases, the Trump-era Court cited history if the history supported a preferred outcome; if history did not support that outcome, the Court simply ignored the past. As the liberal justice Sonia Sotomayor observed in a scorching dissent in the presidential-immunity case Trump v. United States, 'It seems history matters to this Court only when it is convenient.'" Lepore continues: "The Constitution is dead! Scalia liked to say. To many Americans in the early decades of the 21st century, it has begun to seem that way."
 
 Jill Lepore's "How Originalism Killed the Constitution" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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        The Funereal White House
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        It's hard to overstate just how much the conservative activist Charlie Kirk felt like family to many in Donald Trump's inner circle, and to the president himself.Kirk was close friends with Vice President J. D. Vance and with Trump's eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., regularly texting on small-group threads with them and a coterie of young male aides and allies. He was a frequent and welcome presence at the White House and at Trump's private Mar-a-Lago club. And his conservative youth organization, T...

      

      
        Trump's Dangerous Response to the Kirk Assassination
        Jonathan Chait

        It is possible that, in the history of America's radicalization spiral, the horrifying, cold-blooded assassination of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk will be recorded as only the second-most-dangerous event of September 10, 2025. If so, the more significant development will instead have been the speech that evening by President Donald Trump.If you did not listen to Trump's remarks, which have received only light attention from the media, you might have missed the chilling message they contai...

      

      
        Now Comes the Hard Part for MAHA
        Nicholas Florko

        Good politicians are rarely modest. The job requires an uncanny ability to sell each bit of incremental progress as a success in and of itself. That's especially true for someone like Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who dares to take on America's health problems and faces considerable skepticism from a large number of Americans--including many of those who work beneath him at the Department of Health and Human Services. Kennedy's overarching goal of addressing chronic disease could take many lifetimes to a...

      

      
        Political Violence Could Devour Us All
        Graeme Wood

        Yesterday afternoon, at a Utah Valley University political event, hundreds of attendees watched the murder of 31-year-old Charlie Kirk, a conservative movement-builder and itinerant controversialist. Within hours, millions more had seen the gruesome video of the moment when, in mid-sentence, a bullet pierces Kirk's throat and streams of blood issue forth. It did not look like a survivable wound, and I am sorry to say that it was not. As a combat medic in Afghanistan once told me, "You can't put a...

      

      
        The Question All Colleges Should Ask Themselves About AI
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Since the release of ChatGPT, in 2022, colleges and universities have been engaged in an experiment to discover whether artificially intelligent chatbots and the liberal-arts tradition can coexist. Notwithstanding a few exceptions, by now the answer is clear: They cannot. AI-enabled cheating is pretty much everywhere. As a May New York magazine essay put it, "students at large state schools, the Ivies, liberal-arts schools in New England, universities abroad, professional schools, and community c...

      

      
        Strawberries in Winter
        Adrienne LaFrance

        Some years ago, trying to understand what it might take to break America's fever of political violence, I asked a former Justice Department official what she thought about the possibility of a second civil war in the United States.Mary McCord, a former federal prosecutor who has spent much of her career thinking about how to combat extremism, was worried about worsening political violence. (I favor a simple definition of political violence: actions intended to provoke or prevent change.) And like...

      

      
        Democrats Are Still Debating Joe Biden's Decision to Run
        Jonathan Lemire

        Well, it's 2024 again.Democrats have tried to move on from the election and the months of agonizing soul-searching that at times has felt more like self-immolation. The party has struggled to articulate a positive vision for the future, and its poll numbers remain abysmal. But there have been at least a few bright spots, including a series of special elections, most recently for a House seat in Virginia that a Democrat won by a landslide this week.Instead of celebrating that victory, however, Dem...

      

      
        The Tragedy of Charlie Kirk's Killing
        George Packer

        In December 2023, I spent half a minute with Charlie Kirk in the bowels of the Phoenix Convention Center. Turning Point USA, the youth organization that he founded in 2012 and built into a right-wing juggernaut, was holding its annual convention in the city that the Chicago-born Kirk had made his home. Tall and dark-haired, he was moving quickly with a group of aides through a crowd of admirers. He had just exercised his considerable rhetorical talents in an opening address to 14,000 mostly young...

      

      
        The Era of Step-on-a-Rake Capitalism
        Derek Thompson

        Is Donald Trump a staunch capitalist, a secret socialist, a blend of the two, or none of the above? Depending on the day, it's hard to tell.Some of his initiatives are pure Ronald Reagan, such as his corporate-income tax cuts and deregulation efforts targeted at oil and gas. Some of his interventions would impress a Democratic Socialists of America chapter, such as demanding a public stake in Intel, requesting 15 percent of revenues from Nvidia's chip sales to China, and securing a "golden share"...

      

      
        Six Ways to Start Early and Lift Your Mood
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.This column generally focuses on how to become happier. But over the years, I've found that the questions I most often get from readers are less about getting happier and more about becoming less unhappy. People inquire about how to resolve relationship disputes, quit a job they hate, or deal with anxiety and sadness. Getting happier or less unhappy might strike you as equivalent efforts, but the...

      

      
        The Beginning of the End of NATO
        Robert Kagan

        Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.Early this morning, Russia sent a swarm of drones into Poland. The crisis of the NATO alliance that people on both sides of the Atlantic have been denying or trying to put off is now here: This is the moment when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to the defense of its allies.Ever since he began running for president, Donald Trum...

      

      
        AI Is Coming for YouTube Creators
        Alex Reisner

        Editor's note: This analysis is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can use the search tool directly here, to see whether videos you've created or watched are included in the data sets. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.When Jon Peters uploaded his first video to YouTube in 2010, he had no idea where it would lead. He was a professional woodworker running a small business...

      

      
        Will Israel Destroy Trump's Greatest Foreign-Policy Achievement?
        Yair Rosenberg

        Donald Trump's greatest foreign-policy achievement came out of nowhere. On August 13, 2020, with essentially no advance warning or leaks, the president announced on Twitter that Israel was establishing diplomatic and trade relations with the United Arab Emirates, a wealthy Middle Eastern country that had previously rejected the Jewish state's right to exist. "HUGE breakthrough today!" Trump wrote. "Historic Peace Agreement between our two GREAT friends, Israel and the United Arab Emirates!" After...

      

      
        Rupert Murdoch Gets His <em>Succession</em> Finale
        Kevin Townsend

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsHe was, after all, the eldest boy.The family drama that inspired HBO's Succession ended this week with a settlement that ensures Rupert Murdoch's conservative-media empire will pass to his oldest son, Lachlan. Three of Murdoch's other children will each reportedly receive $1.1 billion as part of the agreement. The saga's finale also seems to cement the politics of the news conglomerate.Before the deal, a persistent questi...

      

      
        The Horrifying Assassination of Charlie Kirk
        David A. Graham

        The assassination of Charlie Kirk, the high-profile conservative activist, is apparently the latest in a string of terrifying acts of political violence in the United States. Real America's Voice, which aired Kirk's show, announced his death. He was 31.Kirk was shot during an appearance at Utah Valley University, just north of Provo, Utah. After initially saying that the police had arrested a suspect, the school now says that there is no suspect in custody, and the shooter's motive is not known. ...

      

      
        When You Try to Kill the Negotiators, Negotiations End
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.Whether the senior Hamas officials Israel tried to kill in a surprise missile strike in Doha yesterday are still alive is an open question. But the U.S.-brokered peace deal they were meeting to consider is almost certainly dead.The diplomatic calculation is not difficult."When one party bombs the negotiating team of the other party, it's hard to see a path f...

      

      
        Just How Bad Would an AI Bubble Be?
        Roge Karma

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

      

      
        Texas's Pete
        Elaine Godfrey

        Updated at 10:20 a.m. ET on September 9, 2025Like the leaves of a Texas ash in autumn, the Democrats running to win the state are always vibrant and impressive, right up until they fall. By now, this is common knowledge. Yet for some optimistic Democrats, there's something different about James Talarico.You might recognize the 36-year-old state lawmaker from any number of viral social-media clips--calmly arguing with Fox News hosts, for example, or discussing his faith on Joe Rogan's podcast in Ma...

      

      
        Photos: Nepal's "Gen Z" Protests
        Alan Taylor

        Sunil Pradhan / Anadolu / GettyA protester carrying a Nepalese flag hangs a pirate flag as smoke and flames rise from the Singha Durbar, the seat of Nepal's government, in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 9, 2025.Ambir Tolang / NurPhoto / GettyYoung protesters demonstrate against corruption and the ban on social-media platforms by the government in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 8, 2025.Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / GettyAn aerial view shows demonstrators gathered outside Nepal's Parliament during a prot...

      

      
        A World-Changing Vaccination Campaign, in Photos
        Alan Taylor

        Bettmann / GettyOriginal caption, circa 1950: "Iron lungs line up in all-out war on polio at the new Ranchos Los Amigos Respiratory Center after being rushed from the Los Angeles County Hospital in specially constructed ambulances." The iron lungs, or tank respirators, were used to aid the breathing of polio patients suffering from weakness or paralysis of their diaphragms.Los Angeles Examiner / USC Libraries / Corbis / GettySix-year-old polio victim Peter Cugno is visited by the famous actor Wil...

      

      
        Trump's Military Rule
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum examines how President Donald Trump's foreign-policy decisions are undermining U.S. alliances and global credibility. He discusses incidents including the detainment of South Korean workers in Georgia and alleged covert operations in Greenland. Frum argues that these actions reflect ego-driven weakness rather than leadership, and explores the broader consequences for ...

      

      
        Russia's Reckless Provocation
        Tom Nichols

        Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.Overnight, NATO fired shots against multiple Russian weapons that violated the alliance's airspace. According to Polish authorities, at least 19 Russian drones crossed into Poland last night, prompting a response from Polish and Dutch jets backed by support units from Germany and Italy. Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk told his Parliament it was "the closes...

      

      
        A U.S. Citizen Detained by ICE for Three Days Tells His Story
        Conor Friedersdorf

        George Retes is a 25-year-old U.S. Army veteran who served a tour in Iraq. On July 10, while on his way to work as a security guard at a Southern California cannabis farm, he was detained by federal immigration agents, despite telling them that he is an American citizen and that his wallet and identification were in his nearby car, Retes told me. While arresting him, the agents knelt on his back and his neck, he said, making it difficult for him to breathe. Held in a jail cell for three days and ...

      

      
        Search Millions of YouTube Videos Used to Train Generative AI
        Alex Reisner

        Editor's note: This search tool is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can read an analysis about these data sets here. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)
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The Funereal White House

Charlie Kirk grew close to Trump and his family as he built a MAGA youth movement.

by Ashley Parker, Isaac Stanley-Becker




It's hard to overstate just how much the conservative activist Charlie Kirk felt like family to many in Donald Trump's inner circle, and to the president himself.

Kirk was close friends with Vice President J. D. Vance and with Trump's eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., regularly texting on small-group threads with them and a coterie of young male aides and allies. He was a frequent and welcome presence at the White House and at Trump's private Mar-a-Lago club. And his conservative youth organization, Turning Point USA, helped elect Trump in 2024.

By early this evening--after the visceral, gutting visuals of Kirk, 31, being shot in the neck during an event on a Utah college campus, followed by the sudden, jarring news that he had died--the mood at the White House was, unsurprisingly, funereal. In the West Wing, young aides, some red-eyed, others grim-faced, watched the TVs, all of which were sharing images of their friend and news of his death.

Just after 5 p.m. EDT, the press corps quietly filed out of the briefing room and onto Pebble Beach, the area just off the North Lawn. A short time later, a groundskeeper emerged and, using a metal key, hand-cranked the flag in front of the White House to half-staff; five minutes later, he and another man appeared on the roof of the building, performing the same ritual there.

Throughout the day, Trump weighed in several times as he watched the coverage of the shooting on television and spoke with aides. "He's not doing well," he told a New York Post reporter, who'd gotten him on the phone. "It looks very bad." When the reporter asked how Trump himself was feeling, the president showed a measure of vulnerability. "Not good," he replied. "He was a very, very good friend of mine, and he was a tremendous person." Later, in a series of social-media posts, Trump called on the nation to "pray" for Kirk, and then announced his death. "He was loved and admired by ALL, especially me," he wrote, "and now, he is no longer with us."

Trump Jr. weighed in too: "I love you brother." In a second, longer social-media post, he described Kirk as not "just a friend--he was like a little brother to me." A person close to Trump Jr. told us that he was "shattered" by the death. (MAGA world and Trump's inner circle were hardly the only ones to express their sadness over Kirk's assassination; throughout the day, prominent Democrats--all three living former presidents, members of Congress, podcast hosts, influencers--weighed in with expressions of grief and calls against political violence.)

Read: Charlie Kirk is the right's new kingmaker

Earlier in the day, Attorney General Pam Bondi and Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had flown to Chicago on a government Boeing 737 for a press conference in the suburbs. The trip was a celebratory one, the mood upbeat, until the news started circulating right after takeoff on their return flight, to Washington, D.C., as chicken quesadillas were being handed around. The flight had good Wi-Fi, so everyone aboard could watch the video of the shooting as it emerged on social media during the flight back. Kennedy dictated his statement--"We love you, Charlie Kirk; praying for you"--mid-flight to an aide. After the plane landed, Bondi exited quickly, out of sight of reporters.

By the evening, there was still no reliable information on the perpetrator. Two initial suspects were released, and the shooter is believed to remain at large. Still, Trump blamed "radical-left political violence" in a late-night address from behind the Resolute desk and declared this "a dark moment for America." He listed off other recent acts of political violence, not mentioning those against Democrats.

"For years, those on the radical left have compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals," Trump said. "This kind of rhetoric is directly responsible for the terrorism that we're seeing in our country today, and it must stop right now. My administration will find each and every one of those who contributed to this atrocity, and to other political violence, including the organizations that fund it and support it."

Kirk was one of the most influential unelected people in America. He was not just a friend of the president's family and a confidant to multiple Cabinet officials, but also an authority for millions of young people who flocked to his events and tuned in to his podcast, The Charlie Kirk Show. For Trump supporters, he was a crucial interpreter not just of politics but also of faith and family, a William F. Buckley Jr. updated for MAGA world.

Tapped as a teenager by Republican megadonors eager to create a unified conservative youth movement, Kirk delivered spectacularly on their investment. Turning Point USA remade MAGA for a younger generation, piercing the party's stuffy image and taking over online turf once claimed by Democrats. Kirk was a tireless Trump evangelist, credited in MAGA circles for helping steer young voters--particularly white men--to the president. Trump regularly appeared at Kirk's conferences, including one in Arizona just after his 2024 victory.

The president loved Kirk's at-times-confrontational appearances at college campuses, all dutifully recorded on social media. Persistently, Kirk raised the alarm about right-wing bugbears such as critical race theory and transgender rights. In a booklet distributed to donors in 2022, to mark Turning Point's 10-year anniversary, Kirk wrote, "Turning Point USA's commitment to playing offense with a sense of urgency over the past decade has allowed us to FIGHT and WIN the American Culture War." The booklet, titled Warrior Report, describes the victories that Kirk notched--dominating social media, dictating the terms of political debate, and deploying a 500,000-strong corps of campus activists to advocate for conservative causes.

Donald Trump: 'I run the country and the world'

Over time, Turning Point's influence came to eclipse that of the GOP establishment. The MAGA movement that twice elected Trump is inconceivable without Turning Point, a vital instrument for conservatives seeking office at every level, from the school board to the state house to the White House. Matt Gaetz, the former Florida congressman and Trump's first pick for attorney general, told us in 2022 that he wanted to see Kirk take the helm of the Republican National Committee. "He's the most energetic organizer in our movement," Gaetz said. In recent years, others speculated about Kirk possibly running for governor of Arizona, where he resided with his wife and two children. But he stayed put. He had more influence where he was.

Kirk was raised in the Chicago suburbs--his father was an architect whose firm planned Trump Tower, in Manhattan, and his mother was a mental-health counselor. He was 18 in the spring of 2012, when he warned in a speech at Benedictine University, in Illinois, that young people were destined to drown in government debt. With a confident, clean-cut mien, he advocated for a youth movement that could counter the cries of Occupy Wall Street.

The speech captivated Bill Montgomery, a retired restaurateur and local Tea Party activist. Montgomery persuaded Kirk, who had been rejected from the United States Military Academy, to put off college and enlist instead in the conservative movement. "It sounded like the craziest idea anyone had ever had, so I said what anyone would obviously say: OK. Let's do it," Kirk wrote in his 2016 memoir, Time for a Turning Point: Setting a Course Toward Free Markets and Limited Government.

Kirk formed Turning Point USA in June 2012, two days after graduating from high school. The teenager and his father came up with the name, according to people who know the family. Montgomery made arrangements for the group's first office and introduced Kirk to deep-pocketed conservative donors while Kirk tracked down other donors on his own. In a stairwell at the 2012 Republican National Convention, he buttonholed Foster Friess, the late investment manager and GOP megadonor.

Kirk's pitch was simple and age appropriate: His new nonprofit would rally conservative students and create a rival to the grassroots progressive group MoveOn, known for its viral media campaigns. "Big Government Sucks" was the mantra of an early Turning Point social-media campaign. A "Professor Watchlist" aimed to expose liberal instructors.

Outside of Illinois, many of Kirk's early benefactors had roots in Texas and gravitated to Ted Cruz, the state's firebrand senator, in the 2016 presidential primary. Kirk did the same. Turning Point was preparing to form a pro-Cruz youth PAC in 2016 but scrapped those plans when the senator's path to the nomination narrowed, a former Turning Point employee told us. Kirk switched his allegiances to Trump but canceled plans for the youth PAC, this person said, because "Charlie wasn't really a Trump person."

He soon changed his mind. Kirk first met the business mogul at a small event in Chicago courtesy of a donor, according to Joe Walsh, a former congressman from the Chicago suburbs who was an early Kirk ally but split with him over his support for Trump. Kirk's ties to Trump deepened as he got to know the candidate's eldest son, whom he met through Texas donors, including Tommy Hicks Jr., who would later become a co-chair of the Republican National Committee.

Kirk, then 22, took a leave from Turning Point and spent the final few months of the 2016 presidential campaign traveling the country with Trump Jr.

His association with Trump turned Kirk into a household name. Turning Point USA opened an office in Mesa, Arizona, in 2016 and a new national headquarters in Phoenix in 2018. The growth of the organization can be seen above all in its fundraising. Turning Point brought in $85 million last year, according to tax filings. Millions flowed in via bidding wars among donors at winter galas that Kirk hosted at Mar-a-Lago.

Kirk spoke at all of Trump's presidential-nominating conventions, and in 2020, Turning Point and affiliated groups promised to turn out voters in Arizona and across the country. Kirk was stunned when Trump lost and, on January 5, 2021, said that Turning Point affiliates were sending 80 "buses of patriots to D.C. to fight for this president." Kirk later pleaded the Fifth Amendment when he testified before the U.S. House Select Committee on the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol by a pro-Trump mob.

With Trump out of office, the Republican grassroots groups looked to Kirk to help carry the MAGA flame. Kirk was so closely associated with Trump by 2022 that a local Republican group in Illinois disinvited Kristi Noem, then the sitting governor of South Dakota and now Trump's secretary of homeland security, from a dinner because Kirk was available instead. "By the time of your amazingly and highly desired acceptance to our invitation, we had already contractually committed ourselves to Charlie Kirk at a price of $30,000 plus expenses," the chairperson of the group wrote to Noem in a letter that we obtained.

In 2024, Kirk's groups again turned their attention to voter turnout, this time with better results. Kirk's associates organized the rally in the Phoenix suburbs that brought Kennedy, who would later become the HHS secretary, onstage to endorse Trump, complete with pyrotechnics displays. When some of Trump's Cabinet picks seemed in doubt, Kirk mobilized his online supporters to rally around them.

Trump is often spurred to action by events that affect people he knows. The assault against a young Department of Government Efficiency staffer (known by the nickname "Big Balls") early last month, for instance, helped trigger the president's deployment of the National Guard to Washington, D.C. It remains unclear just what sort of national reckoning Kirk's murder will prompt, or how Trump will decide to respond in the coming days. "The focus is on Charlie and his family right now," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told us, staring straight ahead, when we stopped by his office to ask how everyone in the West Wing was handling the loss. "That's the only thing that matters."

Kirk was a frequent guest at the White House, weighing in on personnel, visiting Trump in the Oval Office, picking up talking points to take back to his audience. He had his own ideas about the MAGA agenda, opposing, for instance, U.S. involvement in Israel's recent war with Iran. But he subordinated those views to Trump's. After the president ordered strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, Kirk fell quiet, saying in a private message that we viewed, "It is what it is."

Kirk was so unfailingly devoted to Trump that it sent shock waves through the White House when he briefly broke with the president over the Jeffrey Epstein files earlier this summer. But after a call from Trump, Kirk said that he would defer to the administration's handling of the matter. That approach, even more than his incendiary statements about American culture, represents the brand of politics that Kirk practiced, and that Trump most appreciated: loyalty to the leader.

Michael Scherer, Jonathan Lemire, and Vivian Salama contributed to this report. 

*Sources: halbergman / Getty; Adam J. Dewey / Anadolu / Getty; Yilmaz Yucel / Anadolu / Getty
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Trump's Dangerous Response to the Kirk Assassination

<span>Rather than condemning violence and calling for unity, the president of the United States accused his political opposition of being accessories to murder.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




It is possible that, in the history of America's radicalization spiral, the horrifying, cold-blooded assassination of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk will be recorded as only the second-most-dangerous event of September 10, 2025. If so, the more significant development will instead have been the speech that evening by President Donald Trump.

If you did not listen to Trump's remarks, which have received only light attention from the media, you might have missed the chilling message they contained. Trump may have sounded like he was deploring violence and calling for unity. In reality, he did the opposite.

The speech began and ended with encomiums to Kirk's character and family, which is wholly appropriate. The important and dangerous passage came in a sequence of four sentences in the middle:

For years, those on the radical left have compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals. This kind of rhetoric is directly responsible for the terrorism that we're seeing in our country today, and it must stop right now.
 My administration will find each and every one of those who contributed to this atrocity and to other political violence, including the organizations that fund it and support it, as well as those who go after our judges, law-enforcement officials, and everyone else who brings order to our country. From the attack on my life in Butler, Pennsylvania, last year, which killed a husband and father, to the attacks on ICE agents, to the vicious murder of a health-care executive in the streets of New York, to the shooting of House Majority Leader Steve Scalise and three others, radical-left political violence has hurt too many innocent people and taken too many lives.


Trump was reading from a script, so unlike many of his more clumsy statements, this bears the mark of deliberate thought.

Trump's rhetoric assumes that a left-wing activist murdered Kirk. That may well be borne out. This morning, investigators found bullets "engraved with expressions of transgender and antifascist ideology" inside the suspected murder weapon, according to The Wall Street Journal. But when the president made this claim, there was literally no evidence of this at all--not even a suspect identified by law enforcement, let alone proof of motive.

George Packer: The tragedy of Charlie Kirk's killing

The most important move Trump made in his remarks was to define political violence as an exclusively left-wing tactic. He listed a series of events carefully selected to implicate his enemies and exonerate his allies. Trump's list goes back to the 2017 shooting of Steve Scalise, but omits the shootings of two Democratic legislators at their homes earlier this summer. It does not mention the 2020 attempted kidnapping of Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, or the brutal attack on former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's husband in 2022 (which Trump has used as a punch line to mock the victim).

Notably, Trump's list ignores the shooting just one month ago at CDC headquarters, in which a man protesting COVID-19 vaccines fired more than 180 shots at the building and killed a police officer, but includes "attacks on ICE agents," which have not involved gunfire. Trump of course handed out pardons to supporters who brutalized police officers on January 6, 2021. This week, his allies in the Senate defended his bestowal of military honors upon Ashli Babbitt, who was shot trying to smash her way through the Capitol in the insurrection attempt.

Every political movement in history, including the most bloodthirsty, has condemned political violence by its opponents. The only real test is whether you also oppose political violence by your allies. This is a test Trump has repeatedly failed.

Because condemning political violence is a matter of principle, it remains necessary no matter which side has committed more violence. However, to the extent that Trump is implying the left bears exclusive or even disproportionate responsibility for violence, he is wrong. A 2022 study by the Anti-Defamation League (which is not a left-wing group) found that, over the previous decade, more than three-quarters of political murders in the United States resulted from right-wing motives.

Having implicitly redefined political violence to exclude the political right, Trump proceeded to expand its definition far beyond violence or even incitement. He blamed Kirk's murder on those who "compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals."

Here Trump reiterated a charge that he and his supporters made after the Butler shooting. The argument is that to compare an American political figure to a totalitarian is to justify acts of violence against them--that if you say somebody is a member of an authoritarian political movement, you must also be saying that any methods may be used to stop them.

It would be perverse to create a rule that prevents Americans from frankly calling out authoritarian politicians and movements for fear that such a complaint would justify violence. Anti-authoritarian movements generally grasp that only peaceful action can preserve democratic norms and institutions, and that violence merely feeds into the cycle of escalation that erodes them.

Even if one did subscribe to this strange prohibition on describing political opponents as authoritarian, however, Trump himself violates it routinely and flagrantly, likening his opponents to Communists and Nazis as a matter of course. Last year, to pick one example out of hundreds, he accused Biden of running a "Gestapo administration." So Trump is not offering a neutral guideline for making American political debate more civil. He is proposing a rule that binds his opponents but does not protect them, and protects him and his allies but does not bind them.

The breadth of Trump's targets was notable. He called "the radical left"--a term he routinely uses to describe the entire Democratic Party--"directly responsible" for the murder, and promised that his administration would go after it, including its funding sources.

Both Trump's intentions and his capacity to follow through on his threats are unclear. Yet here is the straightforward reading of his rhetoric: The president of the United States is treating the political opposition as accessories to murder and threatening to use the full power of the government to attack it.
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Now Comes the Hard Part for MAHA

Robert F. Kennedy's to-do list just got longer.

by Nicholas Florko




Good politicians are rarely modest. The job requires an uncanny ability to sell each bit of incremental progress as a success in and of itself. That's especially true for someone like Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who dares to take on America's health problems and faces considerable skepticism from a large number of Americans--including many of those who work beneath him at the Department of Health and Human Services. Kennedy's overarching goal of addressing chronic disease could take many lifetimes to achieve. But in just under seven months, Kennedy said at an event on Tuesday, he has "accomplished more already than any health secretary in history."

He's right that the clip at which he's shaken the government's health agencies is remarkable by any measure--dizzying for his supporters and critics alike. He has successfully pressured many food companies to promise to remove certain synthetic dyes from their products. He has persuaded states to adopt their own MAHA-friendly policies. He's tapped into a vocal post-COVID culture that's cheering him on. And, especially in recent weeks, he has pushed to remake America's vaccine guidelines.

What happens next, however, is where things will get even more interesting. RFK Jr. has spent a lot of time attempting to diagnose and explain America's health woes. Kennedy's team dedicated much of his first few months in office to writing a report that lays out why American kids are so unhealthy. Earlier this week, Kennedy released the MAHA strategy for how it will go about tackling the problems of chronic disease in kids.

The 20-page document is essentially a to-do list of 128 recommendations, including calling for the FDA to "promote innovation in the sunscreen market"and promising to further investigate the purported causes of vaccine injuries. By Kennedy's telling, its release was a triumph. "There never had been an effort like this across all the government agencies," Kennedy said at Tuesday's event, where he unveiled the strategy alongside several members of Trump's Cabinet.

But the new report underscores how much easier it is to describe the problem of America's health woes than to solve them. The document highlights how exposure to a number of chemicals in our environment and our food might affect health. It calls for the development of a "research and evaluation framework" to explore this issue. But the report doesn't articulate any strategy for what will be done about it once the research is complete. The report falls into a similar trap on issues with decades of research already focused on them, such as autism.

Some steps in the report can presumably be accomplished quickly, and may indeed improve America's health, even if modestly. On Tuesday, Kennedy laid out several goals he expects to achieve before the end of the year. They include defining ultraprocessed foods, requiring nutrition courses in medical schools, and closing a loophole that allows food companies to introduce new chemicals into the country's food supply without oversight if they self-declare that the ingredients are "generally recognized as safe," or GRAS.

Kennedy and his team can be slippery when discussing goals, however. During Tuesday's press conference, FDA Commissioner Marty Makary ran through a list of what the agency has achieved under his watch--and mentioned the same loophole that Kennedy had cited a few minutes earlier. As Makary put it, the FDA already "took action" on that issue. And he's right: In March, Kennedy directed the agency to "explore rulemaking" to remove the loophole, but Makary seems to be claiming credit for considering taking action. During a Senate hearing last week, Kennedy similarly said that he had tackled the GRAS loophole. If the administration can claim victory after merely considering an action, it could presumably declare that America is on its way to becoming healthy again because the new report's recommendations were written down on paper. ("We look forward to taking action to close the GRAS loophole," an HHS spokesperson said in an email.)

All this exposes a hole in the MAHA movement. Many of its overarching goals are laudable. As Jim O'Neill, the acting CDC director and Kennedy's top deputy at HHS, said at the press conference: "All Americans deserve to be healthy, and we are going to get there." But exactly how RFK Jr. will even measure America's collective health remains to be seen. He seems to hope that rates of chronic disease will shrink to the levels seen during his childhood: "76.4 percent of Americans are suffering a chronic disease," he said on Tuesday. "When my uncle was president, it was 11 percent." Perhaps America won't be healthy again until we achieve similar statistics, or until each of the MAHA strategy's recommendations are achieved. Perhaps America won't be healthy again until Kennedy simply decides to declare victory, regardless of what the next three years bring.
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Political Violence Could Devour Us All

Charlie Kirk's murder was one of the worst moments in recent American history.

by Graeme Wood




Yesterday afternoon, at a Utah Valley University political event, hundreds of attendees watched the murder of 31-year-old Charlie Kirk, a conservative movement-builder and itinerant controversialist. Within hours, millions more had seen the gruesome video of the moment when, in mid-sentence, a bullet pierces Kirk's throat and streams of blood issue forth. It did not look like a survivable wound, and I am sorry to say that it was not. As a combat medic in Afghanistan once told me, "You can't put a tourniquet on a neck." No motive is known, and authorities have named no suspects.

The public reactions have been, to my relief, generally nonsociopathic. Opponents of Kirk who have in other instances celebrated the murder of their enemies have, for the most part, remained decorously mute this time, and I suppose from some people the most precious gift one can hope for is total silence. Until recently, I would have assumed revulsion from everyone at the murder of a political figure at a public debate. Now the expressions of sympathy, condemnations, and gestures of humanity land differently from how they used to. They are in one sense a relief, given the outright glee with which other recent acts of murder have been received. In a paradoxical other sense they are worrisome, because each time one arrives, I remember that just a few years ago these minimal acts of grace would not have been in doubt.

Read: The funereal White House

From working on previous gory beats, I have seen horrible images. Ubiquitous doomscrolling now grants others the same awful privilege. In No Country for Old Men, a sheriff fresh from a grisly crime scene is asked whether he thinks one of the massacre's survivors knows the type of men he's dealing with. "He ought to," the sheriff replies, with a dryness only Tommy Lee Jones in West Texas can produce. "He's seen the same things I've seen, and it's certainly made an impression on me."

I am too much a pessimist to believe that seeing this disgusting scene of high-definition murder--as opposed to the grainy video, say, of the shooting in the back of United Health Care CEO Brian Thompson--will restore the moral senses of all those who have hitherto been casually pro-violence. But I think many people have convinced themselves, at some level, that violence is virtual and that the dead either never lived in human form, or would respawn after their death, after taking the L for the day. The cult of Luigi Mangione surely has at least a few such delusional sociopaths, people who laugh at the thought of an execution but would barf at the sight of one. Now and then I see public stencil art of Hamas commandos, hang gliding into the Nova Music Festival on October 7. A bolder graffitist might have depicted what happened after its pilot landed: Bristling with tactical gear, he stood over the body of a half-naked 19-year-old he had just shot in the head as she begged for mercy. But passing over the violence itself is the point, because many who celebrated that slaughter could do so only because they suppressed their sense of Israeli humanity, not because they had no notion of that humanity in the first place.

Until Kirk's assassination, the act of public violence that was riling up the right last week was the equally horrific murder of Iryna Zarutska, a 23-year-old Ukrainian refugee fresh from her job at a pizza joint in Charlotte, North Carolina. On August 25, Zarutska sat down on a commuter train, one row in front of a disheveled man with a knife. I have seen pigs slaughtered with more dignity than that man afforded to Zarutska, as he slashed her throat from behind, before leaving the scene and (according to Newsweek) announcing that he "got that white girl." The attack inspired outrage on the right, some but not all because of the killer's apparent motive--which, if the races were reversed, would have rightly prompted a great national mourning, introspection, and ceremonial taking of knees. I can see why the left would refrain from highlighting the video of this incident--which is not only racially incendiary but also threatens, by its implications for public order, any concept of shared space or tolerable urban living. Zarutska's murder is also so awful that a viewer can be psychologically transformed just by watching, and be left staggering around for minutes or days afterward, wondering whether the world is a place different from what he thought.

George Packer: The tragedy of Charlie Kirk's killing

In those periods of disorientation, people are susceptible to political shifts, to discarding their cherished beliefs and picking up others they previously considered vile. These periods (and we are in one now; I can feel it) are therefore both useful and dangerous, because sometimes changing one's politics is good, and because acute emotional overload is not conducive to rational realignment. I hope Kirk's killer is caught fast. The Wall Street Journal has reported that the killer left ammunition "engraved with expressions of transgender and antifascist ideology." The last words Kirk ever spoke were about transgenderism, and if that is indeed the killer's motive, it will probably narrow discussion of the crime.

For now, while the motive is unconfirmed, it is better, and more respectful to Kirk, to reflect on his death generically, and the fact that this father and husband was murdered for expressing his opinions, rather than to dwell speculatively on whatever pet issue the assassin might have had. The lessons from yesterday, one of the worst moments in recent American history, are worth learning. And they are, mercifully, bipartisan, because they are human and universal.

After Trump's near-assassination in Butler, Pennsylvania, last year, I wrote about America's great luck in being a country with astonishingly low levels of political violence. The killing of journalists and politicians, the busting of heads by political rioters--these are all historically commonplace in most of the world, including the developed world. Even after the recent uptick in the United States, political violence remains rare. But it is difficult to appreciate a run of peace and good fortune, if only because peace itself lulls us into forgetting that the run of good fortune is happening at all. A few years ago, when a subset of the American left lost its collective mind and seriously considered the possibility that looting and incinerating poor neighborhoods in the Midwest might be fun and socially productive, I could not help but notice that those most enthusiastic about political violence lacked experience in places where rioting was common, and where the fruits of that pastime were most painfully felt. Similarly, the blase attitude of Donald Trump, when he suggested that protesters at his events should get roughed up a bit, reflected our now-president's lack of knowledge of places where dissent is managed by truncheon and billy club.

In the past day, some have murmured that we are returning to the 1960s, and a norm of political assassinations. Martin Luther King and the Kennedy brothers then, Kirk now. The old joke about the '60s is that if you claim to remember them, you were not actually there and were instead having another '50s while the counterculture passed you by. The playwright Sam Shepard (who was definitely there) had what I take to be a clear and unromanticized memory of that time. "The reality of it to me was chaos, and the idealism didn't mean anything," he told an interviewer in 2000. He said it was an emotional drain he could not wait to escape. "I was on the tail of this tiger that was wagging itself all over the place and was spitting blood in all directions." The loss of Kirk is immeasurable for his family and for conservatives. His legacy will be great for all if his death persuades more people that political violence, like riding tigers, is a sport of fools, and that the beast will devour us all if not confined again to its cage, and soon.
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The Question All Colleges Should Ask Themselves About AI

How far are they willing to go to limit its harms?

by Tyler Austin Harper




Since the release of ChatGPT, in 2022, colleges and universities have been engaged in an experiment to discover whether artificially intelligent chatbots and the liberal-arts tradition can coexist. Notwithstanding a few exceptions, by now the answer is clear: They cannot. AI-enabled cheating is pretty much everywhere. As a May New York magazine essay put it, "students at large state schools, the Ivies, liberal-arts schools in New England, universities abroad, professional schools, and community colleges are relying on AI to ease their way through every facet of their education."

This rampant, unauthorized AI use degrades the educational experience of individual students who overly rely on the technology and those who wish to avoid using it. When students ask ChatGPT to write papers, complete problem sets, or formulate discussion queries, they rob themselves of the opportunity to learn how to think, study, and answer complex questions. These students also undermine their non-AI-using peers. Recently, a professor friend of mine told me that several students had confessed to him that they felt their classmates' constant AI use was ruining their own college years.

Widespread AI use also subverts the institutional goals of colleges and universities. Large language models routinely fabricate information, and even when they do create factually accurate work, they frequently depend on intellectual-property theft. So when an educational institution as a whole produces large amounts of AI-generated scholarship, it fails to create new ideas and add to the storehouse of human wisdom. AI also takes a prodigious ecological toll and relies on labor exploitation, which is impossible to square with many colleges' and universities' professed commitment to protecting the environment and fighting economic inequality.

Some schools have nonetheless responded to the AI crisis by waving the white flag: The Ohio State University recently pledged that students in every major will learn to use AI so they can become "bilingual" in the tech; the California State University system, which has nearly half a million students, said it aims to be "the nation's first and largest A.I.-empowered university system."

Teaching students how to use AI tools in fields where they are genuinely necessary is one thing. But infusing the college experience with the technology is deeply misguided. Even schools that have not bent the knee by "integrating" AI into campus life are mostly failing to come up with workable answers to the various problems presented by AI. At too many colleges, leaders have been reluctant to impose strict rules or harsh penalties for chatbot use, passing the buck to professors to come up with their own policies.

In a recent cri de coeur, Megan Fritts, a philosophy professor at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock, detailed how her own institution has not articulated clear, campus-wide guidance on AI use. She argued that if the humanities are to survive, "universities will need to embrace a much more radical response to AI than has so far been contemplated." She called for these classrooms to ban large language models, which she described as "tools for offloading the task of genuine expression," then went a step further, saying that their use should be shunned, "seen as a faux pas of the deeply different norms of a deeply different space."

Read: ChatGPT doesn't need to ruin college

Yet to my mind, the "radical" policy Fritts proposes--which is radical, when you consider how many universities are encouraging their students to use AI--is not nearly radical enough. Shunning AI use in classrooms is a good start, but schools need to think bigger than that. All institutions of higher education in the United States should be animated by the same basic question: What are the most effective things--even if they sound extreme--that we can do to limit, and ideally abolish, the unauthorized use of AI on campus? Once the schools have an answer, their leaders should do everything in their power to make these things happen.

The answers will be different for different kinds of schools, rich or poor, public or private, big or small. At the type of place where I taught until recently--a small, selective, private liberal-arts college--administrators can go quite far in limiting AI use, if they have the guts to do so. They should commit to a ruthless de-teching not just of classrooms but of their entire institution. Get rid of Wi-Fi and return to Ethernet, which would allow schools greater control over where and when students use digital technologies. To that end, smartphones and laptops should also be banned on campus. If students want to type notes in class or papers in the library, they can use digital typewriters, which have word processing but nothing else. Work and research requiring students to use the internet or a computer can take place in designated labs. This lab-based computer work can and should include learning to use AI, a technology that is likely here to stay and about which ignorance represents neither wisdom nor virtue.

These measures may sound draconian but they are necessary to make the barrier to cheating prohibitively high. Tech bans would also benefit campus intellectual culture and social life. This is something that many undergraduates seem to recognize themselves, as antitech "Luddite clubs" with slogans promising human connection sprout up at colleges around the country, and the ranks of students carrying flip phones grow. Nixing screens for everyone on campus, and not just those who self-select into antitech organizations, could change campus communities for the better--we've already seen the transformative impact of initiatives like these at the high-school level. My hope is that the quad could once again be a place where students (and faculty) talk to one another, rather than one where everyone walks zombified about the green with their nose down and their eyes on their devices.

Colleges that are especially committed to maintaining this tech-free environment could require students to live on campus, so they can't use AI tools at home undetected. Many schools, including those with a high number of students who have children or other familial responsibilities, might not be able to do this. But some could, and they should. (And they should of course provide whatever financial aid is necessary to enable students to live in the dorms.)

Restrictions also must be applied without exceptions, even for students with disabilities or learning differences. I realize this may be a controversial position to take, but if done right, a full tech ban can benefit everyone. Although laptops and AI transcription services can be helpful for students with special needs, they are rarely essential. Instead of allowing a disability exception, colleges with tech bans should provide peer tutors, teaching assistants, and writing centers to help students who require extra assistance--low-tech strategies that decades of pedagogical research show to be effective in making education more accessible. This support may be more expensive than a tech product, but it would give students the tools they really need to succeed academically. The idea that the only way to create an inclusive classroom is through gadgets and software is little more than ed-tech-industry propaganda. Investing in human specialists, however, would be good for students of all abilities. Last year I visited my undergraduate alma mater, Haverford College, which has a well-staffed writing center, and one student said something that's stuck with me: "The writing center is more useful than ChatGPT anyway. If I need help, I go there."

Another reason that a no-exceptions policy is important: If students with disabilities are permitted to use laptops and AI, a significant percentage of other students will most likely find a way to get the same allowances, rendering the ban useless. I witnessed this time and again when I was a professor--students without disabilities finding ways to use disability accommodations for their own benefit. Professors I know who are still in the classroom have told me that this remains a serious problem.

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

Universities with tens of thousands of students might have trouble enforcing a campus smartphone-and-laptop ban, and might not have the capacity to require everyone to live on campus. But they can still take meaningful steps toward creating a culture that prioritizes learning and creativity, and that cultivates the attention spans necessary for sustained intellectual engagement. Schools that don't already have an honor code can develop one. They can require students to sign a pledge vowing not to engage in unauthorized AI use, and levy consequences, including expulsion, for those who don't comply. They can ban websites such as ChatGPT from their campus networks. Where possible, they can offer more small, discussion-based courses. And they can require students to write essays in class, proctored by professors and teaching assistants, and to take end-of-semester written tests or oral exams that require extensive knowledge of course readings. Many professors are already taking these steps themselves, but few schools have adopted such policies institution-wide.

Some will object that limiting AI use so aggressively will not prepare students for the "real world," where large language models seem omnipresent. But colleges have never mimicked the real world, which is why so many people romanticize them. Undergraduate institutions have long promised America's young people opportunities to learn in cloistered conditions that are deliberately curated, anachronistic, and unrepresentative of work and life outside the quad. Why should that change? Indeed, one imagines that plenty of students (and parents) might eagerly apply to institutions offering an alternative to the AI-dominated college education offered elsewhere. If this turns out not to be true--if America does not have enough students interested in reading, writing, and learning on their own to fill its colleges and universities--then society has a far bigger problem on its hands, and one might reasonably ask why all of these institutions continue to exist.

Taking drastic measures against AI in higher education is not about embracing Luddism, which is generally a losing proposition. It is about creating the conditions necessary for young people to learn to read, write, and think, which is to say, the conditions necessary for modern civilization to continue to reproduce itself. Institutions of higher learning can abandon their centuries-long educational project. Or they can resist.
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Strawberries in Winter

Most Americans do not want civil war. Anyone who is declaring it should stop.

by Adrienne LaFrance




Some years ago, trying to understand what it might take to break America's fever of political violence, I asked a former Justice Department official what she thought about the possibility of a second civil war in the United States.

Mary McCord, a former federal prosecutor who has spent much of her career thinking about how to combat extremism, was worried about worsening political violence. (I favor a simple definition of political violence: actions intended to provoke or prevent change.) And like many of the people I have interviewed about political violence over the years--including top military officials, members of Congress, local and federal law enforcement, political scientists, terrorism experts, peace negotiators, and others--she told me that cycles of horrific political violence can perpetuate themselves for a generation or more after they have taken hold. Once a certain threshold is crossed, political violence tends to get worse before it gets better, in many cases cataclysmically so.

But McCord also said something in passing that I've thought about repeatedly since, including yesterday after Charlie Kirk's assassination. Wouldn't most Americans, if faced with the prospect of killing their neighbors and destroying the country from within, probably still choose peace? She told me that she wished people would stop and think: "Do you really want us to be in a bloody civil war for 10 or 15 years? You're going to see your grandkids get killed. Do you really want that?"

Perhaps, she suggested, America's salvation would come from widespread attachment to the mundane comforts and prosperity that accompanies prolonged periods of relative peace. Americans "don't like it when they can't get strawberries in the winter," she went on. "This idea of revolution. Really? Is that really what you want?" Societies that dissolve into civil war are "not having a good time," she said. "It's not fun."

Even back when our conversation took place, in 2022, anyone could see that political violence was getting worse--there was the insurrection, of course, but also the hammer attack, the riots, the conspiracy theorist with the rifle in the pizza parlor, the congressman shot at baseball practice, the congresswoman shot in the supermarket parking lot, the waves of cynicism and hatred emanating from millions of tiny screens, the militiamen standing back and standing by.

Graeme Wood: Political violence could devour us all

You need only a glancing familiarity with American history to know that violent times almost always lead to violent crackdowns by the state, and that such crackdowns almost always entail an evisceration of basic American freedoms. Donald Trump's speech last night about Kirk's murder, in which the president vilified his political enemies, should frighten any American who rejects political violence, cares about civil liberties, and dislikes government interference.

That "strawberries in winter" conversation stuck with me--both because I found the example to be darkly funny, this idea that a mass desire for out-of-season antioxidants might pull America back from the brink, and also because it seemed like an impossibly fragile hope. What if people don't actually care about the strawberries?

In the day since Kirk's killing, I've noticed a pronounced difference between the people who are attempting to deescalate and inspire calm--versus those who are lashing out and pitting Americans against each other. Those who mock or celebrate Kirk's death are part of a cycle of worsening violence. Those who have declared war, or call their political opponents "evil," are part of the same. "We're not supposed to say this," the MAGA influencer slash venture capitalist Shaun Maguire tweeted yesterday. "But the truth is we're at War." (Maguire made a follow-up post a day later--"I want to say this very clearly, do not respond with violence. But be loud as hell." It did not go viral; his declaration of war did go viral, and is still being amplified.) From the far-right influencer Andrew Tate: "Civil war." From the MAGA influencer Chaya Raichik's Libs of TikTok account: "THIS IS WAR."

America is now, quite obviously, deep into this particular cycle of violence, with no clear notion of where and how it will end. Acts of political violence in the past 12 months alone have included the murder of a health-care CEO in Manhattan, an arson attack against the governor of Pennsylvania, the murder of a protester in Colorado, the murder of a Minnesota state representative in her home, and yesterday the assassination of an activist speaking at a college campus. Every deed of political violence in America is churned through the ideological and algorithmic machinery of the social web that spits out louder, uglier calls for more violence still. America's enemies abroad--in countries hostile to democracy and American freedom--are among those who perpetuate this cycle of escalation.

But those now fantasizing about war in America, and those cheering the murder of a fellow citizen, have no earthly understanding of what truly pervasive political violence does to a society. The Civil War, our nation's defining conflict, should only haunt us--the terrible appetite for death, the nurses in blood-drenched aprons, the flies swarming the battlefield, some 800,000 Americans dead. None of us should wish for this, or call for it. But let us also not suffer the failure of imagination that would prevent us from seeing it coming--for such negligence risks being itself a catalyst for catastrophe.

This morning, I called McCord to ask her whether Kirk's assassination, and the reaction to it, has changed her thinking about the dangers of worsening political violence in America. I also wanted to see if she thinks her strawberries theory still holds up. She told me that she thinks about what's happening a few different ways. First, political violence is getting worse, and that should concern everyone. The current situation is "very dangerous," she said. And those who call for the destruction of their political enemies, regardless of their ideology, endanger everyone.

But McCord also remains convinced that most Americans do not want widespread armed conflict domestically. "I just do not believe that the vast majority of Americans would support any Civil War-type violence," she said. Most people just want to live their lives. "There is a small group that is incredibly active on social media and cable news--and then there's the whole rest of the population."

Those who react to political violence by declaring war against their political enemies should understand that their outpouring of ugliness makes them not brave revolutionaries but bedfellows with the extremists who cheered for Luigi Mangione. When keyboard soldiers loudly declare war, when they characterize their political foes as malicious and subhuman, they help inspire the next violent attack. But they may not actually spur the country toward a full-fledged civil conflict. They may not even mean "war" when they use that word, but something more like a soft secession, where different coalitions of U.S. states carry out different visions of what America is and should be. (Also not a thing we should try.) Many of them have not bothered to define what they mean by "war" at all. And although both are atrocious, there is in fact a meaningful difference between targeted political violence and the amassing of armies to fight one another.

The militarization of domestic law enforcement--days ago Trump declared "war" on Chicago, and he's sent National Guard troops to Los Angeles and Washington, D.C.--is currently mashing together the scourge of political violence with the threat of a state crackdown. This, too, is part of the cycle of political violence, and it is dangerous for every American's freedom and safety.

The thing is, "people do want to have strawberries in February!" McCord told me today. "They do want to go out after work and have some beers. They do want to go to their kids' soccer games on the weekend. Civil war talk is just that. It's talk. I don't see any significant fraction of the population that is at all interested in that. That doesn't mean we aren't going to have violence. And I do think it is going to increase."

Americans must understand this. Incendiary rhetoric is exceedingly dangerous in a society already susceptible to further violence--particularly when layered atop the conditions that have made us so vulnerable already: highly visible wealth disparity, cratering trust in democratic institutions, severe partisan estrangement, aggrievement across the political spectrum, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," and the belief among too many Americans that violence is not only called for but necessary, even righteous.

Adrienne LaFrance: How much worse is this going to get?

Here is what you should do today: Take note of the many Americans, especially those in positions of power, who condemn this assassination specifically, and political violence generally, full stop. Look to those who reject political violence unequivocally, regardless of whether the victim is ideologically aligned with them. The leadership of deescalation is the leadership of democracy--and political violence will only continue without it.

Anyone who seeks to understand political violence primarily through the social web--whether via Twitter, Bluesky, or the Trump administration's nonstop torrent of emotional posting--risks being left with the impression that most Americans are spoiling for a fight that could destroy all of us. And it's true that the complexities of our informational environment pose real challenges to public safety and national security. But walk outside anywhere in America and you are unlikely to find someone declaring war or mocking the dead the way extremists do on Twitter. You may find people who are angry, and who disagree with each other. You may encounter protesters (peaceful protest, in addition to being protected by the First Amendment, is one of the best antidotes to political violence). But most Americans are simply going about their lives--and most, I have to believe, want nothing to do with civil war, and wish for an end to political assassinations, too.

Earlier this week, I got to talking with a National Guardsman who was walking around near The Atlantic's office in Washington, D.C., deployed from South Carolina for who knows how long. ("I wish I knew," he laughed.) I asked him if the citizens of D.C.--known for their vocal opposition to Trump, and to the deployment of troops in their city--had created trouble for him. Nothing like that, he said. "They just tell us what they think, and that's okay." He seemed to understand it perfectly: We don't have to all agree with one another. But without peaceful disagreement, there is no freedom at all.
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Democrats Are Still Debating Joe Biden's Decision to Run

In her new memoir, Kamala Harris takes on the issue that has haunted Democrats for more than a year.

by Jonathan Lemire




Well, it's 2024 again.

Democrats have tried to move on from the election and the months of agonizing soul-searching that at times has felt more like self-immolation. The party has struggled to articulate a positive vision for the future, and its poll numbers remain abysmal. But there have been at least a few bright spots, including a series of special elections, most recently for a House seat in Virginia that a Democrat won by a landslide this week.

Instead of celebrating that victory, however, Democrats are once again talking about how old Joe Biden is.

The occasion for the latest round of recriminations is the first excerpt, published by The Atlantic yesterday, from former Vice President Kamala Harris's forthcoming book, 107 Days. In it, Harris recounts the most breakneck presidential campaign in modern history, one that began after Biden abandoned his reelection effort following his disastrous debate performance in June, and that ended in defeat to Donald Trump last November. In the excerpt, Harris goes there, taking on the issue that has haunted Democrats for more than a year: Why, oh why, did Biden run again?

Read: The congressman who saw the truth about Biden

"'It's Joe and Jill's decision.' We all said that, like a mantra, as if we'd all been hypnotized," Harris writes in the excerpt. "Was it grace, or was it recklessness? In retrospect, I think it was recklessness. The stakes were simply too high. This wasn't a choice that should have been left to an individual's ego, an individual's ambition. It should have been more than a personal decision."

Democrats will tell you that no one wrings their hands more than they do. The excerpt predictably lit up old campaign group chats, became the centerpiece of conversation on cable news, and hurtled around social media. There was plenty of agita and loads of "I can't believe we're talking about this again." But of course they couldn't stop. Privately, some Democrats rolled their eyes at Harris, not necessarily begrudging her a chance to tell her story--and sell some books--but worrying that it would reopen an old wound. Others, though, felt that her telling her version of events was necessary to help with the healing process.

"I know people are not anxious to relitigate 2024 again, but it hasn't even been a year," Jennifer Palmieri, a senior staffer for Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton who advised Second Gentleman Doug Emhoff last year, told me. "This is part of the process of coming to terms with the last election, and she has a right to tell her story."

For most in the party, their anger remains directed at Biden, not Harris. Democrats whispered for years their concerns that he was too old to run again. But after the party's surprisingly successful 2022 midterms, Biden decided to run again even though he would have been 86 years old at the end of a second term. With few exceptions, those in his party remained silent, while those close to the president projected confidence, believing that because Biden had beaten Trump before, he could do it again. They privately pointed to their own polling suggesting that Biden was the only Democrat who could do so.

The Biden team's skepticism of Harris was an open secret, particularly in the early days of her tenure as vice president. Those months were marked by staff turnover in her office and a challenging portfolio, including an assignment to address the "root causes" of migration to the United States. Harris takes that head-on in the book, writing that she "often learned that the president's staff was adding fuel to negative narratives that sprang up around me." She also believed that some of Biden's advisers tried to blunt her success. "Their thinking was zero-sum: If she's shining, he's dimmed," she writes (though, to be fair, many presidents' staffers have watched vice presidents warily). Even her skeptics in the West Wing applauded her ability to become the administration's voice on abortion rights (something Biden was not comfortable doing) after the Supreme Court's decision overturning Roe v. Wade. Although Biden and Harris were never close confidants, the president liked her personally and asked for her to be in more high-level meetings.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

But pushed by First Lady Jill Biden, his son Hunter, and his inner circle of aides, Biden gave no thought to stepping aside, even as he visibly aged in office and polling showed that Americans had doubts about his running again. Biden had good days and bad, people who saw him regularly said. Yes, he tired easily and had grown more forgetful. But he could still rise to the moment, including in his State of the Union address in spring of last year. He'll be fine, his team said.

Then came the debate in Atlanta, followed by an agonizing three-plus weeks that threatened to tear the Democratic Party apart. Confronted with sinking poll numbers and disappearing fundraising, Biden finally bowed out. Harris, most in the party say, did the best she could with the short runway she was given. Though not previously viewed as the most adept politician, she surprised many in the party with a strong debate and convention and developed a knack for big-arena speeches. But she ducked too many interviews and couldn't overcome voters' worries about inflation and their feeling that the Biden White House didn't understand what Americans were going through.

Within the party itself, the anger toward Biden, his family, and his team has only grown this year. Some of the same people who adored Biden for defeating Trump in 2020 now blame him for enabling Trump's return four years later. Biden's inner circle frequently argues, not incorrectly, that the president steered a robust legislative agenda, and that he will be credited for leading the nation out of the pandemic and rallying the West to help Ukraine. Some former aides even believe that, had Biden stayed in the race, he could have pulled out a victory. Most Democrats disagree.

Many would simply prefer not to be talking about 2024 again. "I think it's time to turn the page. Pivot to the midterms and then 2028," the longtime Democratic strategist Adrienne Elrod, who worked on the Harris campaign, told me. "The past is past. These books are important and help us move on as a party. She can absolutely write one. But we have got to move on."

Members of the Biden administration, even Harris's doubters, have frequently praised her loyalty. They expressed gratitude when she spoke in support of the president in a series of interviews in the hours after the Atlanta debate. She never tried to push him out of the race and never stopped defending him, at times to her detriment; her inability on The View last October to cite a policy matter on which she disagreed with Biden was perceived in the Trump campaign as a political gift and a sign that they were going to win. Even now, her observations about Biden are carefully couched, and she stresses in the book that Biden was capable of being president even if he no longer had the energy to run a presidential campaign. That observation points to the tricky place she is in; she took criticism this week from both the left and the right for not being tougher on Biden and for allegedly covering up his decline.

Read: Biden's age wasn't a cover-up. It was observable fact.

A spokesperson for Biden did not respond to a request for comment about the excerpt. When I asked Andrew Bates, a former White House spokesperson for Biden, for his thoughts, he pivoted to Democratic talking points about Trump's "cost-raising agenda and chaos" and past friendship with the disgraced financier and sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.

While Biden's team believes history will be kind to him, the present is not. Harris, with an eye toward a political future, knows that. As she figures out her next move, she needs to create a little space between her and her former boss. She passed on a run for governor of California, though people close to her have told me that, after initially suggesting to them that she would not run for president again, she is now at least open to the possibility. Although she generated goodwill with many in her party during her historic run last year, she will have to confront Democratic voters' desire to sever themselves from the Biden years.

"It is going to be a challenge but not impossible," the Reverend Al Sharpton, the civil-rights activist and Harris ally, told me. "She's going to have to find something to catch their attention--people are looking for something new. She needs to convince them that she is building tomorrow rather than simply an architect of the past."
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The Tragedy of Charlie Kirk's Killing

The activist's murder is a disaster for the country.

by George Packer




In December 2023, I spent half a minute with Charlie Kirk in the bowels of the Phoenix Convention Center. Turning Point USA, the youth organization that he founded in 2012 and built into a right-wing juggernaut, was holding its annual convention in the city that the Chicago-born Kirk had made his home. Tall and dark-haired, he was moving quickly with a group of aides through a crowd of admirers. He had just exercised his considerable rhetorical talents in an opening address to 14,000 mostly young, wildly enthusiastic people from all over the country, whipping them up into a mood of ebullient, aggrieved hostility toward the various groups that he warned were trying to destroy America, telling his audience: "This is a bottom-up resistance, and it terrifies the ruling class."

"Charlie," I called out, "would you talk to The Atlantic?"

Kirk turned around and looked me over. For a moment, I had his amused attention. "The Atlantic? I don't know," he said with a not-unfriendly smile. "If you want to know what elite opinion is on any issue, read The Atlantic." He delivered another insult or two, then he reached out to shake hands, as if this was all a bit of a game. "Sure, check with my people. Thanks for being decent about it."

His people never got back to me, but Kirk spent the next year playing a central role in mobilizing young voters--especially men--to elect Donald Trump. And now this 31-year-old father of two is dead.

His murder is a tragedy for his family and a disaster for the country. In an atmosphere of national paranoia and hatred, each act of political violence makes the next one more likely. Last year, Trump came within a couple of inches of being assassinated. In June, two elected Democrats in Minnesota were shot, one fatally. President Trump has ordered flags across the country to be lowered to half-staff in Kirk's honor, but he wasn't a statesman like John F. Kennedy, or a moral leader like Martin Luther King Jr. (whom Kirk called "not a good person"). I won't pretend that I believe America just lost a great man. In the long history of American political assassinations, Kirk belongs in the company of charismatic provocateurs such as Huey Long and Malcolm X, cut down before their time. Like them, he had a feel for the political pulse of his moment, a demagogic flair, and the courage to take on all comers in argument, which exposed him to the sniper who ended his life.

Kirk was killed on a college campus in Utah, seated under a tent with the slogan "Prove Me Wrong," facing a crowd of several thousand people, debating anyone who wanted to approach and challenge him. He kept up this practice--part recruitment, part provocation, part entertainment--throughout his years as Turning Point USA's leader. He was using his freedom of speech, and if his style was aggressive, divisive, sometimes mocking, losing his life this way was no less an assault on everything that democracy's remaining believers should hold dear. Those who disagreed with Kirk ought to be able to deplore what he stood for and also the violence that killed him.

Words are not violence--violence is violence. After Trump's brush with death, before anything was known about his would-be assassin, J. D. Vance and others blamed the shooting on the rhetoric of his political opponents. Within hours of Kirk's killing, with the shooter still at large, Elon Musk posted on X: "The Left is the party of murder." Stephen Miller's wife, Katie, wrote: "You called us Hitler. You called us Nazis. You called us Racists. You have blood on your hands." Some right-wing activists are calling for the Trump administration to crack down on leftist organizations--in other words, to use Kirk's death as a pretext for political repression, which is just what an authoritarian government would do. No one should feel anything but horror and dread at the murder of Charlie Kirk. And no one should use the killing of a man known for his defense of free speech to muzzle others or themselves from speaking the truth about the perilous state we're in.
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The Era of Step-on-a-Rake Capitalism

Trumponomics isn't about economics. It's about creating pain and demanding tribute.

by Derek Thompson




Is Donald Trump a staunch capitalist, a secret socialist, a blend of the two, or none of the above? Depending on the day, it's hard to tell.

Some of his initiatives are pure Ronald Reagan, such as his corporate-income tax cuts and deregulation efforts targeted at oil and gas. Some of his interventions would impress a Democratic Socialists of America chapter, such as demanding a public stake in Intel, requesting 15 percent of revenues from Nvidia's chip sales to China, and securing a "golden share" of U.S. Steel to retain veto power over its decision making. As for the rest of Trump's economic policy, it is a hodgepodge of 19th-century mercantilism, developing-world authoritarianism, and extremely online weirdness. The U.S. tariff rate stands near a 100-year high. When Trump isn't firing the statisticians who calculate unemployment, he's waging war against the independent central bank or posting about the fierce urgency of corporate-logo design.

To put it simply, or at least as simply as one can: Trump's economic agenda is deeply Reaganite and deeply anti-conservative; somewhat capitalist and frequently socialist; declaratively obsessed with "American greatness" yet constantly sidetracked by online outrages that do nothing for the country.

So, what is Trumponomics?

From the April 2025 issue: The real goal of the Trump economy

The most interesting answer I've heard is "state capitalism with American characteristics," which The Wall Street Journal's Greg Ip defined as "a hybrid between socialism and capitalism in which the state guides the decisions of nominally private enterprises." This diagnosis makes Trump's economic policy seem more evolutionary than revolutionary. In the past 70 years, the U.S. government has frequently intervened in corporate affairs, especially in response to emergencies such as World War II (the Defense Production Act), the Great Recession (the bank bailouts), and COVID (the Paycheck Protection Program). Under Joe Biden, Democrats waded into industrial policy with subsidies for clean energy and semiconductors. By one interpretation, Trumponomics doesn't stand out in history; it's just the latest example of the federal government taking a more activist role in directing the economy, especially as we try to compete with the juggernaut of authoritarian China, whose modern development was known as "socialism with Chinese characteristics."

But Trumponomics is too erratic to deserve any comparison with state capitalism, especially in relation to China. As the author Dan Wang writes in his new book, Breakneck, China is an "engineering state," where Beijing's control over the economy both emerges from long-term planning and radiates outward through millions of local-government representatives. "The core characteristic of China's state capitalism is discipline," Wang told Ip. "Trump is the complete opposite of that."

Consider, for example, two simple questions: What are Trump's tariffs supposed to accomplish, and what are they actually accomplishing? The White House, including the economic adviser Stephen Miran, has repeatedly stressed that higher import taxes will bring back manufacturing and revitalize exports. Neither is happening. Manufacturing output has declined every month since the tariffs were announced, and many firms have explicitly blamed Trump's tariffs. Meanwhile, the president recently struck a deal requiring Nvidia and AMD to pay the government 15 percent of revenue on the sale of AI chips to China. The logic is genuinely hard to follow on a week-to-week basis. Promoting exports with global tariffs (which might be illegal) is one thing. Taxing exports (which might also be illegal) is another thing. But taxing imports and exports simultaneously doesn't really comport with any coherent economic strategy. As the economy lists toward stagflation, the White House is not doing "state capitalism" so much as it's doing "step-on-a-rake capitalism"--a tragicomic bungling of economic growth that fails to advance the very objectives it claims to prioritize.

The problem with evaluating this administration's economic agenda is that Trumponomics is about Trump far more than it is about economics. There is no clear theory of growth steering the U.S. economy, just one man's desire to colonize every square inch of American attention and experience, which happens to include international markets.

Trumponomics, then, is best understood as Trump's formula for controlling everything around him, rather than an ideology with a telos. That formula has three main components. The first is declaring an emergency to justify intervention. The second is making threats to force private actors to do his bidding. The third is demanding tribute.

All presidents have the power to declare emergencies. None has used this power as frequently as Donald Trump.

Since 1981, the typical president has declared about seven national emergencies in each four-year term. In the first six months of his second term, Trump has already declared nine, plus a "crime emergency" in Washington. He's invoked the Alien Enemies Act of 1798 to deport foreigners during a war or invasion, Title X to deploy the National Guard in various cities, and other congressional acts to expedite mining on federal lands. "Even when Trump doesn't declare a legal emergency, he describes crises that justify dramatic action," The New York Times' Adam Kushner wrote. At this rate, Trump is on pace to announce 70 emergencies in this administration, which would nearly match the total number of emergencies announced from 1980 to 2025, according to the Brennan Center for Justice.

Emergency declarations have been core to Trump's economic agenda. Tariffs, the most significant policy initiative of Trump's current term, kicked off with an emergency declaration. On February 3, the White House announced its first round of tariffs on Canada, Mexico, and China. Although import taxes are typically the domain of the legislature, Trump as president claimed the authority to tax imports under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act, or IEEPA, because of these countries' alleged failure to stop the flow of migrants and fentanyl.

The IEEPA is a 1977 law that allows the president to impose financial regulations, such as sanctions or export restrictions, during a national emergency. But no president before Trump ever used IEEPA to tax imported goods. In August, a federal court of appeals struck down the tariffs as unconstitutional, pointing out that IEEPA gives the executive branch authority to regulate imports but not to tax them. Now that net immigration has plummeted to historic lows, it doesn't even make sense to claim the power to tax imports based on an alleged migration emergency that has, by all accounts, ended. But the White House has said it will fight for the right to impose tariffs all the way to the Supreme Court.

I have said before that the No. 1 rule for understanding Trump is that "a lot happens under this administration, but a lot un-happens, too." This also is a function of Trump's "everything is an emergency" style of governance--constantly bending the law into unnatural shapes to justify whatever action the president seeks in the moment.

Just as Trump depends on emergency declarations, he also depends on threats. The president creates pain, then demands tribute, at which point he removes the pain.

To punish ABC for its negative coverage, Trump threatened to revoke its broadcast license, accepted a $16 million financial tribute from the Walt Disney Company, and then backed down. To punish law firms for litigation against him or his allies, Trump threatened several firms with limited access to government contracts before accepting hundreds of millions of dollars in promised pro bono services to Trump-approved causes. To punish Columbia University for a litany of perceived sins, including its DEI policies, Trump froze hundreds of millions of dollars in federal research funding before the university agreed to pay a large tribute and change its policies.

Trump applies the same pain-tribute method to direct international trade and private-firm behavior. In the spring, Trump threatened new tariffs on Japanese and European Union exports. (Pain created.) In response, Japan and the EU agreed to invest more than $1 trillion in the U.S., and Trump himself claimed the authority to direct some of the investment to his favored causes. (Tribute offered.) Then Trump cut both tariff rates by about half. (Pain removed.) Last month, Trump called for Lip-Bu Tan to resign as the chief executive of Intel. (Pain created.) Days later, Tan met with Trump at the White House to work out a deal, and when they emerged, the U.S. government owned 10 percent of his company. (Tribute offered.) Tan remains the CEO of Intel. (Pain removed.)

In the aftermath of any one of these events, you might come up with a philosophical justification. You could defend high tariffs because they raise revenue, or you could defend reduced tariffs because they increase the flow of trade among allies. You could defend firing Tan for his alleged Chinese connections and poor performance, or you could defend retaining Tan as long as the U.S. gets a slice of Intel. But you can't defend all of these opinions at the same time. Each one represents a specific ideological position, and Trumponomics--outside of a basic distrust of trade and fondness for tariffs--is mostly beyond any ideology. The president's personalist style of politics is optimally designed not to achieve any specific policy outcome but rather to achieve the vanquishing of a counterparty. Tariffs, insults, threats, and Truth Social posts perform a similar function: They create leverage that Trump can use to claim victory, tribute, or both.

Trump's personalist style of politics thrusts America back to the late 19th century and the Gilded Age, when corruption was so rampant that it was broadly considered the cost of doing business. The intercontinental railroads depended on insider trading and stock manipulation, as the historian Richard White has said. Andrew Carnegie illegally supplied information to politicians in exchange for their protection of his steel monopoly. The big industrialists in rail, oil, and steel would promise congressmen and senators jobs after leaving office if they did the companies' bidding.

Annie Lowrey: Trump is a degrowther

Corruption oozes out of this White House as well. In his first six months in office, Trump accepted a luxury jet as a gift from Qatar and solicited family-business investments from several Arab states; countries around the world are now racing to build Trump golf courses and towers in a rather transparent bid for his approval. When a crypto mogul under fraud investigation bought $75 million in Trump-backed tokens, the SEC paused his civil case, citing the "public's interest."

I can imagine a Trump supporter who has somehow made it this far into the essay thinking: You just don't get it. The Chinese are eating our lunch. They're not just catching up on AI. They make two-thirds of the world's electric vehicles, more than three-quarters of its electric batteries, 80 percent of its consumer drones, and 90 percent of its solar panels. They make 13 times more steel than the U.S. and build naval ships several orders of magnitude faster than we do. We need a big, rude state-capitalist authoritarian to stand up to the state-capitalist authoritarian that is China. 

My response to this is: Okay, maybe, but show me any evidence that, given the choice between helping the U.S. against China or helping himself, Trump will actually choose the former? In his first term, Trump insisted that Congress force TikTok to sell itself to a non-Chinese company. In fact, I'd agree that the largest news source for Gen Z probably shouldn't have an intimate legal entanglement with the Chinese Communist Party. Acting under this logic, House Republicans under Biden voted 186-25 to force a TikTok sale. But after meeting with an investor in ByteDance, the parent company of TikTok, Trump reversed course and has used his executive power to delay the very TikTok sale that (a) he called for and that (b) Congress has legally mandated.

There is no secret plan to help America sell more stuff. If anything, it is American policy itself that has been put up for sale.
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Six Ways to Start Early and Lift Your Mood

Try my protocol for a happy start to the day and see what works for your own well-being.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

This column generally focuses on how to become happier. But over the years, I've found that the questions I most often get from readers are less about getting happier and more about becoming less unhappy. People inquire about how to resolve relationship disputes, quit a job they hate, or deal with anxiety and sadness. Getting happier or less unhappy might strike you as equivalent efforts, but they aren't. Indeed, neuroscientists have found evidence that certain positive and negative emotions are produced in different regions of the brain. This makes sense when we understand that emotions exist to alert us to opportunities and threats, and parts of the limbic system specialize in producing each type of notification.

This distinction between your positive and negative emotions also means that their intensity does not move in tandem. Having below- or above-average intensity in positive and negative moods--which psychologists call affect--has been a topic of a lot of research, and it has led scholars to develop a test called the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. You can take the test yourself and learn whether you are above average in both positive and negative affect (the so-called Mad Scientist profile), high positive and low negative (the Cheerleader), high negative and low positive (the Poet), or low on both positive and negative (the Judge).

What this test will tell you is whether your personal well-being challenge involves getting happier (Judges), getting less unhappy (Mad Scientists), or both (Poets). If you're a Cheerleader and doing great on both counts, bully for you. I'm not. In fact, I am way out on the Mad Scientist fringe, scoring in the 90th percentile for both positive and negative affect. My own problem is not, as a rule, how to feel happier but how to manage intense levels of negative affect. Although this characteristic of mine does not constitute anything clinically concerning (it's not constant), if unchecked, it can really damage my well-being.

Arthur C. Brooks: Why an early start is the 'quintessence of life'

Especially for those, like me, who feel negative affect intensely, one's experience can vary a lot over the course of a day. Some people feel best in the morning and are grumpier at night. I tend to experience the reverse, with my highest negative affect coming in the early hours of the day. This is probably because of elevated stress-hormone levels in the hours after waking, sometimes exacerbated by poor sleep, a trait I inherited from my father (and his father).

So my personal well-being challenge is to manage strong negative affect in the morning. I do this with the help of a six-part daily protocol, based on the neuroscience and behavioral-science research that is my trade. If you, like me, struggle to feel human in the morning, this protocol can probably help you. If you're a Poet or Judge, or you simply want to stay a Cheerleader, then you can surely find ways of adapting the routine that, regardless of the time of day, work for you.

1. Experience the brahma muhurta.
 I rise daily at 4:30 a.m. In the Hindu religion, brahma muhurta means "the creator's time" and refers to the period that begins precisely one hour and 36 minutes before sunrise. This is a time considered to have powerful properties, when the mind is most receptive to spiritual awakening. Although modern neuroscience has found no evidence for positive effects that one might experience by rising precisely 1 hour and 36 minutes before sunrise, good experimental--not just observational or anecdotal--evidence suggests that predawn rising can lead to better attentiveness and recall throughout the day. A benefit from this discipline that particularly improves one's affect is waking to the light of dawn, which research has shown lifts mood.

Some people might be skeptical, feeling that they're not a morning-lark chronotype (as opposed to the night-owl variety). They will typically cite what they regard as their natural, biological sleep timing. Fair enough, because studies tend to show that a person's chronotype is partly their genetic inheritance. But sleep behavior and patterns are also highly environmental, which means they can be altered with training. In my 20s, I was convinced that I was a natural night owl; I never saw the sunrise. In fact, I was actually just a musician who drank too much. With some effort, I shifted myself to a morning-lark schedule, a change that has been found to be very worthwhile for many people.

2. Get physical.
 My first activity, starting at 4:45 a.m., is to exercise for an hour--usually 30 minutes of heavy-resistance training (weight lifting) plus 30 minutes of "zone 2" cardio (a degree of exertion that induces heavy breathing but still permits one to talk). Lots of research has shown that a person's mood improves and depressive symptoms decrease with vigorous physical exercise. Numerous hypotheses have been advanced by neuroscientists to explain this finding. For example, depressed people tend to have lower hippocampal volume than others; strenuous exercise works to reverse this.

Is 5 o'clock in the morning optimal for this effect? Fitness experts and scholars argue endlessly about the best time of day to exercise, but those arguments are always about strength and muscle building, not mood management. For optimal mood management, I think the answer is obvious: Exercise when you need it the most. For me, that's the morning--bearing in mind, also, that exercise late in the day can disrupt one's sleep, which is bad for well-being.

3. Get metaphysical.
 After exercise, I get cleaned up and, at 6:30 a.m., go to daily Catholic Mass with my wife. This lasts for about 30 minutes. When I am on the road, which is roughly half of the time, and cannot attend Mass, I instead pray the rosary, a venerable Catholic meditation that takes about 25 minutes. Obviously, if you are not Catholic, this is not for you. But focused meditation or prayer of some sort--whether formally religious or not--is an important component of this protocol. Research has shown that these activities are very effective for emotional self-management. Prayer, for example, allows one to express emotion safely, reinforces positive self-appraisals, and facilitates reflection on one's own feelings. Meditation, even by the inexperienced and for short periods, can significantly lower negative mood. As with exercise, at least one of the neural mechanisms involved in meditation operates in the hippocampus, which is generally larger in volume among meditators than nonmeditators.

4. The magic bean.
 By the time I'm back from Mass, I have been awake for three hours and have taken no sustenance besides water and a multivitamin. This is the point at which I introduce caffeine. I love coffee and have been drinking a very dark roast since the eighth grade, as I was growing up in 1970s Seattle near the first Starbucks. Coffee is central to my negative-affect management, and I am not alone: Millions of other people do the same--and for good neuroscientific reasons.

Caffeine blocks the A2A receptors in the brain from detecting adenosine, a neuromodulator that depresses energy and promotes drowsiness. Caffeine doesn't in fact pep you up; rather, it stops you from feeling lethargic. More important, being moderately caffeinated demonstrably lowers one's negative affect. The reason appears to be that the chronic stress some people experience--Mad Scientists in particular, I'd wager--increases the density of their A2A adenosine receptors, making a depressed affect more pronounced. Caffeine disrupts this process.

You might wonder why I don't take a couple of hits from the old espresso machine first thing, at 4:30 a.m., instead of waiting for several hours. I have experimented with caffeine timing over the years and found that, as others have hypothesized, delaying my intake reduces the coffee crash that I get in the early afternoon if I've had my coffee many more hours beforehand. I also prefer not to have any stimulant in my system during prayer.

5. Tryptophan time.
 With my coffee I take my first meal, which is a large dose of protein in the form of unsweetened Greek yogurt, whey protein, nuts, and berries. In general, I try to get 150 to 200 grams (roughly 5 to 7 ounces) of protein a day to fight sarcopenia and maintain healthy muscle mass--something vital to do after age 60--so this first meal gets me well on my way toward that goal. But the affect-management properties of this first meal are significant as well. Researchers have shown that proteins that are high in an essential amino acid named tryptophan raise serotonin activity in the brain. In other words, this dietary approach improves mood by encouraging calm.

Don't get me wrong: I crave a plate of waffles as much as the next person does. But I have learned that staying with clean protein helps me establish an emotional equilibrium that lasts to midday, when I hit the same dietary lever again with another protein-rich meal.

Read: Can medieval sleeping habits fix America's insomnia?

6. Get into the flow.
 The last element of this morning protocol is work, to which I turn my attention by about 7:30 a.m. When I am at home, my mornings are dedicated to creative activity. I take almost no meetings or calls before noon so that I can get several hours of uninterrupted time to write, prepare lectures, develop new ideas, and read research by others. This is work that I love, in which I achieve flow--the intensely rewarding psychological state of absorption and focus first identified by the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in the '70s.

The flow state, which balances mastery and challenge in such a way that I am fully engaged yet not stressed out, is closely linked to an improved affect balance, raising positive mood and lowering negative mood. When I experience flow fully, aided by the neurochemical balance achieved through the prior five steps, I can easily and productively work for four hours with minimal breaks. This is when my creative output is highest, in both quantity and quality, and when my negative affect is least problematic.

These six protocols have changed my life in a very positive way. I wish I'd had the knowledge to develop them--and the discipline to stick with them--when I was 30. But that would have been impossible: They have required decades of education, lots of research, and experimenting with what works best for me. None of that was accessible to me when I was younger.

Your challenges may be different from mine, as will be what works best for you. But if your affect profile is at all similar, you might want to use this protocol as a starting point. Then you can carefully vary each of the elements, keeping painstaking records of the results. In short, be a Mad Scientist working on your own experiment. I predict that your well-being will improve as each new day's peevishness evaporates through your efforts.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/09/morning-routine-happiness-exercise/684159/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Beginning of the End of NATO

This is when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to Europe's defense.

by Robert Kagan




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Early this morning, Russia sent a swarm of drones into Poland. The crisis of the NATO alliance that people on both sides of the Atlantic have been denying or trying to put off is now here: This is the moment when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to the defense of its allies.

Ever since he began running for president, Donald Trump has been equivocal at best about America's security commitments to Europe. The allies have hoped to jolly Trump along, manipulating him by appealing to his vanity, calling him "Daddy," acceding to his punitive tariffs without resistance, and generally accepting a humiliating subservience in the hope of at least buying time. The allies have even fantasized about the United States providing some form of security should they put troops in Ukraine; Vladimir Putin was never going to allow European forces in Ukraine, so this fantasy might have survived indefinitely.

Any real test of America's commitment to European security seemed a problem for the future, and in the uneasy interregnum, the facade of transatlantic comity could be preserved until either Europe became strong enough to stand on its own or Trump departed the scene. This was congenial for both Americans and Europeans. Trump didn't have to take the controversial step of openly abandoning the allies, even as he was abandoning them, and Europeans didn't have to face the reality that the United States was no longer there for them, with all that implied for their security--and their defense spending.

Tom Nichols: Why NATO still exists

Putin, on the other hand, had every reason to force the matter to a head sooner rather than later. The only thing surprising about his attack on Poland is that he didn't do it sooner. (Russia denies having sent the drones into Polish territory.)

Start with the fact that such an attack has always been a viable option for Putin. People don't pay much attention these days to the "laws" of neutrality, but for centuries prior to World War II, it was understood that if one nation's government provided weapons and war materiel directly to another nation at war with a third nation, that legally made the donor a belligerent in the war and therefore subject to attack. An exception was made for private arms sales, which were how the United States managed to supply weapons to Britain and France during the period when Washington was neutral in World War I. But direct, government-to-government arms provisions and arms sales were a violation of neutrality, which gave the third nation the right, if it chose, to go to war with the providing nation or to use force to cut off the supply. The laws of neutrality don't distinguish between aggressor and victim, because those distinctions are not always clear-cut. If Putin had at any time decided to bomb the supply lines to Ukraine from Poland, Romania, or Slovakia, he would have been within his rights to do so.

So why didn't he? In the early phases of the war, he may not have had the capacity--Russian missiles couldn't even hit Kyiv regularly at first. But the bigger deterrent was almost certainly the prospect of pulling NATO, and with it the United States, into the war. That was always Putin's nightmare scenario, especially once Russian forces failed to achieve a rapid victory and became bogged down and vulnerable in Ukraine.

Had NATO entered the war at any time in the past three years, Russian forces in Ukraine would have been doomed. The United States, using ship- and submarine-launched missiles alone, would have been able to take out the Kursk bridge, thereby cutting off the most crucial Russian supply line and path for retreat. Russian forces trapped in Ukraine would have been sitting ducks for NATO missiles and aircraft. Putin would have faced the choice of a full-scale war with NATO that he could not possibly win--a nuclear war that, whatever else it accomplished, would destroy Russia--or surrender. Putin kept the Biden administration constantly on edge with threats of nuclear escalation, but in fact he was extremely careful not to do anything that might prompt an American and NATO response.

And yet, from the beginning, the only people more fearful than Putin of American intervention were Americans. Consider the Biden administration's reaction at each stage of the war. American intelligence acquired detailed knowledge of Russia's invasion plans, including the timing, no later than early November 2021. Between then and the invasion in February 2022, the Biden administration warned Putin not to invade, threatened sanctions if he did, and then very effectively provided the intelligence to allies and the media.

What the Biden administration did not do was take any step that might signal the possibility of American or NATO involvement. The United States did not move ships into the Black Sea, though these were international waters and it had every right to. It did not move any American or NATO forces forward in Europe, much less send any forces into Ukraine. On the contrary, the Biden administration was careful to do nothing that might indicate a willingness to respond militarily to the invasion that they had told the world was coming.

One can only imagine how Putin read those signals. His original plan had been to move so quickly against Ukraine that the United States and NATO would be confronted with a fait accompli before they had a chance to respond. But the Americans, in full knowledge of Putin's plans months in advance, assiduously did nothing to suggest a response other than sanctions, which Putin was prepared to withstand.

Thomas Wright: The only plausible path to end the war in Ukraine

Then came Russia's disastrous invasion. As many as 190,000 Russian troops--essentially Putin's entire deployable army at that time--were literally bogged down in the mud, trapped in Ukraine and under attack from surprisingly resilient Ukrainian forces. Surely Putin was in a panic at that point, for had NATO even threatened to take any action--such as blowing up the Kursk bridge and thereby trapping his army in Ukraine--he would have been left with the choice of surrender or all-out intercontinental nuclear war. He could not have used nuclear weapons in Ukraine without irradiating his own troops, and even if he did, the United States and NATO would be left untouched and capable of striking conventionally at whatever remained of his forces: checkmate.

And yet--again--the United States did nothing. It supplied weapons to Ukraine, with significant restrictions on their use, and deliberately took no action that could be construed as aggressive. Putin thus passed through the greatest moment of peril for Russia since Stalingrad.

Having escaped disaster and gauged the full extent of American self-deterrence, Putin began putting pressure on Ukraine's neighbors and suppliers. This was a logical progression in the war, as well as a response to the contradictions at the heart of an American policy that sought to assist Ukraine while avoiding direct confrontation with Russia. Putin did not force the United States to choose between these objectives. Until now.

Putin's primary goal right now is to force Ukraine's surrender. Aiding Ukraine has already begun to be a controversial subject in Poland; the prospect of Russian attacks in retaliation could drive up opposition, especially if the United States proves unreliable. That in turn will force Ukrainians to contemplate a world without foreign assistance.

But Putin also has his eye on a bigger prize: the collapse of the NATO alliance. For many months Putin has been waging a "shadow war" against NATO member states--one that the Center for European Policy Analysis describes as "a concerted and coordinated campaign of attacks" aimed at raising the costs and risks to those nations aiding Ukraine. These have included sabotage of key infrastructure, arson, and assassination attempts against European defense executives. The Trump administration's response has been to tell the Europeans they need to defend themselves, because the United States can no longer afford to do so; to hint at substantial withdrawals of American forces from Europe; and, most recently, to cancel a multiyear defense-training program for the Baltic allies.

The "shadow war" was a characteristic Putin probe to see what the United States would tolerate. The Trump administration's lack of response encouraged Putin to take the next step and bring the "shadow war" out from the shadows. By overtly attacking Poland, Putin has forced the question of America's security commitment to the fore. For Trump to do nothing in response to the constant strikes against civilian targets in Ukraine was one thing. If he does nothing in response to a Russian attack on Poland, Europeans will have to stop fooling themselves and face the fact that the Americans really aren't there for them.
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AI Is Coming for YouTube Creators

At least 15 million videos have been snatched by tech companies.

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This analysis is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can use the search tool directly here, to see whether videos you've created or watched are included in the data sets. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



When Jon Peters uploaded his first video to YouTube in 2010, he had no idea where it would lead. He was a professional woodworker running a small business who decided to film himself making a dining table with some old legs he had found in a barn. It turned out that people liked his candid style, and as he posted more videos, a fan base began to grow. "All of a sudden there's people who appreciate the work I'm doing," he told me. "The comments were a motivator." Fifteen years later, his channel has more than 1 million subscribers. Sometimes he gets photos of people in their shops, following his guidance from a big TV on the wall--most of his viewers, Peters told me, are woodworkers looking to him for instruction.

But Peters's channel could soon be obsolete, along with millions of other videos created by people who share their expertise and advice on YouTube. Over the past few months, I've discovered more than 15.8 million videos from more than 2 million channels that tech companies have, without permission, downloaded to train AI products. Nearly 1 million of them, by my count, are how-to videos. You can find these videos in at least 13 different data sets distributed by AI developers at tech companies, universities, and research organizations, through websites such as Hugging Face, an online AI-development hub.

In most cases the videos are anonymized, meaning that titles and creator names are not included. I was able to identify the videos by extracting unique identifiers from the data sets and looking them up on YouTube--similar to the process I followed when I revealed the contents of the Books3, OpenSubtitles, and LibGen data sets. You can search the data sets using the tool below, typing in channel names like "MrBeast" or "James Charles," for example.

(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)

To create AI products capable of generating video, developers need huge quantities of videos, and YouTube has become a common source. Although YouTube does offer paying subscribers the ability to download videos and watch them through the company's app whenever they'd like, this is something different: Video files are being ripped from YouTube en masse and saved in files that are then fed to AI algorithms. This kind of downloading violates the platform's terms of service, but many tools allow AI developers to download videos in this way. YouTube appears to have done little, if anything, to stop the mass downloading, and the company did not respond to my request for comment.

Not all YouTube videos are copyrighted (and some are uploaded by people who don't own the copyrights), but many are. Unauthorized copying or distribution of those videos is illegal, but whether AI training constitutes a form of copying or distribution is still a question being debated in many ongoing lawsuits. Tech companies have argued that training is a "fair use" of copyrighted work, and some judges have disagreed in their responses. How the courts ultimately apply the law to this novel technology could have massive consequences for creators' motivations to post their work on YouTube and similar platforms--if tech companies are able to continue taking creators' work to build AI products that compete with them, then creators may have little choice but to stop sharing.

Generative-AI tools are already producing videos that compete with human-made work on YouTube. AI-generated history videos with hundreds of thousands of views and many inaccuracies are drowning out fact-checked, expert-produced content. Popular music-remix videos are frequently created using this technology, and many of them perform better than human-made videos.

The problem extends far beyond YouTube, however. Most modern chatbots are "multimodal," meaning they can respond to a question by creating relevant media. Google's Gemini chatbot, for instance, will produce short clips for paying users. Soon, you may be able to ask ChatGPT or another generative-AI tool about how to build a table from found legs and get a custom how-to video in response. Even if that response isn't as good as any video Peters would make, it will be immediate, and it will be tailor-made to your specifications. The online-publishing business has already been decimated by text-generation tools; video creators should expect similar challenges from generative-AI tools in the near future.

Many major tech companies have used these data sets to train AI, according to research papers I've read and AI developers I've spoken with. The group includes Microsoft, Meta, Amazon, Nvidia, Runway, ByteDance, Snap, and Tencent. I reached out to each of these companies to ask about their use of these data sets. Only Meta, Amazon, and Nvidia responded. All three said they "respect" content creators and believe that their use of the work is legal under existing copyright law. Amazon also shared that, where video is concerned, it is currently focused on developing ways to generate "compelling, high-quality advertisements from simple prompts."

We can't be certain whether all these these companies will use the videos to create for-profit video-generating tools. Some of the work they've done may be simply experimental. But a few of these companies have an obvious interest in pursuing commercial products: Meta, for instance, is developing a suite of tools called Movie Gen that creates videos from text prompts, and Snap offers "AI Video Lenses" that allow users to augment their videos with generative AI. Videos such as the ones in these data sets are the raw material for products like these; much as ChatGPT couldn't write like Shakespeare without first "reading" Shakespeare, a video generator couldn't construct a fake newscast without "watching" tons of recorded broadcasts. In fact, a large number of the videos in these data sets are from news and educational channels, such as the BBC (which has at least 33,000 videos in the data sets, across its various brands) and TED (nearly 50,000). Hundreds of thousands of others--if not more--are from individual creators, such as Peters.

AI companies are more interested in some videos than others. A spreadsheet leaked to 404 Media by a former employee at Runway, which builds AI video-generation tools, shows what the company valued about certain channels: "high camera movement," "beautiful cinematic landscapes," "high quality scenes from movies," "super high quality sci-fi short films." One channel was labeled "THE HOLY GRAIL OF CAR CINEMATICS SO FAR"; another was labeled "only 4 videos but they are really well done."

Developers seek out high-quality videos in a variety of ways. Curators of two of the data sets collected here--HowTo100M and HD-VILA-100M--prioritized videos with high view counts on YouTube, equating popularity with quality. The creators of another data set, HD-VG-130M, noted that "high view count does not guarantee video quality," and used an AI model to select videos of high "aesthetic quality." Data-set creators often try to avoid videos that contain overlaid text, such as subtitles and logos, so these identifying features don't appear in videos generated by their model. So, some advice for YouTubers: Putting a watermark or logo on your videos, even a small one, makes them less desirable for training.

To prepare the videos for training, developers split the footage into short clips, in many cases cutting wherever there is a scene or camera change. Each clip is then given an English-language description of the visual scene so the model can be trained to correlate words with moving images, and to generate videos from text prompts. AI developers have a few methods of writing these captions. One way is to pay workers to do it. Another is to use separate AI models to generate a description automatically. The latter is more common, because of its lower cost.

AI video tools aren't yet as mainstream as chatbots or image generators, but they are already in wide use. You may already have seen AI-manipulated video without realizing it. For example, TED has been using AI to dub speakers' talks in different languages. This includes the video as well as the audio: Speakers' mouths are lip-synched with the new words so it looks like they're speaking Japanese, French, or Russian. Nishat Ruiter, TED's general counsel, told me this is done with the speakers' knowledge and consent.

There are also consumer-facing products for tweaking videos with AI. If your face doesn't look right, for example, you can try a face-enhancer such as Facetune, or ditch your mug entirely with a face-swapper such as Facewow. With Runway's Aleph, you can change the colors of objects, or turn sunshine into a snowstorm.

Then there are tools that generate new videos based on an image you provide. Google encourages Gemini users to animate their "favorite photos." The result is a clip that extrapolates eight seconds of movement from an initial image, making a person dance, cook, or swing a golf club. These are often both amazing and creepy. "Talking head generation"--for employee-orientation videos, for example--is also advancing. Vidnoz AI promises to generate "Realistic AI Spokespersons of Any Style." A company called Arcads will generate a complete advertisement, with actors and voiceover. ByteDance, the company that operates TikTok, offers a similar product called Symphony Creative Studio. Other applications of AI video generation include virtual try-on of clothes, generating custom video games, and animating cartoon characters and people.

Some companies are both working with AI and simultaneously fighting to defend their content from being pilfered by AI companies. This reflects the Wild West mentality in AI right now--companies exploiting legal gray areas to see how they can profit. As I investigated these data sets, I learned about an incident involving TED--again, one of the most-pilfered organizations in the data sets captured here, and one that is attempting to employ AI to advance its own business. In June, the Cannes Lions international advertising festival gave one of its Grand Prix awards to an ad that included deepfaked footage from a TED talk by DeAndrea Salvador, currently a state senator in North Carolina. The ad agency, DM9, "used AI cloning to change her talk and repurposed it for a commercial ad campaign," Ruiter told me on a video call recently. When the manipulation was discovered, the Cannes Lions festival withdrew the award. Last month, Salvador sued DM9 along with its clients--Whirpool and Consul--for misappropriation of her likeness, among other things. DM9 apologized for the incident and cited "a series of failures in the production and sending" of the ad. A spokesperson from Whirlpool told me the company was unaware the senator's remarks had been altered.

Others in the film industry have filed lawsuits against AI companies for training with their content. In June, Disney and Universal sued Midjourney, the maker of an image-generating tool that can produce images containing recognizable characters (Warner Brothers joined the lawsuit last week). The lawsuit called Midjourney a "bottomless pit of plagiarism." The following month, two adult-film companies sued Meta for downloading (and distributing through BitTorrent) more than 2,000 of their videos. Neither Midjourney nor Meta has responded to the allegations, and neither responded to my request for comment. One YouTuber filed their own lawsuit: In August of last year, David Millette sued Nvidia for unjust enrichment and unfair competition with regard to the training of its Cosmos AI, but the case was voluntarily dismissed months later.

The Disney characters and the deepfaked Salvador ad are just two instances of how these tools can be damaging. The floodgates may soon be opening further. Thanks to the enormous amount of investment in the technology, generated videos are beginning to appear everywhere. One company, DeepBrain AI, pays "creators" to post AI-generated videos made with its tools on YouTube. It currently offers $500 for a video that gets 10,000 views, a relatively low threshold. Companies that run social-media platforms, such as Google and Meta, also pay users for content, through ad-revenue sharing, and many directly encourage the posting of AI-generated content. Not surprisingly, a coterie of gurus has arrived to teach the secrets of making money with AI-generated content.

Google and Meta have also trained AI tools on large quantities of videos from their own platforms: Google has taken at least 70 million clips from YouTube, and Meta has taken more than 65 million clips from Instagram. If these companies succeed in flooding their platforms with synthetic videos, human creators could be left with the unenviable task of competing with machines that churn out endless content based on their original work. And social media will become even less social than it is.

I asked Peters if he knew his videos had been taken from YouTube to train AI. He said he didn't, but he wasn't surprised. "I think everything's gonna get stolen," he told me. But he didn't know what to do about it. "Do I quit, or do I just keep making videos and hope people want to connect with a person?"
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Will Israel Destroy Trump's Greatest Foreign-Policy Achievement?

The Abraham Accords rested on a commitment that the Israeli settler right wants to break.

by Yair Rosenberg




Donald Trump's greatest foreign-policy achievement came out of nowhere. On August 13, 2020, with essentially no advance warning or leaks, the president announced on Twitter that Israel was establishing diplomatic and trade relations with the United Arab Emirates, a wealthy Middle Eastern country that had previously rejected the Jewish state's right to exist. "HUGE breakthrough today!" Trump wrote. "Historic Peace Agreement between our two GREAT friends, Israel and the United Arab Emirates!" After this declaration, the diplomatic dominoes fell in rapid succession; other Arab states joined what became known as the Abraham Accords, culminating in a signing ceremony at the White House one month later.

Less remembered is what the Accords prevented: Israeli annexation of the West Bank. In exchange for Emirati recognition, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government agreed to a "suspension of Israel's plans to extend its sovereignty." In plain English, Israel's conservative coalition shelved plans to formally incorporate swaths of occupied Palestinian territory into Israel, preserving a path to a two-state solution and deferring a longtime dream of the country's settlers that had been inching closer to fruition.

Since then, the Accords have proved remarkably durable, weathering even the past two years of the Gaza war. But that may be about to change. On September 3, Bezalel Smotrich, Israel's far-right finance minister, unveiled a proposal to annex 82 percent of the West Bank and called on Netanyahu to enact it. "It is time to apply Israeli sovereignty in Judea and Samaria," he said in a statement, referring to the area's biblical names, "and remove once and for all the idea of dividing our small land and establishing a terrorist state in its heart." The next day, top Israeli ministers were scheduled to discuss the idea of annexation--that is, until the UAE intervened.

Yair Rosenberg: Israel's settler right is preparing to annex Gaza

"Annexation would be a red line for my government, and that means there can be no lasting peace," Emirati special envoy Lana Nusseibeh told The Times of Israel in a rare public intervention in Israeli politics. "We trust that President Trump will not allow the Abraham Accords tenet of his legacy to be tarnished, threatened or derailed by extremists and radicals." The planned cabinet discussion was abruptly called off. But the issue of annexation is far from resolved, and it threatens to upend Trump's signature international triumph.

Critics have correctly noted that the Abraham Accords did not bring peace to the Middle East; they consisted of deals between Israel and countries with which it had never been at war. But on the campaign trail and in the White House, the president has repeatedly touted the Accords as a prized accomplishment, and shortly before the 2024 election, he promised that expanding them would be an "absolute priority." Just a few weeks ago, he wrote on Truth Social that "it is very important to me that all Middle Eastern Countries join the Abraham Accords." Annexation, however, could upend that entire process, undoing past agreements and making future ones impossible. Yet Israel's government continues to press the prospect.

The reason this subject will not go away is that Netanyahu is beholden to those who don't want it to go away. When the Israeli leader originally negotiated the Abraham Accords, he did so personally, making the decisions himself and keeping even his own foreign and defense ministers in the dark. Today, however, Netanyahu's political position has deteriorated dramatically. His unpopular coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's last election and depends on an assortment of anti-Arab ideologues and religious messianists to remain in power. The result: On core issues such as the Gaza conflict and whether the country's ultra-Orthodox serve in its army, Netanyahu does not command his coalition; it commands him. And that coalition wants West Bank annexation. In July, days before Netanyahu last visited Trump in Washington, 15 ministers in his Likud party signed a letter calling on him to apply Israeli sovereignty to the West Bank by the end of the month.

In November 2024, I predicted that the Israeli right's refusal to abandon annexation made a conflict over it inevitable in Trump's second term. Today that clash has arrived, and it will play out not just between Israel and its Arab partners, but within the American administration itself, where some support annexation but others do not. The players are already moving into position. Last week, Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman reportedly signaled that any Israeli advances on the West Bank would dash hopes of his country entering the Abraham Accords.

In this competition between annexationists and accordists, Trump will be the decider. Netanyahu has tied his entire political persona to the president, alienating most other international allies while telling the Israeli people that only he can manage the mercurial American leader. With elections looming next year, the prime minister cannot afford a public break with the president. Whatever Trump decides on annexation, Netanyahu will have to accept and spin as his own preferred policy.

The question, as ever, is where Trump stands. Will he rubber-stamp whatever Netanyahu's coalition decides, or will the president side with his Arab allies and seek to protect his foreign-policy legacy from the Israeli right? To date, the administration has been noncommittal. "What you're seeing with the West Bank and the annexation, that's not a final thing," Secretary of State Marco Rubio told reporters last week. "That's something being discussed among some elements of Israeli politics. I'm not going to opine on that today." Later this month, Rubio is scheduled to visit Israel, where these developments will undoubtedly be raised.

Jon Finer: The West Bank is sliding toward a crisis

Trump himself has thus far avoided tipping his hand. Back in February, the president hosted Netanyahu at the White House and detailed his plan to relocate the Gazan people and turn their territory into a "Riviera of the Middle East." Lost amid the chaos and controversy over that proposal was something else Trump said at that fateful meeting. Asked by an Israeli reporter whether he supports "Israeli sovereignty in Judea and Samaria," the president responded, "We will be making an announcement probably on that very specific topic over the next four weeks."

That was 30 weeks ago. Trump has been able to sidestep the subject of annexation until now, but if events continue to unfold as they have been, he will not be able to evade a decision much longer.
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Rupert Murdoch Gets His <em>Succession</em> Finale

And his conservative-media empire gets its new leader.

by Kevin Townsend




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

He was, after all, the eldest boy.

The family drama that inspired HBO's Succession ended this week with a settlement that ensures Rupert Murdoch's conservative-media empire will pass to his oldest son, Lachlan. Three of Murdoch's other children will each reportedly receive $1.1 billion as part of the agreement. The saga's finale also seems to cement the politics of the news conglomerate.

Before the deal, a persistent question dangled over the empire: What might happen to Fox News and the many other right-wing Murdoch properties if Rupert's more politically moderate children took over?

With the keys going to Lachlan, the most conservative of the siblings, that question is answered. New ones follow: What does a post-Rupert News Corp mean for The Wall Street Journal and how the outlet covers President Donald Trump? How might Lachlan differ from his father? And, ultimately, what were the decades of family strife for when it all ended in a buyout anyway?

Staff writer McKay Coppins profiled the family's second son, James, for The Atlantic's April cover story. McKay joins Radio Atlantic to share insights from his year of reporting on the family and what he thinks now that the real-life Succession has ended.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Mylee Hogan (from 7News Australia): It is Rupert Murdoch and his son Lachlan pitched against his other three children Prudence, Elisabeth, and James.
 Carrington Clarke (from Australian Broadcasting Corporation): Rupert Murdoch took three of his children to court to ensure his media empire remains in the hands of eldest son Lachlan and a conservative force.
 Jim Rutenberg (speaking to 7News Australia): Given the outsize influence that Rupert Murdoch's empire has and its role in being a sort of clarion of right-wing populism ... this is about all of us; this isn't only one family's drama.


Hanna Rosin: The HBO show Succession ended over two years ago. But the real-world family saga that inspired it continued on. Rupert Murdoch, patriarch and media mogul of all media moguls, has always said that he wanted his conservative empire to stay in the family after he died. As he entered his 90s, the question of which child would lead it became more urgent.

But as the HBO show dramatized, succession is no simple thing. The empire is held by a family trust, and Rupert didn't get to dictate its fate. The siblings fought, battled each other in court; family secrets spilled out in legal documents.

Staff writer McKay Coppins wrote The Atlantic's April cover story about the Murdochs, and he spoke extensively with one brother, James. By that point, the succession battle was between James and his older brother, Lachlan.

Lachlan is more conservative, more self-consciously modeling himself on their father. James, meanwhile, is more politically moderate, but he also spent two decades in the family business.

Who would take over and steer a news empire that includes Fox News, The Wall Street Journal, and a myriad of outlets across the world? Would it remain an important force in the right-wing media ecosystem?

This week, we got our answer. The two sides came to a deal, and the chosen heir is Lachlan. The Murdoch news empire remains conservative. James and his two older sisters reportedly get $1.1 billion each--but no stake in the company's future.

So that's the finale. But the implications go far beyond the Murdochs themselves. McKay Coppins spent a year reporting his story and knows all the twists and turns, and so when the news broke, we were eager to sit down with him. Here's our conversation.

McKay, welcome to the show.

McKay Coppins: Thanks for having me on.

Rosin: So the moment has arrived. (Laughs.)

Coppins: Yes.

Rosin: The drama has ended, which has been going on for decades. How do you summarize how it ended?

Coppins: In some ways, it's basically a cementing of the status quo, right? Lachlan--the chosen heir apparent, Rupert's favorite son, the one he has always wanted to run his empire when he was gone--is now firmly established as the king-in-waiting and will have full control of these companies when Rupert dies, without any threat of a challenge from his siblings.

In some ways, I feel like it's a fascinating moment because this succession drama has really defined the Murdoch empire for decades. It is the single element of these companies that has continued to pop up in coverage, in speculation, in scrutiny--inside the companies and outside. And so I almost wonder if the Murdochs now have to kind of wonder, What are we about now? You know?

Rosin: (Laughs.) That's such a good point. Like, this is their meaning, and now they've lost their meaning, so--

Coppins: Right, and I'm sure it's a--look, it's a sigh of relief for Rupert. He got what he wanted, Lachlan gets what he wanted, and the other three kids walk away each a billion dollars richer. And so, in a way, you could say that this was a development that led to everybody getting what they want, but in reality, it's kind of the finale of a story that has really, in very serious ways, wrecked this family and, for better or worse, defined this very powerful and influential media empire.

[Music]

Coppins: The thing that most surprises me is that they were able to come to the table at all at this point, because when I left off, right after I stopped reporting in February of this year, the two sides were really far apart. And the legal battle over the family trust had been incredibly personally bitter and angry and painful, and it had surfaced years of kind of family secrets and scheming and manipulation. And James, at least, the youngest son, did not seem eager to settle anything--and for what it's worth, neither, really, did Rupert or Lachlan. And so I am, I guess, a little surprised that they were able to work something out. But I'm not really surprised that it ended up in Lachlan's hands, because as far as Rupert [was concerned], this was always how the story was going to end.

Rosin: Can you lay out the battle lines for us? Because I think, I mean, you've obviously followed it closer than most of us, and the rest of us probably have it confused with HBO's Succession in our heads. And you can understand why that happens: The similarities are uncanny.

Kendall Roy (from the show Succession): Oh, hey, Dad, I like those stories you planted about me. That was ... (Makes the "okay" hand gesture.)
 Logan Roy: Yes. You forced my hand.
 Shiv Roy: There it is.
 Logan Roy: What you kids do not understand, it's all part of the game.


Rosin: Anyway, lay out the battle lines in the real-life Murdoch drama: Who wanted what, and what had developed over the past many years?

Coppins: Right, so the players here are Rupert, of course: the man who built the empire, the either visionary or supervillain, depending on your politics and what you think of (Laughs.) the Murdoch media assets. And he had always built this empire with the idea that he would pass it on to his children.

And at various points, he had favored different kids to take over when he was gone, but really, it was always supposed to be Lachlan. Lachlan is his oldest son, the one who kind of most self-consciously emulates his father, also the one who appears to share his father's conservative politics. In fact, according to my reporting, Lachlan is actually more right-wing than Rupert and more aligned with kind of the Trump-era populist conservatism than Rupert ever was.

Then there was James, the younger son, who at some points was kind of the backup--the spare, to use some royal terminology. He's the one that I spent a lot of time profiling for The Atlantic. And he was more moderate in his politics, a little more liberal, also more contrarian, and he spent 20 years working in the family business as an executive but would often criticize the way it was managed internally. And then once he left his executive perch, increasingly, he spoke out publicly and then, in my interviews with him, was very, very public about his complaints and criticisms of the family empire. And sort of aligned with him were his two oldest sisters, Prudence and Liz.

And so, in this latest episode of the succession battle (Laughs.), the latest episode of Succession, you had James and his sisters on one side, Rupert and Lachlan on the other. And what Rupert was trying to do was, essentially, to rewrite the family trust in such a way that would make it so that rather than dividing control of the empire equally between these four children, it would secure control completely with Lachlan and cut out the other three.

And so that was what the--over the last year or more, there's been this very pitched legal battle taking place in a Reno, Nevada, probate court over whether Rupert could do this. This was supposed to be an irrevocable trust; he wasn't supposed to be able to change it. Rupert and Lachlan developed this whole secret plan that they called "Project Family Harmony," where they were trying to, basically, assert their will without cooperation from the other three.

And they failed in court initially, but a judge had to sign off on the final decision by the probate commissioner. And in the interim, a lot of things happened, including the publication of our cover story, that seemed to introduce a degree of uncertainty in the kind of legal machinations here. And it seems like, eventually, that's what led everybody to come back to the table and see if they could make a deal without the courts, and they did.

Rosin: And when you say that's what led them to ultimately come to the table. What's the "that"? The exposure of all the secrets, the bruising from the litigation--what is it that finally pushed them to end the drama?

Coppins: Well, I think from James and his sisters' perspective, they thought that they had won, and they had, by all accounts. The probate commissioner had ruled very decisively in their favor, and as far as they were concerned, it was over. A few things happened, though, after that commissioner's decision was released.

A judge had to sign off on it, and the judge was supposed to just kind of rubber-stamp whatever the probate commissioner decided. Rupert and Lachlan and their lawyers tried to argue that the decision was "clearly erroneous," that the judge should reconsider it. And during this period, in February of earlier this year, The Atlantic published the profile of James that I had been working on for the past year, which appeared to give both the probate commissioner and the judge reason to believe that James had violated a court order to not talk publicly about certain court proceedings. So all of a sudden, there was this kind of element of uncertainty about whether the decision would actually become final.

It's a little strange for me to talk about this because it's this meta level of the story where our reporting seems to have had some influence on things. That's what The New York Times reported this week, and I've subsequently confirmed it: that our story did seem to influence the parties' willingness to reconsider.

The family, both parties, were faced with a choice: They could face the prospect of many more months or even years of litigation, or they could see if they could come back to the table and just come to an agreement that would satisfy everyone. And it seems that the agreement was a dollar figure.

Rosin: Okay, wow. I have two things. One is, as you're talking and you get kind of into the legal weeds and the small maneuvering, I'm literally parsing each of the things you say into an episode.

Coppins: (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) I'm like, Okay, well, that episode would look like this, and here's where they would film it and in which house. Every move is an episode.

Second, McKay, wow. I had no idea how much your Atlantic story ended up being a part of the story. Was it something in the content of what you wrote? I recall that James called his father a "misogynist," and that got a lot of attention. Was it the fact that they accused James of violating confidentiality and therefore that could open up more years of legal maneuverings that everyone was just too exhausted to deal with? What was the influence?

Coppins: It was kind of both. Well, part of it was that he was extremely critical of his father, his brother, and the way they were running these companies. Again, I don't know exactly what the legal ramifications would've been there, but it did raise the question of whether he had the company's best interests at heart. James, of course, I should say, would argue that his criticism was coming from a place of wanting to turn around, salvage, reform these companies.

But then the other part of it was that he, basically, was being accused of sharing information with a journalist, me, that was supposed to be under seal in this private court case. And I do want to just say one thing about this.

I think that, since The New York Times story broke, there's been some speculation in the world of Murdoch watchers that James started talking to me in an effort to mount this attack on his family, and I just think maybe a little context would be helpful here because the reality is, I approached him in January of last year totally on a lark. I had no idea any of this was happening. The legal battle was not public yet, and I just thought he might be an interesting profile. And it wasn't until I started talking to him that I found out about this. And even then, he was pretty careful about what he was willing to say at first. And I think that some people have the impression that James was secretly colluding with this journalist to go after his family as part of the legal battle. And in reality, it was sort of serendipitous timing for me and unfortunate timing for him that I happened to approach him right as this kind of climactic moment in the Murdoch succession battle was taking place.

Rosin: McKay, you mention that Lachlan--who, I should say, declined to be interviewed for your story, along with Rupert--might be more aligned with Trump politics than his father, or at least as conservative. And Rupert himself once said that his companies acted as, quote, "protector of the conservative voice in the English-speaking world." So what does the choice of Lachlan mean for how the media empire's positioned politically? Does nothing change?

Coppins: Yeah, I mean, there had always been this hope among sort of liberals and centrists and, frankly, even some people inside these companies that, when Rupert finally stepped back or died, that James and his sisters would come in, kind of link arms--because they all have more liberal politics--oust their more right-wing brother, and then defang Fox News and reform the Murdoch press, right? That they would make these outlets more responsible, slightly more moderate in their politics. And I talked to James about this, and he was always a little wary of getting into too much detail, but he did say that he considered Fox News a blight on his family name, a threat to democracy. He said that their model is essentially lying to their viewers.

So he was very clear-eyed about what he thinks the problems are at Fox News, in particular, and some of the other Murdoch media assets as well. And I think that if things had gone a different way, we might have seen a real effort by James and his sisters to do this. But with this resolution, what it essentially means is that James and his sisters have nothing to do anymore with these businesses. And with control of these companies firmly in Lachlan's hands, I think we can expect, at the very least, for them to continue on the political path they've been on and, if anything, to maybe even become more aligned with sort of this new populist right-wing movement that has taken over conservative politics, at least in the English-speaking world.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: how the Murdoch media empire tore apart the Murdoch family.

[Break]

Rosin: From the beginning, Rupert Murdoch insisted on running his media empire like a family business. But as McKay has reported, the business took precedence over the family, not the other way around.

Coppins: Lachlan was chosen early on as the heir apparent and then, in 2005, after a big dispute with Roger Ailes and various other lieutenants of his father, quit in a huff and moved to Australia and actually stayed out of these companies for 10 years, while James was kind of grinding away in Asia and Europe and kind of building his resume--

Rosin: That would be Season 3. (Laughs.) which would take place half in Australia--

Coppins: (Laughs.) That's right--

Rosin: --and it would be the moment that James could possibly take over, the moment when it seemed as if James was gonna be the heir apparent.

Coppins: And that moment literally happened in 2015. James thought he was on the verge of becoming CEO, and he kind of got blindsided at this lunch where his brother showed up and they just told him, Hey, surprise, your brother's coming back, and you're going to report to him.

And James was completely blindsided. He left the lunch. He basically threatened to quit. And then Rupert, kind of scrambling to control the damage and keep both of his sons in the fold, came up with this arrangement where they would both run the company together--James as CEO, Lachlan as executive chairman.

It was kind of a disastrous experiment. They didn't get along at all. They were based on opposite coasts. Every major decision had to be signed off on by both of them. And they often couldn't get in touch with each other, or Lachlan would kind of stop responding to texts. It was a real kind of comedy of errors or farce, depending on your view of things.

This also happened to coincide with the rise of Donald Trump and Brexit, a major kind of shift in Western politics that really left James feeling like he was totally misaligned with the mission of these media assets. And so he found his way out. He left in 2019--still, at first, retaining a board seat, then giving it up. But it really isn't until right now that his involvement in the company is completely erased. Even after leaving his role in an official capacity, he still had these shares. He had these votes in the family trust that he was waiting to kind of be able to use when his father was gone. And now, with this buyout deal, he has no influence at all.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. I want to ask you about The Wall Street Journal because they broke the story about Trump's alleged birthday note to Jeffrey Epstein, which the president denies writing and called a "fake." Trump tried to intimidate them, take legal action and, unlike some other media organizations, they didn't buckle. What role do you think Rupert played in standing firm, and what does that say about the company and everything we've been talking about?

Coppins: Yeah, I think you're touching on the most interesting dynamic and the most interesting question about this kind of media empire once Rupert's gone. Because Rupert has always been kind of divided between these two impulses, where he is a political operator, and he's been very deft about accumulating political power through the media assets that he owns, first in Australia, then in Britain, then across Europe and the U.S. He has a very well-documented pattern of, basically, using his outlets to endorse or champion certain politicians and then cashing in on that influence by being able to further expand his empire, often by clearing certain regulatory hurdles with his political allies' help.

So on one hand, he's a political operator, right? And after some early squeamishness, Fox News and even The Wall Street Journal, the New York Post, certainly, kind of got behind Trump early on, and Trump was sort of an ally. But the other part of Rupert Murdoch is that he sees himself as a newsman, right? And he loves newspapers. His lifelong dream, or I don't know "lifelong," but for a very long time was to acquire The Wall Street Journal, and it took a lot of maneuvering and a lot of flattering and a lot of money, and he finally got it, and it was this trophy of his. It's his most prestigious newspaper asset, certainly in America, you could argue in the world.

And so when he came into conflict with Donald Trump over this story, and Trump is saying, I'm gonna sue you, and he reportedly got on the phone with Rupert and tried to convince him not to run the story, I think Rupert's newsman instinct kicked in. And he, as a media mogul, as a news guy, sort of sensed blood in the water--also probably sensed, This is a great story--and backed his reporters and his editors, as a newsman should do, as a good media mogul should do.

And so I don't think he's--he certainly hasn't been perfect in this regard. He's constantly politically conflicted, and he's not a 100 percent champion of the free press. But when push came to shove in this incident, he backed his newsroom, and he came into conflict with a president that he helped get elected.

My question is, when Rupert dies--he's 94 years old--will Lachlan have the same stomach for that kind of fight? If he's in a similar situation five, 10 years from now, and a president that his audience loves and that his media outlets have helped champion is upset about a story and pounding down the door, calling Lachlan, telling him, You need to retract this or not publish it, will Lachlan have that same newsman instinct that is coming into conflict with the political power player instinct, the profit-obsessed executive instinct?

I don't know. That's a genuine open question. By all accounts, he does not seem to have the same kind of delighted love for journalists and being in a newsroom that Rupert seems to have. And so I don't know if Lachlan will be able to kind of play the role of the good media mogul the same way that his dad has.

Rosin: Yeah, I'm assuming--well, one, Rupert's father was a newsman, so he has that respect. It might not just be a question of stomach; it might also be a question of taste. It sounds like Lachlan doesn't necessarily respect that, didn't grow up in that, doesn't necessarily care about that.

Coppins: Well, one interesting piece of context here is that, back in 2018, 2019, when Rupert started to talk to Bob Iger about selling their film division to Disney, James was basically in favor of it, in part because he believed that, strategically, it didn't make sense for Fox to try to compete in the streaming wars. They weren't big enough. Also because he sensed that they were in a very good seller's market for this stuff; every big streamer was trying to accumulate more library, and so they were saying, Oh, we can sell you all this IP. He ended up being right about that--they sold at an insanely high price that now everybody, every analyst, would say they got the best price they ever possibly could have gotten.

But during all of that, Lachlan did not want to sell. He was actually based in L.A.; his office was on the Fox lot in Los Angeles. And he really was much more interested in the glamorous Hollywood element of the media business than the New York Post, Wall Street Journal, slumming it in the newsrooms element of the business.

Rosin: Right, right, right.

Coppins: And so I do think Lachlan was really upset that they sold. Since then, you've seen him kind of try to make moves to edge their way back into the entertainment world. And I just--I think that Lachlan, like you said, it might be a matter of stomach, it might be a matter of what's in his DNA, but he doesn't seem to care about reporting and journalism and news the same way that his dad does. He's much more interested in going to the Super Bowl when Fox is airing the Super Bowl or going to the Oscars or whatever. That's kind of more his world.

Rosin: Okay, so the family now. First of all, have you talked to James since this happened?

Coppins: Not yet. He's being very quiet.

Rosin: Okay. What is your sense of what their relationship is like? So they all had to come back to the negotiating table, moment of harmony--that name is hilarious: "Project Family Harmony." And then, is your sense that it's just their islands? It's chilly?

Coppins: Yes, that's definitely my sense. I mean, this is where I have to basically speculate on recent conversations I've had with the family but not since this development.

Last year, around Thanksgiving, the initial trial in this legal battle had ended, they were waiting for the probate commissioner's decision, and James and his sisters were feeling kind of sentimental. I think they were also hedging their bets a little. And they actually got together and sent a letter to their father, basically saying, Look, this has been incredibly painful for all of us. We don't know what the decision is going to be, but before the damage is really done, what if we put down our weapons, called off the lawyers for a minute, and why don't we try to see if we can make a deal? Can we just try to come to terms as a regular family, right? Let's get in a room and talk about it. And Rupert wrote back and just totally brushed them off. He said, If you wanna talk, talk to my lawyers. He said, actually, I feel more confident than ever that I'm right about what needs to happen to these companies.

And I remember talking to both James and his wife, Kathryn, and Liz about this and basically saying, Is there any coming back from this? What does it look like to try to heal this family after this incredibly bitter, pitched legal fight that has become so personal? And none of them really had a good answer. None of them were like, Oh yeah, we can get past this. And so it is hard for me to imagine that they're all gonna be hanging out on Christmas together. I think that they are more divided, bitterly, than ever before, and while they have come to this resolution, the initial reporting at least suggests that it wasn't all of them getting into a room; it was their various lawyers and representatives. And so, to me, that suggests that they remain fairly estranged from each other, or at least some of them.

Rosin: Then this is my ultimate question, and it's also the ultimate question of the show Succession: Why? Why did Rupert conduct himself this way? Was it the love of a conservative voice in media? Was it something he believed in for the world? Or was it just the love of watching his children sort of dangle like puppets and fight against each other and just the fun of the manipulation?

Coppins: This was the question that I had the entire time I was reporting the story and talking to James, because I would often finish a long conversation with James and Kathryn, and they would be kind of recounting all these painful episodes in the family, and I would be riding the train back to Washington, reviewing my notes, and just being like, This is incredibly twisted and sad, and it seems so unnecessary.

Rupert could have put an end to this succession drama years and years ago. He also, by the way, probably could have had this exact deal, where he gave each of his children $1.1 billion to buy them out, a year ago, three years ago, five years ago, longer. But he wasn't willing to do it; Lachlan wasn't willing to do it. And I think that a couple things were at play here.

[Music]

I think that Rupert, as much as he said he wanted to build this family business and pass the empire on to the next generation, I think the truth was that he was always obsessed with his own legacy, right? And the whole idea of a dynastic empire can often be very fraught in this way, where the next generation--the heirs--are seen by the patriarch more as kind of reflections of himself, walking nodes of kind of immortality, right? Like, he wanted immortality.

He wanted to ensure that the empire would continue to be run as if he was still there, and so he picked the successor he was most confident would do that: the one who was most eager to please him, the one who built his entire life around trying to seem like a younger version of him.

The tragic irony in all of this--and in some ways, I do feel like this whole story is kind of a cautionary tale--is that he ended up wrecking his family in the process. He built the family empire, he succeeded, and he lost three of his children along the way.

Rosin: Well, McKay, thank you so much for coming on and explaining this to us.

Coppins: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: McKay's story is called "Growing Up Murdoch." I recommend you read it. It goes way deeper on the succession drama than we could here in this episode. We will link to it in the show notes.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Horrifying Assassination of Charlie Kirk

The shooting of the conservative activist is the latest act of political violence in the United States.

by David A. Graham


Charlie Kirk speaks during Turning Point USA's AmericaFest at the Phoenix Convention Center in 2024. (Rebecca Noble / Getty)



The assassination of Charlie Kirk, the high-profile conservative activist, is apparently the latest in a string of terrifying acts of political violence in the United States. Real America's Voice, which aired Kirk's show, announced his death. He was 31.

Kirk was shot during an appearance at Utah Valley University, just north of Provo, Utah. After initially saying that the police had arrested a suspect, the school now says that there is no suspect in custody, and the shooter's motive is not known. Videos of the shooting posted to social media by onlookers are nauseating. President Donald Trump has ordered flags to be flown at half-staff until Sunday.

The two attempts on Trump's life last year, one of which left him bleeding from the ear, are only the most prominent recent instances of political violence. In June, a Minnesota state representative and her husband were killed, while another state legislator and his wife were wounded. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance reported in a 2023 cover story, scholars have warned for years about the growing presence of violence in American politics. Extreme rhetoric has become common, and it too often leads to action--usually not by organized groups but by individuals responding to the broader culture, in which more Americans say they approve of political violence. "The form of extremism we face is a new phase of domestic terror, one characterized by radicalized individuals with shape-shifting ideologies willing to kill their political enemies," LaFrance wrote.

All murders are horrifying, but political violence brings its own special challenges. A society that resorts to violence to solve its problems starts to surrender its claim on being a society. A grim irony of this case is that Kirk was appearing on a university campus, a place that is supposed to be set apart specifically for the testing and debate of ideas--a place for discourse and conversation. Kirk was a frequent visitor to university campuses. He was shot while sitting under a tent, as he typically did, that said: PROVE ME WRONG. He has been willing to face off against overtly hostile opponents, such as students in the venerable debate clubs of Oxford and Cambridge. Kirk achieved political prominence by winning over and motivating young conservatives, who have been crucial to Trump's electoral success.

But employing force is actually an admission of defeat. A person who resorts to violence has concluded that he cannot change the terms of debate with words or arguments. Might may not make right, but it can end the conversation. Scholars have noted that assassinations occur most frequently in countries with "strong polarization and fragmentation" and that "lack consensual political ethos and homogeneous populations (in terms of the national and ethnic landscape)."

That's a good description of this moment. American politics today are dangerous not merely because they are polarized but also because they are so closely divided. No party or side is able to win an enduring political advantage, which produces a constant back-and-forth--what the scholars John Sides, Chris Tausanovitch, and Lynn Vavreck have called "calcification." Partisans on both sides believe that the stakes of each election are existential--for their way of life and perhaps even for their actual life. Conspiracy theories, including claims of election fraud, are common.

People who have concluded that they are powerless to stop politicians and policies they oppose are killing, trying to kill, or threatening to kill CEOs, Supreme Court justices, judges, members of Congress, Jewish people. Although political violence and support for it have been a larger problem on the right for the past few decades, in recent years, there have been a number of prominent acts of left-wing violence.

The impulse to solve political problems through violence would be a danger to any society, but it can prove particularly lethal in the United States, where firearms are common and easy to obtain, legally and illegally. Kirk himself was a major proponent of the Second Amendment, and gun-rights advocates frequently point out that most people with guns don't use them to hurt anyone. That is, however, what many guns are designed to do. Widespread access to guns means that any conflict can easily become fatal.

Political violence is terrifying in part because it is self-perpetuating. Even before anyone had been arrested, much less identified, in Kirk's shooting, social-media users were quick to denounce suspected motives. Such attributions tend to fly fast after any incident, well before real information is available. Attacks inspire copycats and reprisals. They also draw government responses, which is particularly worrying with a president who disdains the rule of law, overrides checks on executive power, and wants to remove some civil liberties. As LaFrance wrote last year, "Periods of political violence do end. But often not without shocking retrenchments of people's freedoms or catastrophic events coming first." There's little reason to expect that this period will end differently.
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When You Try to Kill the Negotiators, Negotiations End

The Israeli strike on Hamas in Doha may have missed its target while also extinguishing any hope of a deal.

by Shane Harris, Nancy A. Youssef, Isaac Stanley-Becker




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Whether the senior Hamas officials Israel tried to kill in a surprise missile strike in Doha yesterday are still alive is an open question. But the U.S.-brokered peace deal they were meeting to consider is almost certainly dead.



The diplomatic calculation is not difficult.



"When one party bombs the negotiating team of the other party, it's hard to see a path forward," Dana Shell Smith, the former U.S. ambassador to Qatar, told us. Qatar, the tiny Gulf nation that has housed Hamas political leaders for years at the request of the United States, and that had been the indispensable mediator in ongoing talks to end the nearly two-year-old war, was uncharacteristically livid in its condemnation of the Israeli strike. Even if peace talks continue, Qatar seems unlikely to play go-between after the Israeli missile strike on its sovereign territory.

Graeme Wood: Israel attacks Qatar's relevance

"This is terrible for regional stability, terrible for U.S. interests, and, above all, terrible for the remaining hostages" Hamas holds in Gaza, Smith said.



Israeli officials speaking on the condition of anonymity to share candid assessments agreed. Although none we spoke with mourned the members of the Iranian-backed terrorist group who had potentially been killed, they failed to see the strategic benefit of an operation that all but assures the hostages will not go free anytime soon. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu may yet pay a political price for the operation, particularly if it did not actually kill senior Hamas leaders as intended, one senior Israeli official said.



A former Mossad officer captured the sentiment among Israeli security experts, and no doubt many exhausted Israeli citizens, who are desperate for an end to the war but unsure how to find any lasting peace with Hamas: "The targets are evil. The world is a better place without them. The timing is political and stupid."



The families of those hostages still in Gaza--alive or dead--will be left to wonder why Netanyahu took such drastic action when it appeared only days ago that negotiations might pay off. Indeed, Hamas leaders were meeting in Doha to consider the latest proposal that President Donald Trump had put on the table, which envisioned a hostage release.



"Why do this when the president himself said he's negotiating?" asked Ruby Chen, the father of Itay Chen, a dual U.S.-Israeli citizen held by Hamas. "The prime minister is playing Russian roulette with the hostages." (Israeli officials have determined that Itay was killed defending civilians near the border of Gaza on October 7, and that Hamas has possession of his remains.)



Officially, the Qatari government has not abandoned its role as a mediator between Israel and Hamas. But Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani left little doubt that his government cannot view Israel as a trustworthy partner.



"Stability in the region will not be achieved unless there is intense diplomacy and diplomatic work," he said in a briefing with journalists, "and will never be achieved through wars or conflict."



Publicly, Trump has said he was "very unhappy" with the Israeli strike. Privately, U.S. officials told us, the president and his advisers were furious.



The Israeli strike "could potentially disembowel" the White House's ongoing work on a truce, one U.S. official told us. Some of the president's most senior aides believe that may have been Netanyahu's exact intent. Israeli forces are poised to enter Gaza City, which Netanyahu has declared the last remaining stronghold of Hamas, and they have ordered residents to evacuate.



The week had begun with signs of progress in U.S. efforts to secure a cease-fire and a release of hostages. On Monday, Steve Witkoff, Trump's all-purpose envoy, met in Miami with Ron Dermer, Netanyahu's top adviser. They were joined by Jared Kushner, the president's son-in-law and a key participant in the planning for postwar Gaza. Kushner's involvement, after months of back-and-forth with the Israelis, was intended to signal Trump's personal interest in getting a deal, U.S. officials told us.



The same day, the Qatari prime minister joined Hamas leaders in Doha to consider Trump's latest proposal, which involved the release of the remaining hostages in exchange for a cease-fire and an end to the Israeli military's operations in Gaza City, among other terms.



Yesterday, Hamas leaders reconvened in Doha to discuss the U.S. proposal. Trump officials were confident that they could get the two sides to reach an agreement.



At midday, as Hamas officials were meeting, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Dan Caine received a call from his Israeli counterpart that an attack from Israel was imminent. The U.S. would learn only minutes later that by the time Caine had received the call, the missiles were already in the air. "There was nothing we could do," one defense official told us. "There wasn't enough time to intercept."



Caine called the White House, which was the first time Trump officially learned about the attack, according to White House officials. Caine also called Navy Admiral Brad Cooper, the commander of U.S. Central Command, who was traveling in Egypt. By the time the two men spoke, the attack was over.



Pentagon officials provided conflicting accounts of when troops on the ground in Doha learned about the attack. Roughly 10,000 troops are based in Qatar, home to Al Udeid Air Base, which houses the largest U.S. military installation in the Middle East. Despite the size of the attack and its proximity to so many troops and scores of military aircraft, the United States never engaged its air defenses, officials told us.



Military personnel offered various explanations as to why. Troops manning U.S. Patriot missile air defenses may have never seen the impending attack, because their systems were aimed at protecting U.S. infrastructure, not Doha's diplomatic section, where the strike hit. The Qatari military didn't engage their air defenses either, U.S. defense officials told us.



Today, a feeling of resignation set in across the Pentagon that peace talks were over and relations with Qatar would never be the same. Many U.S. military personnel remember how essential Qatar was to the U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan four years ago, allowing thousands of Americans and Afghans to land in the Gulf state and for military cargo planes to take off minutes apart in order to bring more people out. The Qatari prime minister focused his anger on Netanyahu, not Trump. But many in the region wondered whether the U.S. president could have done more to stop his Israeli counterpart.



One Pentagon commander who sought to be diplomatic about the Israeli attack shook his head and described it as "brazen." A more frustrated commander at Central Command headquarters, in Tampa, Florida, blurted, "What the fuck?"



Trump now finds himself in a bind, U.S. officials told us. He doesn't want to be seen as defending Hamas or criticizing Israeli efforts to eliminate the people accused of plotting the October 7 attacks. Publicly, the White House took issue only with the manner and location of the attack. But privately, Trump advisers don't see the logic of assassinating senior Hamas officials, because they know that the organization will be restocked with "guys who are just as strong and as heinous," as one U.S. official put it.



Even if the strike had been successful, Hamas was unlikely to capitulate in its war with Israel. Early reports that Israel may not have killed the intended targets only added to Trump's frustration.



Some in the administration and in Israel held out hope that Israel's rogue attack could cause the president to put Netanyahu's government on a tighter leash, or to try to convince the prime minister that taking Gaza City won't create the conditions for victory and that he needs to accept other terms.



But when it comes to Netanyahu, hope has never been a winning strategy. Speaking of the Israeli prime minister, one defense official told us, "There is a real frustration with a partner that seems to be acting for personal political gain at the expense of our partnership with other nations."
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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




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

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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Texas's Pete

James Talarico is young, well spoken, and eager to talk with Republicans--exactly what some Democratic dreamers think they need to finally turn the state blue.

by Elaine Godfrey




Updated at 10:20 a.m. ET on September 9, 2025

Like the leaves of a Texas ash in autumn, the Democrats running to win the state are always vibrant and impressive, right up until they fall. By now, this is common knowledge. Yet for some optimistic Democrats, there's something different about James Talarico.

You might recognize the 36-year-old state lawmaker from any number of viral social-media clips--calmly arguing with Fox News hosts, for example, or discussing his faith on Joe Rogan's podcast in May. The four-term Democrat and Presbyterian seminarian this morning announced that he's joining the primary race for the Senate seat held by the Republican John Cornyn. In so doing, Talarico has cemented himself as his party's newest, shiniest 2026 contender.

Talarico stands out for his relative youth but also for his particular brand of long-winded eloquence. He can sound, in some ways, like a southern-style Barack Obama or a Texas Pete Buttigieg. Two years ago, a video made the rounds of Talarico arguing against legislation that would require public-school teachers to hang the Ten Commandments in their classroom. "This bill to me is not only unconstitutional; it's not only un-American; I think it is also deeply un-Christian," he told his Republican colleagues in a committee hearing. "And I say that because I believe this bill is idolatrous. I believe it is exclusionary. And I believe that it is arrogant--and those three things, in my reading of the Gospel, are diametrically opposed to the teachings of Jesus."

From the October 2024 issue: How Joe Rogan remade Austin

Democrats hope his emphasis on faith will help Talarico reach across the aisle--something he seems eager to do. In an interview, Talarico told me that wooing voters is like navigating a school cafeteria. "You sit at the table where people want you to sit," he said, and "it's our job as elected leaders" to show voters that they're wanted. This, Talarico says, is why he spent two hours talking with Rogan, who endorsed Donald Trump in 2024. "You need to run for president," Rogan told him by the end of the show. "We need someone who's actually a good person."

National Democrats see promise, too. Party leaders, including former White House adviser David Axelrod and California Governor Gavin Newsom, have shared videos of Talarico speaking on the Texas House floor. Even Obama himself reportedly called Talarico to praise him for his leadership when Democratic state lawmakers in Texas broke quorum in August. Talarico has "the 'it' factor," the Texan Democratic strategist Chuck Rocha told me. When it comes to persuading Trump-curious voters to reconsider, Talarico "brings lots of weapons to the arsenal."

Former Representative Colin Allred is already in the primary race, and to beat him, Talarico would need to overcome Allred's fundraising advantage and statewide name recognition. Even if he does that, he still has only a glimmer of a chance at being the first Democratic senator elected in Texas in 37 years. But a glimmer has always been enough to fuel the desperate dreams of Democrats. And some of them see Talarico not just as the best shot for winning Texas--but as a model for how the party can win back the voters it lost to Trump.

In modern American political discourse, Democrats have mostly ceded the topic of religion to Republicans. But the party could learn from Talarico's example, some Democrats told me. "Talking about faith openly, talking about family, talking about things that bring us together," Rocha said, is what Democrats "have to get back to if we want to have success in the long term."

Talarico often preaches at his Presbyterian church in the Austin suburbs, which is affiliated with the Presbyterian Church (USA), a mainline Protestant denomination. A video of one of his 2023 sermons continues to circulate on social media. Christian nationalists "have co-opted the son of God," Talarico tells his congregation in the clip. "They've turned this humble rabbi into a gun-toting, gay-bashing, science-denying, money-loving, fearmongering fascist. And it is incumbent on all Christians to confront it and denounce it." But Talarico doesn't just talk about his faith; he uses it to articulate his political beliefs. All of Talarico's political positions, he told me, stem from the command that Jesus gave his followers "to love God and love neighbor." Democrats have plenty of policy ideas, he said, but they need to do a better job of communicating to voters "what values underpin those policy proposals."

From the February 2025 issue: The army of God comes out of the shadows

Talarico is comfortable criticizing his own party. On Rogan's show, he said that Joe Biden's biggest problem wasn't his age; it was his "ego" and "inability to step aside and let someone else do the job." But age is definitely a factor in Talarico's own appeal; on TikTok, the Millennial lawmaker has amassed 1.2 million followers, and clips of his floor speeches, rally remarks, and sermons regularly receive millions of views and likes. When I asked Talarico how Democrats can best move forward after the party's major losses last November, he chided me gently. "We should embrace this time in the wilderness," he said. "It's where new leaders and new movements come forth."

Talarico clearly hopes to be one of those new leaders. It helps that he has a good backstory. Raised by a single mother in Round Rock, Texas, near Austin, Talarico attended the University of Texas at Austin and got a master's degree at Harvard. He spent two years as a middle-school English teacher in a poor school district in San Antonio before leaving to lead a Texas nonprofit focused on math education. (In addition to his duties in the state house, Talarico works at an Austin-based education consultancy.) His teaching experience was his main motivation for entering politics, Talarico told me, and in 2018, at age 29, he flipped a district that had been held by Republicans since 2002 to become the youngest politician in the legislature.

He won the seat, north of Austin, first in a special election and then in a general one, with his victory resulting from a 13-point swing toward Democrats. "I ran a different kind of race" than other Democrats who'd tried the same, he told me. Long before Zohran Mamdani walked the length of Manhattan, Talarico walked 25 miles across the district (and, after almost falling into a coma, was diagnosed with type 1 diabetes). He held on to the seat again in 2020, before Republican gerrymandering spurred him to run in a safer Democratic district nearby in 2022. Still, Talarico said, "I know how to win a tough area."

Talarico has been a reliable progressive in the state legislature; he introduced legislation to cap insulin co-pays, and he helped draft a major overhaul of Texas school spending, both of which were signed into law. He also left the state during two quorum breaks, including last month, when he and dozens of state Democrats flew to Chicago in an (ultimately unsuccessful) attempt to derail Republican gerrymandering plans. Like his former colleague Representative Jasmine Crockett in 2021, Talarico became the unofficial spokesperson of the moment. "My party has never gerrymandered in the middle of a decade at the request of the president of the United States, nor would we," he told the Fox News host Will Cain in a clip that was widely shared on X. Later, Talarico asked, "If Republican policies are so popular, why would they need to redraw these maps?" Cain abruptly ended the conversation.

Sometimes, Talarico can sound like a progressive populist in the vein of Bernie Sanders. In interviews--with me, with Rogan--he likes to say that he thinks of politics as "top versus bottom" rather than "left versus right." Like Sanders, he also tends to rail against the influence of billionaires in politics. But other times, Talarico scans as more ideologically ambiguous. In our first interview, Talarico didn't mention the president until 30 minutes in, and only after I'd asked directly. "I get why people voted for Trump," he told me. They find his straightforwardness refreshing, he said, "and I find it refreshing at times." But Trump promised his supporters two things: lower prices and less corruption, Talarico told me. "Obviously he's done the exact opposite," he said, and now, voters might be looking for those things elsewhere.

Read: Can you really fight populism with populism?

This is where Talarico sees an opening for his candidacy--as well as a line of attack that has been available to Democrats but that, at least so far, many have struggled to pursue.

The problem for Talarico is that every Democrat who's recently envisioned a path to victory has lost. In 2018, there was Beto O'Rourke, the Democrats' great counter-hopping hope, who came close but ultimately failed to take down Senator Ted Cruz. Two years later, it was M. J. Hegar, the female combat veteran who lost to Cornyn. Last year, Allred, the biracial NFL linebacker turned lawyer turned U.S. representative, ran ahead of Kamala Harris in Texas, but couldn't defeat Cruz.

A recent poll shows Allred eight points ahead of Talarico, a tighter gap than one might expect between a battle-tested former congressman and a relative newcomer. Still, Allred will be tough to beat. He's got all the scaffolding in place from his 2024 campaign, including a statewide fundraising apparatus (last year he raised nearly $100 million). In an interview, Allred told me that this year, he hopes Democrats can keep their focus on working people. For too long, he said, Democrats have "been perceived as being too online, too elite, too disconnected from the lived reality that most folks are facing." He said he'll campaign on rising costs, as well as Republicans' recent cuts to Medicaid. When I asked about Talarico's entrance in the race, Allred didn't comment about Talarico directly, but pointed to his own success outperforming Harris by more than five points statewide. "I'm a proven fighter," he said.

Some Democrats wish Talarico would stay out of the race. "I admire James tremendously," former Texas State Senator Wendy Davis, who has endorsed Allred, told me. But he'll lose the primary, she said, and "then he's going to be that guy who once had a megaphone and gave it up for a losing race." Talarico could have challenged Governor Greg Abbott instead, or run in one of the five revamped congressional districts Republicans are creating with their new district map. "It's always sad" when two talented politicians are in the same primary race, Matt Angle, a Texas Democratic strategist, told me. On the plus side, he has "some sense of comfort that we can win with either one."

To win, Talarico would have to become much more well known in Texas--and find a way to raise many millions of dollars, because state-media markets are astonishingly expensive. Unlike Allred, Talarico has never experienced a spotlight this big--or been on the receiving end of a Republican dirt-digging operation. Already, Talarico is facing criticism for accepting thousands of dollars from a PAC associated with Miriam Adelson, the widow of the late Republican megadonor Sheldon Adelson, after Talarico had repeatedly decried the influence of money in politics. ("Just like the gerrymandering fight, I am not willing to unilaterally disarm," Talarico said when I asked him about this.) Given that Talarico is, as Rocha put it, "the whitest white guy I've ever seen," he might also struggle to build the diverse coalition of support necessary to win the state.

Read: The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition

A few unknown variables could complicate the picture; both O'Rourke and Representative Joaquin Castro are reportedly considering jumping into the primary. Any of these Democrats will have a tough shot in a general election. But strategists from both parties predict that if Attorney General Ken Paxton beats Cornyn in the GOP primary, Democrats might have a better chance, given Paxton's overall unpopularity. Paxton currently leads Cornyn in the polls.

Right now, Talarico is relying on Texans' desire for someone new. People I spoke with used words like boring and milquetoast to describe Allred, and some Democrats are fearful that his candidacy might invoke for voters a general sense of "been there, done that." Given their party's historically low approval rating, this is precisely the vibe that Democrats are hoping to avoid.

There's nothing like the rush of falling in love with a candidate for the very first time. And Talarico knows this. "The country is looking for a reset," he told me. Right now, even facing the very longest of odds, he's hoping Texans will trust him to provide it.



This article originally referred to Wendy Davis as a former state representative. She is a former state senator.
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Photos: Nepal's "Gen Z" Protests

Anti-government protests in Nepal on Monday, which followed a ban on social-media apps, were met with deadly force by riot police. Reacting to that violence, demonstrators returned the next day, burning many government buildings and forcing the prime minister to resign.

by Alan Taylor


A protester carrying a Nepalese flag hangs a pirate flag as smoke and flames rise from the Singha Durbar, the seat of Nepal's government, in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 9, 2025. (Sunil Pradhan / Anadolu / Getty)




Young protesters demonstrate against corruption and the ban on social-media platforms by the government in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 8, 2025. (Ambir Tolang / NurPhoto / Getty)




An aerial view shows demonstrators gathered outside Nepal's Parliament during a protest in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025, condemning government social-media prohibitions and corruption. Nepal police opened fire, killing at least 19 people as thousands of young protesters demonstrated on September 8. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




Protesters knock down a police barrier in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025. (Ambir Tolang / NurPhoto / Getty)




Riot police use a water cannon on protesters outside Parliament in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Demonstrators carry an injured victim during a protest outside Parliament in Kathmandu on September 8, 2025. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




Riot-police officers take shelter behind a security vehicle as demonstrators pelt them with stones during a protest outside Parliament on September 8, 2025. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




A protester wearing a flak jacket and carrying a shield snatched from a police officer shouts slogans at the Singha Durbar, the seat of Nepal's government ministries and offices, during a protest against a social-media ban and corruption in Kathmandu, on September 9, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Fire rages through the Singha Durbar, the main administrative building for the Nepal government, in Kathmandu, after it was set ablaze on September 9, 2025, a day after a police crackdown on demonstrations over govenrnment social-media prohibitions and corruption. (Prabin Ranabhat / AFP / Getty)




Protesters deface a photograph of Nepal's former prime minister Khadga Prasad Sharma Oli at the Singha Durbar, on September 9, 2025. Prime Minister Oli resigned his post during the protests on September 9. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Demonstrators react near smoke rising from the Parliament complex on September 9, 2025. (Adnan Abidi / Reuters)




Protesters celebrate at the Parliament building after it was set on fire during a protest on September 9, 2025. (Prakash Timalsina / AP)




Protesters celebrate, standing atop the burning Singha Durbar, on September 9, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Protesters set fire to the residence of former Prime Minister Oli in Balkot during the second day of the Gen Z demonstrations in Kathmandu on September 9, 2025. (Amit Machamasi / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




People celebrate and take selfies after occupying Nepal's Parliament building in Kathmandu on September 9, 2025. (Sunil Pradhan / Anadolu / Getty)




Protesters take selfies and celebrate at the burning Singha Durbar on September 9, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Nepal's Presidential Palace burns through the night on September 9, 2025. (Subaas Shrestha / NurPhoto / Getty)




Nepalese-army patrols pass a burned vehicle a day after violent protests in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 10, 2025. (Skanda Gautam / SOPA Images / Reuters)




Flames rise from a Hilton hotel in Kathmandu, after it was set on fire, seen on September 10, 2025. (Niranjan Shrestha / AP)




Anti-government slogans were left on the walls of the charred Parliament building in Kathmandu on September 10, 2025. (Anup Ojha / AFP / Getty)




Nepalese-army soldiers walk through debris inside the burned Parliament building in Kathmandu, Nepal, on September 10, 2025. (Adnan Abidi / Reuters)
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A World-Changing Vaccination Campaign, in Photos

In 1952, its peak year in the U.S., polio outbreaks left nearly 21,000 victims paralyzed and 3,000 dead. After the country introduced a vaccine, which became widely available in 1955, cases in the U.S. dropped to fewer than 100 per year within a decade.

by Alan Taylor


Original caption, circa 1950: "Iron lungs line up in all-out war on polio at the new Ranchos Los Amigos Respiratory Center after being rushed from the Los Angeles County Hospital in specially constructed ambulances." The iron lungs, or tank respirators, were used to aid the breathing of polio patients suffering from weakness or paralysis of their diaphragms. (Bettmann / Getty)




Six-year-old polio victim Peter Cugno is visited by the famous actor William Boyd, best known for his role as the character Hopalong Cassidy, on January 1, 1952. (Los Angeles Examiner / USC Libraries / Corbis / Getty)




Polio victim Bobby Sepulveda, age 4, is being taught to navigate stairs with his crutches by the physical therapist Elizabeth Bevan, in Los Angeles, California, on December 23, 1951. According to the CDC, "Before polio vaccines became available in the 1950s, polio paralyzed more than 15,000 people each year in the United States." (Los Angeles Examiner / USC Libraries / Corbis / Getty)




In this April 8, 1955, photo, Dr. Jonas Salk, the developer of the polio vaccine, describes how the vaccine is made and tested, in his laboratory at the University of Pittsburgh. (AP)




A nurse prepares children for a polio-vaccine shot, as part of a citywide test of the vaccine on elementary-school students in Pittsburgh. (Bettmann / Getty)




Original caption from April 19, 1956: "Indianapolis, Indiana -- At the Eli Lilly and Company plant, in the finishing department, the bottles are labeled, put into individual cartons with package literature, and then placed in shipping boxes marked 'Rush.' One finishing line packs 40,000 nine-dose vials in an eight-hour day." (Bettmann / Getty)




Elvis Presley receives a polio vaccination from Dr. Leona Baumgartner and Dr. Harold Fuerst at CBS Studio 50, in New York City, on October 28, 1956. (Seymour Wally / NY Daily News Archive / Getty)




Original caption from July 16, 1956: "Chicago, Ilinois -- A line of parents and children, almost a block long, is shown outside a public Health Service Emergency Polio Vaccination Center here 7/16. Chicago has recorded 169 cases of polio so far this year--five times the amount at the same time last year--and free polio shots were ordered made available by public health Commissioner Herman Bundesen. This center is in Chicago's West side, the critical area where almost half of the cases have been reported." (Bettmann / Getty)




Original caption: "Patsy Murr, first grader at Fulton School in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, gets her Salk shot from Dr. Norman E. Snyder as she is held by Mrs. Walter Sourweine, April 25, 1955. Others view the proceedings with mixed emotions." (AP)




Original caption: "Vice President Richard Nixon, a one time service station attendant, went back in the business briefly today to help the March of Dimes campaign in its drive against polio. The Vice President spent a short time servicing cars at a gas station which contributed its day's profits to the campaign. Here, he 'services' the car of five year old Carol Vitiello, a polio victim." (Bettmann / Getty)




On March 11, 1957, federal employees line up to receive polio-vaccine shots at the General Post Office, Eighth Avenue and 33rd Street, in New York City. (Al Pucci / NY Daily News Archive / Getty)




Laboratory technicians harvest the polio virus as part of the process of producing the Salk polio vaccine. The vaccine will then be given to schoolchildren. (Hulton-Deutsch Collection / Corbis / Getty)




Walter Cronkite (left) welcomes guest Dr. Jonas Salk, the developer of the polio vaccine, on the CBS News program The Morning Show, on April 27, 1954, in New York. (CBS Photo Archive / Getty)




The radio station WSIX in Nashville, Tennessee, ran a promotion with American Airlines and the polio vaccine in 1955. (Bob Grannis / Leila Grossman / Getty)




A girl looks on as a vaccine shot is prepared, beside a vaccination-campaign sign and a spread of lollipops. (H. Armstrong Roberts / ClassicStock / Getty)




An aerial view of a crowd surrounding a city auditorium in San Antonio, Texas, awaiting polio immunization, in 1962. (Smith Collection / Gado / Getty)




Original caption from April 23, 1955: "San Diego, California -- First and second graders at the Kit Carson School line up for Salk Polio vaccine shots April 16th. San Diego was the first community in the United States to start this Spring's mass inoculation with the serum." (Bettmann / Getty)




Original caption: "This little girl swallows a lump of sugar served in a paper cup, and receives a few drops of the Sabin oral vaccine and protection against polio, on July 18, 1962, in Atlanta, Georgia. Scientists say the dread crippler could be wiped out eventually if everyone took the vaccine, but comparatively few people are taking it, except in communities which have had threatened epidemics or have been put on crash programs." (AP)
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Trump's Military Rule

Rosa Brooks on Trump's National Guard deployment and using troops to police American streets. Plus: how Trump's foreign policy is weakening America's alliances and reputation.

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum examines how President Donald Trump's foreign-policy decisions are undermining U.S. alliances and global credibility. He discusses incidents including the detainment of South Korean workers in Georgia and alleged covert operations in Greenland. Frum argues that these actions reflect ego-driven weakness rather than leadership, and explores the broader consequences for America's international standing.

Then Frum is joined by the Georgetown law professor and former Pentagon adviser Rosa Brooks, who also served as a D.C. reserve police officer. They discuss Trump's deployment of 2,200 National Guard troops to Washington, D.C.; the limits of militarized policing; constitutional concerns; and the dangers of masked, unidentified federal agents. Brooks warns listeners that such tactics could normalize authoritarian behavior and set troubling precedents for future elections.

Frum closes with a new book segment, with this week's on Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, where he discusses how the novel's unreliable narrators highlight the importance of critical reading in an era of declining literacy.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Rosa Brooks, a professor of public policy and law at Georgetown University and an expert on American policing. We'll be talking together about the startling deployment by President [Donald] Trump of the National Guard and other armed personnel in Washington, D.C., and other American cities, apparently with more such deployments to come. I can't think of a more qualified person to talk about this startling development than Professor Rosa Brooks.

At the end of the program, I will be introducing a new segment where I'll talk about a book of the week. This is going to be an experiment. I'll see whether you enjoy it. I hope you do, and I hope you'll stick through to the end to see that final segment. Before we get there, though, I want to offer some thoughts about some very startling, very recent developments that raise serious questions about the future of American leadership in the world under President Trump.

Federal agents raided one of the largest foreign investments--maybe the single largest foreign investment--in the state of Georgia, a car factory and an electric-battery factory about 30 miles west of the city of Savannah, Georgia. Agents detained some 475 people, of whom about 300 proved to be South Korean citizens in the United States to help ready the factory to open later this year or perhaps next. These 300 people were shackled, arrested, imprisoned, and then repatriated to South Korea. This incident, as you can imagine, has ignited outrage in South Korea. Three hundred of their fellow citizens who thought they were complying with President Trump's demand for more South Korean investment in the United States, who are finishing a factory that would soon employ many, many American workers: They're shackled, treated like the worst kind of criminals--"the worst of the worst," as President Trump so often says--humiliated, exposed to view, their arrests videoed and included in propaganda for the Trump immigration-enforcement effort. The outrage has been shock, horror, dismay in a country that is already one of the most fiercely nationalistic countries in the world.

Now, exactly what happened here remains a little mysterious. Was this overzealous immigration enforcement? Was this some kind of backhanded political move? Remember the factory, the South Korean investment, was a crowning achievement of Georgia Governor Brian Kemp. Brian Kemp, of course, was the Georgia Republican governor who refused to steal his state for Donald Trump in 2020. Perhaps some kind of payback has happened here, or perhaps not. We will know more soon, I'm sure. But South Koreans already know all that they need to know.

And that's just one of many incidents of these kinds of attacks on allies. Here's another. In the last week of August, the Danish national broadcaster produced a report that three American nationals were active in Greenland on carrying out what the broadcaster called "covert influence operations." These three Americans were apparently stoking separatist sentiments with an idea of ginning up some kind of movement to detach Greenland from Denmark, which is the sovereign over Greenland, and reattach Greenland to the United States.

This story in the Danish national broadcaster reached, of course, the ears of the Danish government, and the Danish foreign ministry summoned the American deputy chief of mission to the foreign ministry for a scolding. There is currently no American ambassador to Denmark. Now, the American DCM in Denmark is a very impressive person. His name is Mark Stroh, and he has served the United States in Iraq, in Pakistan, and he was embedded with U.S. forces in Syria. I have to imagine that a kind of patriotic, long-term public servant like this was as shamed as any American of proper feeling would and should be by the revelation of what was being carried out in Greenland: an act of skullduggery against a NATO ally that has hosted American forces on its soil since before the Second World War. The American presence in Greenland dates back to before Pearl Harbor and has always been welcomed by both Danes and Greenlanders. Yet that seems to be not enough. Not content with having full use of Danish and Greenland territory for the defense of the United States and NATO, the United States now seems to be fomenting some kind of scheme or plot in order to steal territory from our Danish ally. That's the second story.

Now, a third. In May, India retaliated against Pakistan for an act of terrorism against Indians committed by a terror group that has enjoyed the protection of the Pakistani government. Twenty-six Indians were killed. India retaliated, and there was a four-day fight. At the end of the four days, a cease-fire was proclaimed. The United States apparently lent some good offices to the cease-fire, but the Indians are very insistent and you will hear--if you're curious for more details, you can view my dialogue or listen to my dialogue with Indian politician Shashi Tharoor, who can explain the background that we did that in The David Frum Show a few weeks ago. Shashi Tharoor is an opponent of the present Indian government, but he agrees with the Indian government that India achieved this peace on its own terms for its own reason on its own timetable. And while they certainly appreciate that some Americans made some phone calls, it wasn't America that did it.

Yet Donald Trump is demanding that India recognize him as the author of the cease-fire, and, in fact, that India nominate him for a Nobel Peace Prize for the work he didn't do and that his subordinates did do but that wasn't all that important, at least according to the Indians. And soon afterwards, Donald Trump imposed a 50 percent tariff on Indian goods. India and the United States have a close economic and strategic relationship.

Now, the Trump administration's explanation for the 50 percent tariff was that they were punishing India for purchasing and refining Russian oil. This explanation, frankly, does not pass the laugh test. Donald Trump is not taking any action against Russia for its aggression in Ukraine. They didn't say, Okay, we're leaving the Russians alone, and in fact, the sanctions aren't coming, and in fact, the United States is bending every effort to compel Ukraine to make peace with Russia on Russia's terms. But even though we are not punishing Russia, we are so mad about the Russian war in Ukraine that we are slapping India, and it has nothing to do--trust us--with the fact that the president's mad at India for not nominating him for a Nobel Prize. It's, obviously, not true, and it's, again, created a tremendous uproar in Indian politics. And while there has been some nice talk back and forth between [Narendra] Modi and President Trump, the structure of punitive sanctions on India remains in place.

American presidents since Bill Clinton have worked to build a U.S.-India relationship. The work has not been easy. There are many points of difficulty and difference between India and the United States. Yet India has achieved closer and closer military cooperation with the United States and its other major allies in the Pacific. And this is indispensable to American plans to counter China, and Donald Trump seems to have blown it up out of petty ego and vanity.

One of the biggest lies that MAGA supporters--MAGA media--tell their consumers is that Donald Trump is respected by the rest of the world. Well, there's some surveys that show that he's highly thought of in Nigeria. There are other surveys that show he's highly thought of in the Philippines, and he seems to be popular in Israel and El Salvador, as well. But that's about it. Elsewhere in the world, Donald Trump is feared as capricious and destructive, but he's not respected, because who respects a man driven by vanity, ego, and petty personal concerns, and who seems to have no consistent reason for doing anything for any person other than himself?

In this second Trump term, the lethal combination of fear and disrespect that has surrounded Donald Trump in the outside world from the beginning is now attaching itself to the United States as a nation. The world might forgive the United States for electing Donald Trump once. They're unlikely to do so for electing Trump twice. Trump has been elected twice and the second time more clearly and with more popular backing than the first. At this point, the rest of the world isn't going to listen very hard when Americans say things like, or when future Americans say things like, This is not who we are. Donald Trump and the movement behind him: That's an important part of who we are. And other people cannot afford to disregard it and pretend it's not there. They have to manage their own affairs, understanding that the United States is capable of doing this, and you know it's capable of doing it because it's done it before and things that have been done before might be done again.

The United States advertises itself as Ronald Reagan's city on a hill, but the more recent advertisement is Donald Trump imposing tariffs on people who refuse to flatter him and nominate him for prizes, for his own squalid motives of vanity.

One way to interpret what has happened in the United States since the election of 2024 is that Donald Trump is leading a retreat of Americans from the world. The world's responsibilities asked a lot of Americans, and some Americans seem to resent that ask and don't want to pay it anymore. And here's a way that I think about what may be going on. The United States had a long history of racial discrimination and racial segregation. During the period after World War II, the federal government led a firm, slow, protracted, uncertain at first, but increasingly firm, response to force desegregation on the American states and localities that were unwilling to have it. An important motive for the federal government's activism in the 1950s and '60s on the civil-rights file was that the United States was concerned that racism at home was undermining America's message to the world. In a speech to the nation in June 1963, then-President [John F.] Kennedy made the link explicit. I'm going to quote from the speech he gave on television, in June 1963. President Kennedy said, "This nation was founded by men of many nations and backgrounds. It was founded on the principle that all men are created equal, and that the rights of every man are diminished when the rights of one man are threatened. Today we are committed to a worldwide struggle to promote and protect the rights of all who wish to be free. And when Americans are sent to Vietnam or West Berlin, we do not ask for whites only." Kennedy's message: If you want to lead the rest of the world, you have to set a good example yourself.

President Trump's message to the rest of the world is, Well, we're not really interested in setting a good example anymore. We want to instead shackle South Korea engineers and executives who made the mistake of relying on American promises that they could work 90 days in the United States on a visa-waiver program. We want to behave badly, and if that means we have to forfeit our world leadership, that's a price that Trump and those around him seem eminently willing to pay because what they are realizing is that they have a lot more scope for misconduct at home if they have less regard for the opinions of the rest of the planet.

And that's why I keep insisting that far from an ideology of American greatness, far from a program of American greatness, MAGA is the ideology of American weakness and retreat. I think that's why Trump's one big foreign-policy idea is to fixate so much on Panama and Greenland. When America sought to be connected to the rest of the world, Panama and Greenland represented highways in the Arctic Ocean and at the Panama Canal, through which the world's traffic flowed alongside and to the United States. And while it was very important to Americans that both Greenland and Panama be in friendly hands, it was equally important to the United States to uphold international rules of sovereignty and justice. The United States reached diplomatic agreements with the Danish government on behalf of Greenland and with Panama to ensure that Americans and others had free access to the waterways that were policed by those two territories and that the people who in those territories received the appropriate compensation and regard from the United States for the use of their landmass to safeguard the interests of the United States and those of others. But an America in retreat under Donald Trump wants Panama and Greenland not as connectors, but as barriers. Trump wants to seize them by any means necessary, no matter how clandestine or even thuggish, without regard to the opinions of others. He imagines America can withdraw from the world into its own walled-off neighborhood, its economy protected by walled-off tariffs, and still remain powerful enough to intimidate, even if it no longer leads or inspires.

That's not a very appealing bet. It's also not a very smart bet. America is too big, and the world is too small. There is, in fact, nowhere to hide. America will either be strong because reinforced by friends or vulnerable because alone and distrusted by ex-friends. When America abandons the world to the mercy of dictators, it will find itself at the mercy of dictators too. And not only the dictators abroad, but would-be dictators here at home.

And now my dialogue with Rosa Brooks. But first, a quick break.

[Music]

Frum: Our topic today is the Trump administration's deployment of military personnel to police Washington, D.C. Our guest has truly unique insight into the startling convergence of military and police power. Rosa Brooks is a professor of law and public policy at Georgetown University Law School here in Washington, D.C. She served as a policy adviser to the Department of Defense during the Obama administration. Between 2016 and 2020, she developed a second career as a Washington, D.C., reserve police officer, and she wrote about her policing career in an amazing book that I highly recommend, published in 2021, called Tangled Up in Blue: Policing the American City.

Rosa, thank you so much for joining the program today.

Rosa Brooks: David, it's good to be here.

Frum: Let me start by--just for those of you who have lost track of the story, just a few facts to get us on the right track. At about 3 in the morning, on August 3 of this year, a man named Edward Coristine and an unnamed female companion walked back to Coristine's parked car. The couple had been out for an evening, apparently, and had left the car on Swann Street Northwest near the bars and clubs of Washington's U Street corridor. The couple was approached by a group of teenagers, and according to the account given by Coristine to police, the teenagers demanded the key to Coristine's car. Coristine helped his companion into the car, then turned to face the teenagers. In the ensuing encounter, Coristine was injured and his phone was stolen. A 15-year-old boy and a 15-year-old girl were subsequently arrested, both not from Washington, D.C., but from Hyattsville, Maryland, a plurality African American suburb to the northeast of the District of Columbia. Police are offering a $10,000 reward for help in locating a third person of interest in the case.

Coristine is a man with powerful patrons. Better known by his nickname "Big Balls," Coristine was one of the Elon Musk programming team. Outraged by the assault on "Big Balls," President Trump imposed a form of martial government on the city of Washington. He deployed 2,200 National Guard to patrol the city, most of them from out of the jurisdiction and from as far away as Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee. This follows on a similar deployment in Los Angeles and anticipates future deployments that Trump has talked about, perhaps in Chicago, perhaps in New York City.

One more set of facts, and then we'll go into our discussion. According to the X account of Attorney General Pam Bondi, the Guard and other federal and local authorities in D.C. have, as of September 5, seized 198 illegal firearms. About four dozen homeless encampments have been broken up, including the large and conspicuous one near Washington's Union Station. Since the deployment, Washington has recorded a decline in some crime, especially carjacking. The deployment costs an estimated $1 million a day and is now expected to last until the end of November.

Rosa, you work in more of the center of the city than I do. Have you encountered the National Guard?

Brooks: I have, yes. I've encountered a number of very nice young men and women from the Ohio National Guard.

Frum: And what has that been like? Have they asked you for identification? Have they asked you what you're on your way to do, or do they just let you pass?

Brooks: No. Oh, they're--I've mostly encountered them around the Wharf, which, as you know, is a very prosperous, touristy area. They're usually in groups of two to five, and they're sort of strolling around, looking a little uncomfortable, like they're not quite sure what they're doing there, and occasionally getting ice cream and things like that. And they're really not doing anything. (Laughs.) I asked them how they were doing and where they were from, and I commented that they had been sent to, obviously, a crime hotspot. And they looked a little--they chuckled a little nervously.

Frum: When you were a police officer, how much time did you spend in places like the Wharf?

Brooks: I spent very little time in places like the Wharf because I was assigned to the Seventh District of the Metropolitan Police Department, which is the southern part of Anacostia. So occasionally, I would help out in other districts, such as the Wharf in the First District, but mostly I was in a very different part of the city.

Frum: And this is maybe something--I think a lot of people know this, but just in case--Washington is, like, the shape of a diamond with a bite out of it in the lower left-hand corner, which was land across the Potomac given back to Virginia before the Civil War. And Washington is bisected by a big park that runs almost exactly through the center of it, Rock Creek Park. And on the west of the park, the areas are mostly very low crime. To the right of the park, you get more crime, and in the farthest southeast corner is where you get the most crime. Is that right?

Brooks: That's basically right, although different kinds of crime are more common in different areas. I mean, unsurprisingly, the more common kinds of crime in northwest D.C., which is the most prosperous part of the city, tends to be property crime. It tends to be people's cars getting broken into or, occasionally, their houses getting broken into. Whereas in parts of northeast and southeast, in particular, that's where you tend to see the highest levels of violent crime, particularly gun crimes, homicides, and so forth.

Frum: What does good police work look like, in your opinion?

Brooks: You know, this is actually one of our national problems, that we don't really know what good police work is. I mean, I think we certainly know what bad police work looks like and what unconstitutional police work looks like. And we're seeing some of it right now, frankly: you know, people being stopped with no basis, which I think courts are going to find is a violation of the Fourth Amendment prohibition on unreasonable search and seizure. That's bad policing. Obviously, police beating people up, police engaging in profiling--that tends to be bad policing, no question.

But I think one of our problems is that we really don't have a good handle on--this is surprising, right?--but we don't really have a very good handle on what makes the difference in reducing crime in an enduring way. We have some theories. None of the theories have really been borne out about why we've seen crime go up, crime go down, not just in D.C. but nationally. You tend to see these large-scale national trends in crime going up, going down. People put forward all kinds of theories--everything from little kids eating lead paint, which has an impact on mental health and so forth and cognitive performance; to demographic changes (we do know that most violent crimes are committed by young men, from their teen years through their mid-20s); and demographic changes--but nobody really knows, which in turn means: If we don't really quite know what reduces crime, we don't know a whole lot of what the best kind of policing is.

Frum: Well, President Trump or, at least, the people who are running this deployment seem to have a theory. And tell me if you think I'm overstating this. So their idea is that the way you should police Washington, D.C., is: You deploy a lot of heavily armed (mostly) men, some women, in the most public areas of the city--the tourist areas, the monuments, the Wharf, which is this fancy condo-and-restaurant area near the Potomac River. You have a heavy presence, and that frightens away criminals. And then when you see somebody who looks like he might be suspicious, you chase him and you grab him and you handcuff him, and then you find out who he is. And if he is here in the country illegally, you detain him, or if there's an arrest warrant for him, you detain him. But you don't actually deploy that many people to the areas where the poor citizens live, and you wait, sort of, for the criminals to come to you. That seems to be the main idea of the Trump deployment.

Brooks: Yeah. So there are two pieces to that. One is: Does flooding the zone with armed people reduce crime? And the other is: Are they flooding the right zones, even if that does work?

But on the first part of that: Yes, if you put a whole lot of armed people with arrest powers into an area, you will see crime go down. Absolutely. We know that. We know that with police--it doesn't have to be National Guard; it'll be police. And that often happens that there will be a couple of homicides in a particular place, the police will flood the zone for a few weeks, crime will miraculously drop because, of course, criminals are not completely stupid, right? They say, Well, okay, maybe I shouldn't go commit a crime where all those cops are standing around.

The problem with that--there are a couple problems with that approach. One is: It's not enduring. The minute you take those cops away, whatever underlying stuff was creating that high-level crime in the first place are going to come right back. And so unless you're prepared to permanently have vast numbers of armed people standing all over the place, it doesn't address any of the root causes of crime--which, of course, as I said, we don't have a great theory, but they're probably pretty boring and long term, and they probably are not susceptible to that kind of quick fix. So it's a temporary fix. And indeed, unless you can have armed people in the whole city, what you typically get is the kind of Whac-a-Mole problem of Okay, you're not going to have crime in that neighborhood. The crime's going to pop up in a different neighborhood. And what Trump is trying to do is just have so many armed people that there's no place for it to pop up.

The irony of this, by the way: I should mention that D.C., even before this National Guard deployment--or deployment of additional FBI agents doing street-level policing, ICE, etcetera--was already, in terms of the ratio of police to people, one of the most heavily policed cities in the world because we already had so many different federal-police agencies.

But the second piece of this: I don't think it is a great mystery, but it does not appear that they're deploying any of these Guard troops, etcetera, FBI agents to do street policing in southeast D.C., which has the highest rates of violent crime and homicide. Those areas are very poor. They're almost entirely Black. They don't seem all that interested in solving actual crime.

Frum: The particular crime that seems to have befallen "Big Balls"--and again, there's a lot of murk about what exactly happened, but something does seem to have happened to him--that seems to be a highly opportunistic kind of crime.

Brooks: Yes.

Frum: The area where it took place is a pretty affluent area, but trafficked with a lot of, like, pleasure-seekers there. You know, Swann Street, where they parked the car, is a fancy street--

Brooks: Yeah, 2 in the morning or something.

Frum: Yeah, 3 in the morning. And you're near the bars and clubs of U Street, which are, again, very popular but at 3 in the morning probably get a little rougher than they would be at 11 o'clock at night.

Brooks: You get a lot of drunk people wandering around, a lot of people on various substances wandering around.

Frum: Right. And then you have this group of teenagers who are under 18, who don't seem to have been allowed--who probably would not legally have been allowed--into the clubs or bars but are looking for some kind of fun. And it's 3 in the morning, and the ones who are making good decisions have probably gone home. And the ones who are making bad decisions are still there. But unless you had a National Guard person on that corner at that moment, it's pretty hard to know how policing prevents that kind of crime.

Brooks: No, that's right. I think one of the challenges for all police officers everywhere is that whatever the root causes of crime, policing doesn't necessarily have a whole lot to do with them. Police are not very good at preventing crime unless they happen to be standing there at that exact moment. They're reasonably good at solving crimes. They're reasonably good at finding the people who committed the crime and arresting them. But they're not so great at preventing crime.

Needless to say, the other problem with the Let's just flood the zone with armed people: You do that enough--there was very little crime in [Joseph] Stalin's Moscow. If you want to have armed people on every street corner, stopping everybody and searching them without cause, you absolutely can keep crime low for a really long time, but you're going to sacrifice a whole lot of other things.

Frum: One of the big left-right divides in our society, and this is a place where I think Donald Trump--in a lot of places, he's aberrant from where traditional, conservative thought has been--but here's a place where he does seem to be lined up with traditional conservative views: What do you do about people who are not actually committing a crime at that moment but who are breaking down public order?

And the classic example is the homeless encampment. There are laws against camping on public places, but they're not criminal statutes. You're not a criminal if you pitch your tent in a public park or near a train station. But if you or I were to do it, we'd get a ticket; we wouldn't be charged. But if a hundred people--many of them mentally ill, many of them on drugs--do it, they really degrade the attractiveness of the neighborhood for every lawful user. And right-wing people, like me, say that's bad and should be stopped. And left-wing people tend to say--I don't want to exaggerate--Well, it's not good, but it's not their fault, and they shouldn't be punished. And there has to be another answer beyond telling them to move along.

And Donald Trump, and this is a case where I think he's onto something, says, Well, move along is the first step on the way to a solution. How do you think about that? How should we think about the problem of these encampments in front of places like Union Station?

Brooks: I have very mixed feelings. You know, I don't think homelessness is the fault of most homeless people, right? That when you talk to homeless people and you find out their stories, they're often terrible tragedies, right? They're often the sort of series of mishaps that would knock anybody down, just the one thing after another. And yes, sometimes there are also bad choices, sometimes there's mental illness, sometimes there's substance abuse--but not always. You also have homeless families living on the streets because a succession of bad things happened to them. And things that end up trying to solve that problem by putting people in prison, that just compounds the tragedy.

That being said, yeah, it's both--it's not just unsightly; it's dangerous, both from a public-health perspective, in terms of disease and hygiene, but also from a crime perspective. When you have a lot of desperate people and you're walking through desperate people, people feel scared. People feel like this is not a good place to be.

I am not an expert on housing and homelessness. I don't have a solution to this, a long-term solution to this. I think clearing out the encampments sometimes can have a good effect if you have a place for those people to go. But if you don't have a place for those people to go except prison, that doesn't seem like the right solution either, you know?

So I worry that what we're seeing right now is this kind of, again, cosmetic Okay, well, we can put a lot of troops on the street. We can make these homeless people go somewhere else. And look--magic, presto: We've got you this beautiful city. We've solved crime; we've solved homelessness. But in fact, you haven't solved anything. You've just put the problem somewhere else, and you may in the process of having done that been violating people's rights in all kinds of ways.

Frum: Yeah. Well, let me put this even more bluntly. Homelessness is a chronic problem of urban society. In the 1890s, there were hobos. There was a terrible depression in the 1890s, and you had these men who would show up in cities riding the rails. This has now all been romanticized and sometimes treated as a kind of period-piece humor. But it was a serious problem then, as now. You would have men who are shaken--mostly men--from the existing structure of society. They're detached from home, they're detached from family, they're detached from work, and they needed somewhere to go.

And the old answer that American society would be, Okay, well, we'll have zones, which are undesirable zones. Skid row--which, I think, the first was a place in Seattle, and that the name spread--you can go to a skid row, and we'll leave you alone, but you can't go to the train station, you can't go to the good neighborhoods, you can't be in front of the library. And somewhere along the way, that previous rule broke down. And cities, especially in the more liberal states, said, You know what? The train station, the airport, the bus station, the libraries--that's exactly where you should be. And, in fact, not only can you be there but services will be provided there. And so what used to happen in skid row now happens at Washington's Union Station.

Brooks: I've spent a lot of time in desperately poor countries where there are enormous shanty towns around big cities, just tin-roofed shacks and shacks made out of cardboard. And in the United States, by and large, we don't have that. And it has often seemed to me--we also, as you know, have an incarceration rate that is wildly higher than almost every other country in the world. The reason we don't have shantytowns is--even pre-Trump--because we lock so many people up. That so many crimes that are linked to poverty, well, our solution has been: Well, we put people in prison. And again, that gets them out of the way. Yes, it does. It makes the city nicer for the rest of us who haven't been arrested.

You know, I'm completely with you. I don't think just saying, Oh, well, I guess the entire center of the city and the train station and all the public spaces--I guess it's cool for them to be full of people who, because they're so desperately poor and because many of them do have mental-health issues, they're peeing there, all sorts of bad drug use is going on. I don't think that's good. I do think cities should have the ability to keep public spaces clean and safe, even if that means saying to people, No, you can't be here; you've got to be somewhere else. But I also think that cities--not just cities, but states and the federal government--have an obligation to try, difficult as it is, to find safe places for those people to go other than prison.

Frum: Let me put us on a slightly different track and ask what this deployment is doing to the National Guard. Now, you and I have been part of group discussions about the fate of the Guard in the second Trump administration, and one of the big facts about the National Guard is, unlike the regular military, it's really easy to quit if you don't like the work you're being asked to do.

And if major economic sacrifices are being imposed on the Guard's people--and the Guard has crucial, indispensable roles to play in protecting their neighbors against natural disasters. There are disproportionate numbers of police and firefighters and EMT people who serve their neighborhood and make some extra money by giving one weekend a month to the National Guard, with the understanding: I'm on call. If there's some disaster, I can help. But they've signed up for particular--they often have other jobs. They often have families. And they've signed up for something on one set of expectations, which are now being challenged. Do you worry, or do you have thoughts on what Trump is doing to the Guard by these kinds of deployments?

Brooks: No, I think it puts a huge strain on the Guard. And it puts a strain on their home communities, as you say, partly because these are people who are parents; these people who are taking care of older parents themselves; they're taking care of spouses, etcetera, in addition to having jobs. And when you take them out of their community for extended periods of time for any reason, you are not only denying that community access to the services that they provide in their work--and, as you say, yes, a disproportionate percentage of people in the Guard are first responders in their own communities, not just available for emergencies, but they work full-time as police, as firefighters, as EMTs, as nurses, and similar jobs. And so you're taking them out of their home community, but you're also taking them out of families. And that's a real challenge for their home communities.

I think it potentially has--and we're seeing this already--can be really demoralizing if they're sent to do something that they either feel is pointless or they feel is unconstitutional. You're really putting them in a bind. And one thing, going back to your friendly criticism of liberals, David, I do really worry about: This isn't liberals; this is more radical groups that are very hard to control, and individual people who are also very hard to control, responding to their displeasure with Trump, which is totally appropriate, by shouting at Guard troops they see in D.C. or spitting at them, things like that. They didn't ask--these folks did not ask to be here. They're doing their job.

And I, actually, would like them to go home and say to their neighbors, or call home and say to their friends and family, Boy, I don't think I'm needed here. Maybe the president, who said there was a crime emergency in the streets of the Wharf and the National Mall, maybe not everything the president says is true. And by the way, these people here are really nice, right? So I'm kind of appalled at the people taking it out on the Guard.

Frum: We often in Washington have Guard deployments. I mean, every four years there's a presidential inauguration, and the Guard is here. And I think they, by and large, have a pretty good time. They get to see some American history. They have a good view. (Laughs.)

Brooks: David, I actually, as I think you know, was a police officer on duty at President Trump's first inauguration. And we also get police departments--

Frum: I forgot that.

Brooks: --from all over the country coming. And yes, they have a very good time. They come in for four or five days. They get deputized as deputy federal marshals. They go to bars; they get very, very drunk. They see a few sites, and then they go home again.

Frum: And when they have been here for real emergencies--I mean, I remember very vividly the massive Guard deployment here after 9/11. And again, they're made to feel welcome: People thank them, the merchants send out coffee and soda, and they're received as they are in hurricane and flood sites as your protectors and people who are doing a good deed at a time of need, so thank you. I mean, I really do hope everyone is polite to them and nice.

But they didn't sign up to pick up trash, and many of them are making an economic sacrifice to do this. And they're going to be here 'til, it looks like now, November. And so if you're a police officer back in your hometown, or a nurse, or a retired police officer now having a second career doing something else, and you're making more money, you've had to say goodbye to your employer, say goodbye to your income stream to make whatever they pay the Guard to clean up the trash in Washington, D.C., that's gotta seem crazy to people. And it invites resignations.

Brooks: It does. And the other time that we saw a real recruiting crisis, of course, was the height of the Iraq War, when we also started sending Guard troops and Reservists to Iraq and Afghanistan, and for extended deployments and sometimes repeat deployments. And there, again, these were folks who maybe signed up for the Guard because they wanted money for their educations or because of the health insurance, or it was just a little bit of extra income and they wanted to be serving, but they were not expecting to be shipped off to Iraq for a year, and then another year, and so forth. And often they were put in positions there, too, for which they didn't have the appropriate training.

I mean, some of the National Guard troops deployed to D.C. are MPs in the Guard--military police--so they at least have some policing, law-enforcement experience and hopefully some training and knowledge in constitutional protections from a criminal-procedure perspective.

But many of them are not. And one thing I do worry about in D.C. is: You get a whole lot of armed people, and they don't necessarily coordinate very effectively with each other, right? Guard troops, DEA agents, D.C. Metropolitan Police Departments--they have different training, different sets of assumptions, different rules of engagement. And then, there's something scary that happens, and you've got a whole lot of armed people who don't communicate well and haven't trained together--really bad things can happen. So that's something I worry about as well.

Frum: There's a famous set of rules for policing that--I don't know if they were actually written by Robert Peel, but they're attributed to Robert Peel, who was a British politician of the early 19th century who created the first professional police force in the Western world, in London. That's why London police are called bobbies, after Robert Peel. And he--or whoever wrote them--had a series of principles, of which No. 1 is: We police by consent.

And that's the reason why you don't confuse military and police, is because the military, at least if you're winning, they're not there by consent. They're advancing into the other guy's terrain, and the people don't want them there. That's how you know you're winning. Whereas the police are there, or should be there, in a democratic society because people want them.

And it was very striking during the George Floyd protests, when Washington was suddenly policed by all these strange officers from the Bureau of Prisons. And they weren't wearing proper uniforms. They had strange--one of the things that you could tell was they all had their own shoes, that if you looked at them at foot level, you'd see everyone had different [shoes], so you knew they weren't proper police in a proper police uniform, which comes with a standardized shoe.

Brooks: Well, you've got to go buy your own boots. But as long as they're black, you don't have to pick a specific brand.

Frum: No, these, they were wearing dad shoes. They were wearing dad shoes. And many of them didn't seem to be in great physical condition. And they were then masked, like this phalanx. And the idea was that they were trying to--they didn't look very intimidating one by one, but as a group they looked hostile.

Brooks: Yeah.

Frum: And they challenged the notion of, you know, Who are you here? Are you here to protect me, or are you here to protect somebody else from me?

Brooks: Right. I really strongly disapprove of the effort to, quote-unquote, unmask federal police officers by identifying them personally and using AI and facial recognition and putting their names on the internet, for the same reason I would like people to be nice to the Guard troops who are here. I think that individualizing this and personalizing it and making it about Joe Schmo, We're going to harass you because you are here; we saw you on the streets of D.C. wearing a mask. And in many cases, again, these people don't necessarily even want to be here. Many of these people strongly disapprove of what they've been sent to do. And I think that's the wrong focus of anger.

That being said, I think it is totally appalling and counter to every principle of democratic accountability to have masked, unidentifiable people with the power to scoop you up off the street for any reason--or no reason--and we don't know who they are, and we don't know why they're doing it, and we don't know where they're taking you. That epitomizes a police state. And if they're not going to have people's faces visible--and I understand the concern about people being harassed individually. You can have badge numbers; you need to have agency names on their uniforms. And we're seeing that right now. We're seeing the National Guard troops are identifiable. We know who they are. They're wearing uniforms. Their faces are clear; their names are clear. But we do have an enormous number of federal agents who seem to be involved in most of the actual arrests, and we have no idea who these people are.

Frum: Do they, in fact, have the power to arrest you?

Brooks: Well, it depends on who the "they" are. But yeah--it depends on who the "they" are.

But essentially, unfortunately in some ways, the federal government, No. 1, in Washington, D.C., it's a city with a unique status, as you know. So there are going to be different issues that arise if President Trump tries to replicate what he's doing in D.C. in Chicago, or wherever, right? Because D.C. has a greater degree of just direct federal control. But No. 2, just as I--remember, I was talking about Trump's first inauguration, where I was a police officer on duty--the way that works, when you've got all of these National Guard troops, you've got law-enforcement agencies from around the country coming in: Normally, they would have no jurisdiction in Washington, D.C. If you're a cop in Mississippi, you can't come to D.C. and arrest somebody. But they were all deputized en masse as federal marshals. There is literally a ceremony at the Armory in D.C. with thousands of visiting law-enforcement officers, etcetera, in which en masse people held up their hands and were temporarily deputized as marshals with limited jurisdiction associated with their task.

But yes, you absolutely can lawfully empower them to make arrests, to engage in law enforcement. The National Guard's a little bit more complicated, even here in D.C. Technically, they should be restricted to providing support for law enforcement. All kinds of legal questions about, Well, what exactly does that mean? Even though they're only in theory restricted to providing support for law enforcement, they're also allowed to temporarily detain when necessary for their own safety until law enforcement arrives. And frankly, temporarily detaining somebody--so the person being temporarily detained is the equivalent of an arrest. And a lot of this is going to find its way through the courts, who I think are likely to view this as arrest for constitutional purposes and therefore subject to the same constitutional requirements, such as having a reasonable basis for the stop and the search and the detention.

But the bad news and the short answer to your question is: Legally, for the most part, can they do this? Yeah, if they've got a reason and a good reason, a constitutionally acceptable reason. But the courts have allowed many, many, many reasons, some of which you and I might not think are good reasons, as the basis for stops and seizures.

Frum: Well, there have been some dramatic videos circulating--and I don't know how many cases these described, whether it's few or many or one--of law-enforcement personnel seizing food-delivery people. People who are delivering food typically look like they're from somewhere else. And not to overgeneralize, but I think they do tend to look like they're from somewhere else than the United States.

Brooks: Well, I don't even think it's an issue whether they look like they're from somewhere else. We know that is a job that does tend to attract a lot of immigrants because it's an easy job to get. You don't have to have a lot of education. Your English skills don't need to be great. So disproportionately, the food-delivery-service drivers, Uber drivers, etcetera, are disproportionately immigrants.

Frum: So it does look like--and again, in any particular case, this could be wrong--but like the police don't have any particular individualized reason to stop this person, that they're making, either because of the way they look or the job they have, they're making a decision to grab them. And in some cases, the grabs look really--

Brooks: Really violent.

Frum: Violent.

Brooks: Yeah.

Frum: Against people who, at least, as you see it in the video--and again, there may be more here out of the frame--but don't look dangerous.

Brooks: Right. And again, one of our big challenges, and this is why I think it's a fundamental sort of problem of democracy and accountability, is that we don't know what's happening. We're not being given information that says, Oh yeah, you might've thought it looked like we were just engaging in racial profiling and scooping up everybody who sounded like they had a foreign accent or looked wrong to me, but that's not what's happening. We actually did have specific information that this person who appeared to be an innocent, nondangerous Uber driver or pizza-delivery guy, or whatever it might be, was a serial killer, heavily armed. And that's why we did what we did.

I mean, okay, maybe, right? Sometimes. It's not impossible. But we're not being told, and we don't know where these people are ending up. We don't know whether the targets of those violent takedowns are ending up in the criminal courts, where they will have judges who will scrutinize that question of: Was there adequate reason for that stop? And was it carried out in a constitutional manner? Or they're going straight into some kind of immigration detention, where the Trump administration is granting them, essentially, no legal rights and often no access to a lawyer, and they're being put on a plane to God knows where five minutes later.

We don't even have the ability to determine if the Trump administration's agents were right or wrong. And we know they're making mistakes. Clearly, we do know that they are, at a minimum, making mistakes. We don't know how many mistakes they're making, etcetera. And that's a real problem when the population just has no idea. Who are these people? Why are they picking people up? Where are they taking them? What happens to them?

Frum: I want to ask you one last thing, an arithmetic question. I don't know if this is in your area of expertise.

Brooks: Arithmetic, definitely not.

Frum: One thing that people may not know, that people may not appreciate about Washington, D.C., is how small it is. I think there are--what?--700,000, a little bit more now, in the District of Columbia. The Trump administration has talked about repeating this project that they did a little bit in Los Angeles, have done heavily in D.C., in Chicago and New York, really big cities, right? How many troops would it take--

Brooks: A whole lot.

Frum: --to try to repeat this experiment in Chicago and New York?

Brooks: Just to give you a sense of scale--these numbers are about 10 years old, so they may not be completely up to date. Listeners can look this up for themselves. But the NYPD, for instance, has more than 30,000 sworn officers. That's larger than the entire militaries of some small countries, right? That's a lot of police officers, and that's just NYPD. That's not counting the various other types of security agents in New York City.

Frum: Because there's a separate transit-police force in New York.

Brooks: Yeah, exactly. I mean, there are all kinds of smaller, separate police forces--not as many agencies as in D.C., where, as I said, here in D.C., we've got the zoo police, we've got the Government [Publishing] Office police, you name it. But that's just the police department itself.

In a city with 8 or 9 million people, if you want to have any meaningful, even again, just short-term impact on crime in terms of sort of flooding the zone, boy, you are talking about massive deployments. And the irony here--here's our defense secretary, Pete Hegseth, focusing on "lethality, lethality, lethality," as he put it, and wanting to change the name of the Defense Department to Department of War because he thinks that our troops have gone all soft and too "woke." This means that we're taking men and women who have been trained to be war fighters, and we're putting them into positions where, I mean, here in D.C., they seem to be picking up leaf blowing and picking up litter. It's bonkers.

We actually do have real national-security threats in the world today. But instead, we're essentially rerouting our military to scooping up DoorDash delivery guys for no particular reason.

Frum: Well, if you think that the project here is to fight crime, then yes, it is bonkers. If what you think it is, is to show a kind of form of occupation of blue cities by red hinterlands, to do a kind of show of force, to demonstrate who's the master and who takes orders, then it's very effective. And that's why when you listen to it, the places that they're talking about doing this are not the highest-crime jurisdictions. New York is one of the lowest-crime jurisdictions in America. It is about a show of force by one part of the country against another.

And I think it's teaching us--the thing I worry about most, and maybe this is the place to end--is it's teaching everybody in America (red state, blue state, red hinterland, blue cities): This game is going to be played a little bit more harshly than it was before. And one of the things I think about is, during the Biden administration, how far out of their way the [Joe] Biden people went to avoid tangling with the lawbreaking by the previous administration. And sometimes they just couldn't help it. But they were really hesitant. And I don't think Biden's Justice Department was at all displeased by how slowly the courts moved against Trump and the senior people. I think they liked that. Just let this cut pass away from us.

I don't think that's the way the game is going to be played in the next Democratic administration. And maybe that's not how the game will be played in the next Republican [administration]. Rules are being broken every day, and people are being taught Oh, the game that I thought politics was, that's not the game. We have your soldiers in our cities. Wait 'til it's our turn. See what we do to you then. 

Brooks: Which is a terrible cycle to get into. And that, of course, is assuming that it is a cycle, which is making a set of assumptions about what will happen in the next elections and what kind of elections the next elections will be.

You know, I think the even deeper fear--

Frum: Well, you're very right, that the people who are doing this are thinking this is the last cycle.

Brooks: Right. Because it's bad enough if we have a swing between Okay, now it's my turn to take revenge on you and toss you in jail and put soldiers on your streets. And oops, now it's your turn. Now it's my turn again. That's bad, right? But even worse is I put soldiers on the streets, and you don't get to have an election; you don't get to have a turn anymore. And that is what I fear most.

Frum: That does seem to be--that would imply that the places that the Trump administration would really want to occupy are not New York and Chicago, but are Atlanta, Charlotte, Phoenix. Blue cities in swing states. And maybe that's what we're really warming up for in 2026, is to just say--

Brooks: I think that's a possibility, that this sort of, to use an overused word, it normalizes the idea that you're got to have soldiers on every street corner. It normalizes the idea that you're going to have masked agents of the federal government who can detain you at any time, and you won't know who they are, or your relatives won't know who they are or where you are or why this is happening. You know, that idea gets normalized. We've still got, whatever it is, 15, 14 months, until the 2026 midterm elections that you start getting people used to the idea that soldiers just show up, masked agents with guns show up, and there's nothing you can do about it.

I don't think it is at all beyond question that you could have a manufactured emergency right around the time of the next elections that requires masked agents stationed at every polling booth or an emergency that is purportedly enough to postpone the elections in some way. So yeah, I'm really worried about that.

Frum: And if the message is, And we'll be grabbing people who are recently naturalized, and they have then three weeks to prove that, oh, maybe you were entitled to be in that line--

Brooks: Yeah.

Frum: --that's three weeks in a prison in some other state while you prove your identity.

Brooks: I mean, if you were an immigrant, even if you were here completely legally, even if you had a green card, in those circumstances, where people are being scooped up apparently based on how they look, would you go vote if you knew that you were going to be running a gauntlet of masked, unidentified federal agents?

Frum: Well, I'm a naturalized citizen myself, and I don't think, actually, they're going to scoop up me for--

Brooks: Probably not, because you're white.

Frum: --because of obvious reasons. And I wear one of these--it's like the Don Draper You can't go out there. I can.

But you know, theoretically, there's no theoretical reason why they couldn't, and say, Now, let us challenge--you're challenged to prove. You have three weeks in a prison in Texas to prove that you had a right to be in that voting-booth line.

Brooks: Right. Right.

Frum: Rosa, thank you so much for joining this. It's so interesting. We learned so much. Thank you.

Brooks: Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

Brooks: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Rosa Brooks for joining me today for that important discussion.

Now, at the beginning of the program this week, I mentioned that I was testing a new feature in this final segment. Let me talk to you a little bit about why I'm doing it and what it is. This past summer, I reread the novel Frankenstein for the first time since I read it 40 years ago.

Frankenstein, of course, was written by Mary Shelley as a very young woman in 1817, and then revised and republished in 1831. When the book was assigned to my daughter at college, I was chagrined to realize I didn't remember any of the details I'd read so long ago, so I returned to Frankenstein.

Now, I'm not here to deliver a book report about Frankenstein, but to make a point about an important change in our society. The novel Frankenstein, as I'd forgotten, is structured as a series of stories inside stories. The book begins as a letter by a young English explorer to his sister, back home in England. In frozen Arctic seas, the explorer rescues a near-dead man, and that near-dead man turns out to be the scientist Victor Frankenstein, for whom the book is named. Frankenstein then relates to the explorer his own tale of reanimation and horror.

In other words, everything in the book is refracted at least twice--once by the explorer narrator, then by the Frankenstein narrator. In the middle of the book, Frankenstein and his creation encounter each other. The creation explains himself and his actions to his creator. Now the point of view is refracted three times. We're hearing the explorer's account of Frankenstein's account of his creature's version of events.

This double and triple refraction of the action of a novel invites the question: Can these narratives be trusted? The explorer describes Frankenstein as brilliant, and indeed, Frankenstein has raised the dead to life, which is no small achievement. Yet Frankenstein the scientist, not the monster, Frankenstein the character, again and again, commits acts of amazing stupidity that get people killed. For just one example of his gullibility and silliness, in his most dramatic confrontation with his creature--Frankenstein's dramatic confrontation with his creature--the creature warns that they will meet again on Frankenstein's wedding night.

Now, by this point, the creature has killed Frankenstein's younger brother to revenge himself on Frankenstein. He will soon kill Frankenstein's best friend, again, to hurt Frankenstein. Yet it never occurs to Frankenstein that the wedding-night threat might be aimed not at him but at his wife-to-be, not even though the creature is refusing, as they speak, a perfectly good opportunity to murder Frankenstein right then and there. The explorer describes Frankenstein's character as noble, yet under pressure, Frankenstein repeatedly panics and either runs away or collapses into protracted bouts of faintness and helplessness.

Frankenstein gives little speeches about the evils of selfishness, yet never once does he show any regard for any other person, including his wife, whom he makes no effort to protect on the dangerous wedding night. Again, this is not a book report, but it's a study of the way we encounter literature when we meet it on the page.

One more example: The creature, the famous monster. The creature offers a heartrending account of his wretchedness that drove him to repeated murder. But then, does not every murderer have a heartrending story? Frankenstein's creature not only killed Frankenstein's brother, Frankenstein's best friend, and Frankenstein's wife; the creature takes extra trouble, and for no obvious reason, to frame a servant girl for the first murder, who is hanged for it.

The creature's preferred method of killing is especially cruel and intimate. He enjoys choking his victims to death with his bare hands, face-to-face. At the very end of the book, the explorer, not Frankenstein--now, this time, the explorer and the creature--meet over Frankenstein's dead body. Frankenstein has died of natural causes. The creature professes himself full of regret and remorse for all the atrocities he committed, and we are asked to take these words as sincere, but we have only the creature's own word for it. The creature vows to atone for his many crimes by suicide. We never learn whether the creature honors that vow.

Now, the point, again, to tell these stories is to say that these are doubts that you're invited to think about as you encounter a book on the page, and it's a description and an example of how the practice of reading will push readers to question the material they encounter. And if they don't question spontaneously, then the whole point of studying literature in English 101 is to introduce us to the idea that we should be questioning what we read.

So here's my bottom line on this: As the habit of reading fades from our society, these critical habits of mind are put at risk. Only about one in eight Americans reads for pleasure on any given day. Almost twice as many did so as recently as 2004. The rise of literacy changed culture in all kinds of important ways. The decline of literacy is changing us again on its way out.

Now, one man cannot do much against such a mighty cultural tide, but I can do one thing, and that is: every week, add a segment to this show on a book, old or new, that mattered to me. It seems apt to start with Frankenstein, a book about how one man and his family were destroyed by a creation he could not control. That seems a powerfully symbolic metaphor for so much in our society. I'll see you at the end of next week's David Frum Show with another selection.

I appreciate so much everyone who joined me this week on The David Frum Show. Thanks so much for watching or listening on whatever platform you use. I hope you return next week to view or listen to The David Frum Show. Remember, please like, share, subscribe. It helps so much to bring our content to other people. And if you want to support the work we do here at The David Frum Show, remember, the best way to do that is by subscribing to the work of me and all my colleagues at The Atlantic magazine.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/09/david-frum-show-national-guard-washington-dc-rosa-brooks/684164/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Russia's Reckless Provocation

Whether by accident or malice, the Russians are risking a wider war in Europe.

by Tom Nichols




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Overnight, NATO fired shots against multiple Russian weapons that violated the alliance's airspace. According to Polish authorities, at least 19 Russian drones crossed into Poland last night, prompting a response from Polish and Dutch jets backed by support units from Germany and Italy. Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk told his Parliament it was "the closest we have been to open conflict since World War Two." (He added, hopefully, that he had "no reason to believe we're on the brink of war.")

When the first reports arrived last night about a handful of drones crossing into Poland, the incursion looked like a possible Russian error, a small number of off-course units from a massive salvo of more than 400 drones sent against Ukraine. The air over Ukraine is full of hazards, and Ukrainian and Russian electronic warfare can send unmanned vehicles spiraling away from their intended targets. For the first time, however, some of these drones crossed into Poland from Belarus; Minsk says these were errant units affected by jamming and that Belarus itself shot some of them down (but without saying who owned them). However, at least one senior Polish general believes that the drone attack was a joint Russian-Belarusan operation.

A few drones, or even six or seven, are one thing. Nineteen spread across much of eastern Poland is a different matter entirely. As Ian Fleming's notorious villain Goldfinger said to James Bond after repeatedly finding 007 meddling in his affairs: "Mr. Bond, they have a saying in Chicago: Once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence. The third time it's enemy action."

It's too early to reach a definitive conclusion on Russian motives last night. Whether by accident or malice, the Russians are risking a wider war in Europe. The only path to reducing such a threat is for Moscow to call off its campaign of butchery in Ukraine, and only the Americans can bring enough diplomatic, financial, and military power to bear to convince the Kremlin that it can never win this war.

Unfortunately, the Americans are AWOL. Whatever Donald Trump said to Vladimir Putin in Alaska clearly didn't matter. (More likely, to judge from events since the Anchorage embarrassment, Putin did the talking, warned Trump to get out of his way, and then boarded his plane, leaving Trump with egg on his face and a lot of steak and halibut that no one ate.) Since then, the American defense establishment has been busy: The White House and the Pentagon have been fixated on insulting Tom Hanks, blowing up a Venezuelan speedboat, and helping Secretary of Whatever Pete Hegseth change the signs on his office.

Read: Well, what did you think would happen?

While Washington bumbles about, however, America's allies are facing genuine danger from Russia's weapons, and they are reaching worrisome conclusions. The Poles see last night's drone incursion as an intentional attack. The Germans see it as a major provocation, and NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte today warned Russia: "Stop violating Allied airspace. And know that we stand ready, that we are vigilant, and that we will defend every inch of NATO territory." The Poles may be right that this violation of their territory was intentional, though if it was an accident, it would only show that the Russians have become even more reckless, and that the Kremlin simply doesn't care if its military operations trigger a conflagration. Obviously, Russia is not raising the curtain on World War III with fewer than two dozen drones. But the willful violation of Polish airspace suggests that Putin is testing NATO, and probing the steadiness of the West's nerves--and America's resolve--as he escalates his attacks on Ukraine.

The Russians, for their part, have already issued a classic non-denial denial. A Russian diplomat in Warsaw said that Poland had offered no proof that the drones belonged to Moscow--a creative explanation, to say the least, and one undermined by a statement from the Russian Defense Ministry that "targets for destruction in Poland were not planned." ("Not planned," of course, does not mean "we didn't do it.") The Russians said they are "ready to hold consultations with the Polish Ministry of Defence on this issue," which also makes little sense if the drones didn't belong to them.

Today, Poland exercised its rights under Article 4 of the NATO treaty, which allows any member of the alliance to call a meeting "whenever, in the opinion of any of them, the territorial integrity, political independence or security of any of the Parties is threatened." That's a major step: It means that 32 countries, representing the most powerful military organization on Earth, including three nuclear-armed nations, were summoned to discuss what happened last night. (It is, however, a far less drastic move than invoking Article 5, which would require a unanimous finding from NATO that one of their members, and therefore all of its members, has been attacked.)

Read: Russia is losing the war--just not to Ukraine

Hypothetically, the United States of America is the leader of this alliance. Here is the latest statement from President Trump on last night's events:

"What's with Russia violating Poland's airspace with drones? Here we go!"

"Here we go?" Here we go where? A president who understands his responsibilities as the leader of the free world would normally, at such a moment of crisis, confer with the leaders of other nations, convene his advisers, and issue a statement that reaffirms America's willingness to defend its allies. Instead, Trump sent out a post on his Truth Social site that sounded like that of a flailing stand-up comic: Russia violates Poland's airspace? What's up with THAT, folks? So far, the White House has said only that Trump will consult today with Polish President Karol Nawrocki, which is the least he can do almost a full day after the first time in its history that NATO engaged hostile targets over the alliance's own territory.

Many Americans seem to have forgotten that a major war is raging in Europe--the largest since the great struggle between the Allies and the Axis powers. Last night, that war came closer to America and its allies. The president and his coterie may think this is a game, or just another problem that Trump can solve by talking to people on the phone. But this is a deadly serious business, far beyond the capabilities of former talk-show hosts or a gaggle of oddball conspiracy theorists. Russia's dictator is courting disaster, and the safety of Europe--and the world--is at stake. When will the United States and its president finally stand up to Putin?
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A U.S. Citizen Detained by ICE for Three Days Tells His Story

A conversation with George Retes, an Army veteran swept up in a California raid

by Conor Friedersdorf




George Retes is a 25-year-old U.S. Army veteran who served a tour in Iraq. On July 10, while on his way to work as a security guard at a Southern California cannabis farm, he was detained by federal immigration agents, despite telling them that he is an American citizen and that his wallet and identification were in his nearby car, Retes told me. While arresting him, the agents knelt on his back and his neck, he said, making it difficult for him to breathe. Held in a jail cell for three days and nights, he was not allowed to make a phone call, see an attorney, appear before a judge, or take a shower to wash off pepper spray and tear gas that the agents had used, according to the Institute for Justice, a public-interest law firm that is representing Retes. He worried about his two young children and missed his daughter's birthday.

Mistreatment of American citizens by immigration authorities is not new. According to a 2021 Government Accountability Office report, the best available data indicate that Immigration and Customs Enforcement arrested 674 "potential" U.S. citizens, detained 121, and removed 70 during a five-year, six-month period that ended in 2020. We don't yet know if detentions of U.S. citizens are becoming more common in President Donald Trump's second term, but news outlets have documented more than a dozen such cases. And the Trump administration has ramped up immigration raids, rolled back due-process protections, and secured funding to quickly hire 10,000 additional ICE officers, all of which creates the conditions for more erroneous detentions--and raises the question of whether ICE can violate the rights of citizens with impunity.

"There must be some avenue to hold the federal government or its officers liable for violating George's constitutional rights," Marie Miller, one of Retes's attorneys, told me.

Her strategy is to seek relief for Retes under the Federal Tort Claims Act, a law that allows private parties to sue for negligent or wrongful acts committed by federal employees acting within their job. The government has six months to resolve a claim, after which the claimant can sue. The hope is that the case "will chart a path to holding federal officers or their employer accountable," Miller explained, "and that blazing the path to accountability will discourage this kind of treatment." She said that ICE has acknowledged receiving Retes's claim but has not yet responded.

Listen: How ICE became Trump's secret army

ICE did not respond to my request for comment about the claim. But a spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security put out a statement after the raid in which Retes was swept up, saying that the "US Attorney's Office is reviewing his case, along with dozens of others, for potential federal charges related to the execution of the federal search warrant in Camarillo." Retes was one of more than 360 people who were detained in the operation--"a mix of workers, family members of workers, protesters and passersby," according to the Los Angeles Times.

Late last month, I spoke with Retes, who detailed his story, starting with the day that his employer, Glass House Farms, one of California's largest legal-cannabis companies, was raided. What follows has been edited for length and clarity.



You were driving to your job as a security guard when you encountered a bunch of men, some with ICE vests on, blocking the road. You've described the scene as chaotic. Can you tell me what you saw?

Cars bumper to bumper, people getting out walking down the street to try to see what's happening, really a logjam. Making my way through was a task, and eventually I drove up to where a line of agents was just in the middle of the street keeping everyone away and blocking the road.

They were raiding your workplace. Were there signs or instructions on what to do?

Nothing. So I pull up a good distance away. I put my car in park. I get out. I say, I'm a U.S. citizen. I'm just trying to get to work. I have a job just like you guys. I have a family to feed. I got bills to pay. I'm not here to fight you guys. I'm not part of the protest. I'm literally just trying to get to work. They didn't care and immediately got hostile. No one seemed to be in charge. Just all of them yelling at once.

Yelling what?

They were all yelling different things: Work is closed. You're not going to work today. Get the fuck out of here. Leave, get back in your car. Pull over to the side. And then they started walking toward me in a line. I didn't want to escalate. I wasn't there to argue or to fight them. So I decided to get back in my car. I didn't want any conflict. They surrounded my car. I'm telling them, "I'm leaving." I'm trying to leave. And agents are banging on my driver's- and passenger's-side windows. Agents in front are telling me to reverse, pull over to the side, while other agents are trying to open my door and telling me to do something completely different, contradicting each other. I reversed out of the lane I was in to get out of the way. Then they let a bunch of their vehicles pass by.

How did the arrest happen?

They re-approached my car. I don't know why they decided to re-approach, but they end up throwing tear gas behind my car. Now I'm kinda just trapped there, with tear gas filling up my car, choking. They're banging on my window, telling me to reverse again, and I'm trying to tell them, How do you expect me to reverse when I can't see? You hear me coughing. They just weren't listening; they were still telling me to reverse, still trying to pull my car door open, still contradicting each other. Then one of the agents shatters my driver's-side window, and another agent sticks his arm through it and immediately pepper-sprays me in the face. They dragged me out of the car. They threw me on the ground. An agent kneels on my back; another kneels on my neck. Others stand around and watch, as if I'm resisting or whatnot, but I wasn't. I was trying to comply.

What were you thinking and feeling as this happened?

I knew the situation I was in. People in uniform abuse their power sometimes. It happens. I've seen it on the news. I always know: hands on the steering wheel; don't fight. It's just what I've been taught. Because I don't want exactly what happened to me to happen. And so it was just crazy. I didn't know what to do. They were just all so contradictory, and none of them was in charge. What to do was confusing. Then I didn't know what was going to happen. When you have agents on your neck and back, and you're telling them you can't breathe and they don't care, it's scary.

You presumably faced chaotic situations while in the military. Do you think that helped you?

Yeah, I think it helped a lot. Just going through basic training, going through the bullshit together, being in the Army--you gotta keep your military bearing. So I'm pretty good in tense situations.

How long were you on the ground with a knee on your back and your neck?

It felt like forever, if I'm being honest with you. But I couldn't give you a time. I remember them lifting me up and feeling like it was finally over. They walked me down to the Glass House, where I work, and the whole time they're questioning each other, like, why was I arrested? Who arrested me? What were they going to do with me? Who would take me? They were unsure themselves. I'm just sitting in the dirt for maybe four hours.

After that, they put us [detainees] in an unmarked SUV and take us to a Navy base with this big open field. Every agency you could think of is there: FBI, people from the Navy, National Guard, Homeland Security, ICE. They take our fingerprints, they take our picture, they put real handcuffs on me, they handcuff my wrists and my ankles, and they put us back into the SUVs. Then they take us to downtown Los Angeles to the detention center.

Once you're in the cell, what were you thinking? 

It was just me and one other person in a cell, a professor who also got arrested that day. I was in disbelief. Why was I treated this way? Why am I even here to begin with? What did I do wrong?

And the entire time, my hands and body were burning from the tear gas. It felt like my hands were on fire. And they never let me wash it off. It was bad, and I thought it was never gonna end. They gave us these sandwiches when we first got in there. I took the sandwich out, and I filled up the sandwich bag with water. All night, I was alternating my hands trying to relieve the heat.

That next morning, they finished doing our intake. They do, like, a medical screening and ask how we're doing. Then they sent me to see the psychiatric lady, and based off the answers I gave her, she said it was best that I get put on suicide watch. So until the point I was released, I was alone in a cell with a concrete block and a thin mattress on top. They never turn off the lights there. So it's bright 24 hours a day. And there's always a guard outside the room. It was terrible, feeling so confined, not being able to do anything, and not knowing what was going to happen.

Was there something in particular you were worried about, or just the overall uncertainty?

All I knew is that I was fucking taken. No one told me what I was there for. I thought no one knew--that I was literally gonna just disappear in there and never see my fucking kids again. You hear stories like that, when they take someone, and they just get lost in the system. It happens. It happens a lot. I didn't want that to happen to me. I mean, I never did anything wrong.

Read: The terrible optics of ICE enforcement are fueling a Trump immigration backlash

Did anyone ever offer any explanation of why you were being arrested or how long you would be held?

No.

Were you worried about anyone in particular on the outside wondering what happened to you?

My kids. I told them that I'd be back later that day. I never showed up. That thought was in back of my head. My son is 8, and my daughter just turned 3--I missed her birthday while I was there. And not knowing if I was going to see them again and just--that's so scary to think about.

Eventually, they released you without any charges. How did your kids react when you got home? 

They're super happy. The biggest smiles, calling for Dad, just a hug. It was the best feeling ever. Literally the best feeling.

And at some point, you decided to pursue legal action against the government. Talk me through that decision.

Because I know what they did wasn't warranted. I know for an absolute fact I did nothing wrong. They were the aggressors the entire time. They were looking for a reason to do something. And I missed my daughter's birthday. Then you just release me and say, No charges have been filed. I ask, So I was locked in here, and missed my daughter's birthday for no reason, and you guys just stay silent? It's so shitty and disrespectful. No "sorry," not acknowledging that anything went wrong.

I want change. No one deserves to be treated like this. To have no rights. It's just crazy to think about--that they can just mask up and take someone off the street, no questions asked, and you're just gone. If they feel like it, they can just take you. No. Someone has to be held accountable. I hope change happens in the way that ICE goes about their business. I hope they get proper training. I hope that they're just not able to racially profile people and just take people off the streets. I hope the government acknowledges that they could do wrong. I hope they take accountability. My case is a perfect chance for the government to say, Okay, we fucked up. You're right. This isn't right. And we're not gonna try to hide it. We acknowledge what we did was wrong.
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Search Millions of YouTube Videos Used to Train Generative AI

Inside the data sets training new video-creating tools

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This search tool is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can read an analysis about these data sets here. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)
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        Adrienne LaFrance

        Some years ago, trying to understand what it might take to break America's fever of political violence, I asked a former Justice Department official what she thought about the possibility of a second civil war in the United States.Mary McCord, a former federal prosecutor who has spent much of her career thinking about how to combat extremism, was worried about worsening political violence. (I favor a simple definition of political violence: actions intended to provoke or prevent change.) And like...

      

      
        Democrats Are Still Debating Joe Biden's Decision to Run
        Jonathan Lemire

        Well, it's 2024 again.Democrats have tried to move on from the election and the months of agonizing soul-searching that at times has felt more like self-immolation. The party has struggled to articulate a positive vision for the future, and its poll numbers remain abysmal. But there have been at least a few bright spots, including a series of special elections, most recently for a House seat in Virginia that a Democrat won by a landslide this week.Instead of celebrating that victory, however, Dem...

      

      
        Trump's Dangerous Response to the Kirk Assassination
        Jonathan Chait

        It is possible that, in the history of America's radicalization spiral, the horrifying, cold-blooded assassination of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk will be recorded as only the second-most-dangerous event of September 10, 2025. If so, the more significant development will instead have been the speech that evening by President Donald Trump.If you did not listen to Trump's remarks, which have received only light attention from the media, you might have missed the chilling message they contai...

      

      
        The Funereal White House
        Isaac Stanley-Becker

        It's hard to overstate just how much the conservative activist Charlie Kirk felt like family to many in Donald Trump's inner circle, and to the president himself.Kirk was close friends with Vice President J. D. Vance and with Trump's eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., regularly texting on small-group threads with them and a coterie of young male aides and allies. He was a frequent and welcome presence at the White House and at Trump's private Mar-a-Lago club. And his conservative youth organization, T...

      

      
        A U.S. Citizen Detained by ICE for Three Days Tells His Story
        Conor Friedersdorf

        George Retes is a 25-year-old U.S. Army veteran who served a tour in Iraq. On July 10, while on his way to work as a security guard at a Southern California cannabis farm, he was detained by federal immigration agents, despite telling them that he is an American citizen and that his wallet and identification were in his nearby car, Retes told me. While arresting him, the agents knelt on his back and his neck, he said, making it difficult for him to breathe. Held in a jail cell for three days and ...

      

      
        How Originalism Killed the Constitution
        Jill Lepore

        Illustrations by Tyler Comrie;
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        Elaine Godfrey
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        The Intellectual Vacuity of the National Conservatives
        Jonathan Chait

        National conservatism, the post-liberal movement that theorized the use of state power to wage right-wing culture war, stands historically triumphant. And yet, as the natcons met last week in downtown Washington to celebrate their conquest and stomp on the face of liberal democracy, they encountered a nettlesome problem. It was the same one that has popped up recurrently in right-wing nationalist movements over the centuries: what to do about the Jews.As in past years, the National Conservatism C...

      

      
        The Epstein Letter Is Real, and It's Bad
        Jonathan Chait

        This story was updated on September 8, 2025, at 8:49 p.m. ET.When The Wall Street Journal reported two months ago that Donald Trump had written a suggestive letter to Jeffrey Epstein in celebration of the notorious child abuser's 50th birthday, in 2003, the administration had a choice of available responses. The strategy it went with was indignant denial."Democrats and Fake News media desperately tried to coordinate a despicable hoax," said the White House spokesperson Liz Huston. "Forgive my lan...

      

      
        The Deeper Crime Problem That the National Guard Can't Solve
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        The first time Justin Fowlkes got shot, he was standing at a bus stop when a stray bullet meant for someone else struck his ankle. The second time, when a bullet slammed into his shoulder, the Baltimore native was its intended target."When you're out in the streets, you know what you sign up for," Fowlkes, 26, told me, recalling his time in the city's violent drug trade. "You might get shot; you might go to jail. You're already preparing yourself mentally for these things. I've heard people say b...

      

      
        Fear of Losing the Midterms Is Driving Trump's Decisions
        Jonathan Lemire

        Few things make President Donald Trump angrier than the memory of his two impeachments. Despite his return to the White House this year, he frequently complains privately and publicly about Democrats' efforts to remove him from office in his first term. Trump, to this day, insists that he did nothing wrong, calling both impeachments "witch hunts."And he is fearful that he might have to go through it all again.The party out of power tends to do well in midterm elections, and Trump remembers how De...
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        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...
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        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, ...

      

      
        The Wrong Way to Win Back the Working Class
        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...

      

      
        Only One Republican Is Holding This Many Town Halls
        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 mom...

      

      
        Fast Times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement
        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...
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Strawberries in Winter

Most Americans do not want civil war. Anyone who is declaring it should stop.

by Adrienne LaFrance




Some years ago, trying to understand what it might take to break America's fever of political violence, I asked a former Justice Department official what she thought about the possibility of a second civil war in the United States.

Mary McCord, a former federal prosecutor who has spent much of her career thinking about how to combat extremism, was worried about worsening political violence. (I favor a simple definition of political violence: actions intended to provoke or prevent change.) And like many of the people I have interviewed about political violence over the years--including top military officials, members of Congress, local and federal law enforcement, political scientists, terrorism experts, peace negotiators, and others--she told me that cycles of horrific political violence can perpetuate themselves for a generation or more after they have taken hold. Once a certain threshold is crossed, political violence tends to get worse before it gets better, in many cases cataclysmically so.

But McCord also said something in passing that I've thought about repeatedly since, including yesterday after Charlie Kirk's assassination. Wouldn't most Americans, if faced with the prospect of killing their neighbors and destroying the country from within, probably still choose peace? She told me that she wished people would stop and think: "Do you really want us to be in a bloody civil war for 10 or 15 years? You're going to see your grandkids get killed. Do you really want that?"

Perhaps, she suggested, America's salvation would come from widespread attachment to the mundane comforts and prosperity that accompanies prolonged periods of relative peace. Americans "don't like it when they can't get strawberries in the winter," she went on. "This idea of revolution. Really? Is that really what you want?" Societies that dissolve into civil war are "not having a good time," she said. "It's not fun."

Even back when our conversation took place, in 2022, anyone could see that political violence was getting worse--there was the insurrection, of course, but also the hammer attack, the riots, the conspiracy theorist with the rifle in the pizza parlor, the congressman shot at baseball practice, the congresswoman shot in the supermarket parking lot, the waves of cynicism and hatred emanating from millions of tiny screens, the militiamen standing back and standing by.

Graeme Wood: Political violence could devour us all

You need only a glancing familiarity with American history to know that violent times almost always lead to violent crackdowns by the state, and that such crackdowns almost always entail an evisceration of basic American freedoms. Donald Trump's speech last night about Kirk's murder, in which the president vilified his political enemies, should frighten any American who rejects political violence, cares about civil liberties, and dislikes government interference.

That "strawberries in winter" conversation stuck with me--both because I found the example to be darkly funny, this idea that a mass desire for out-of-season antioxidants might pull America back from the brink, and also because it seemed like an impossibly fragile hope. What if people don't actually care about the strawberries?

In the day since Kirk's killing, I've noticed a pronounced difference between the people who are attempting to deescalate and inspire calm--versus those who are lashing out and pitting Americans against each other. Those who mock or celebrate Kirk's death are part of a cycle of worsening violence. Those who have declared war, or call their political opponents "evil," are part of the same. "We're not supposed to say this," the MAGA influencer slash venture capitalist Shaun Maguire tweeted yesterday. "But the truth is we're at War." (Maguire made a follow-up post a day later--"I want to say this very clearly, do not respond with violence. But be loud as hell." It did not go viral; his declaration of war did go viral, and is still being amplified.) From the far-right influencer Andrew Tate: "Civil war." From the MAGA influencer Chaya Raichik's Libs of TikTok account: "THIS IS WAR."

America is now, quite obviously, deep into this particular cycle of violence, with no clear notion of where and how it will end. Acts of political violence in the past 12 months alone have included the murder of a health-care CEO in Manhattan, an arson attack against the governor of Pennsylvania, the murder of a protester in Colorado, the murder of a Minnesota state representative in her home, and yesterday the assassination of an activist speaking at a college campus. Every deed of political violence in America is churned through the ideological and algorithmic machinery of the social web that spits out louder, uglier calls for more violence still. America's enemies abroad--in countries hostile to democracy and American freedom--are among those who perpetuate this cycle of escalation.

But those now fantasizing about war in America, and those cheering the murder of a fellow citizen, have no earthly understanding of what truly pervasive political violence does to a society. The Civil War, our nation's defining conflict, should only haunt us--the terrible appetite for death, the nurses in blood-drenched aprons, the flies swarming the battlefield, some 800,000 Americans dead. None of us should wish for this, or call for it. But let us also not suffer the failure of imagination that would prevent us from seeing it coming--for such negligence risks being itself a catalyst for catastrophe.

This morning, I called McCord to ask her whether Kirk's assassination, and the reaction to it, has changed her thinking about the dangers of worsening political violence in America. I also wanted to see if she thinks her strawberries theory still holds up. She told me that she thinks about what's happening a few different ways. First, political violence is getting worse, and that should concern everyone. The current situation is "very dangerous," she said. And those who call for the destruction of their political enemies, regardless of their ideology, endanger everyone.

But McCord also remains convinced that most Americans do not want widespread armed conflict domestically. "I just do not believe that the vast majority of Americans would support any Civil War-type violence," she said. Most people just want to live their lives. "There is a small group that is incredibly active on social media and cable news--and then there's the whole rest of the population."

Those who react to political violence by declaring war against their political enemies should understand that their outpouring of ugliness makes them not brave revolutionaries but bedfellows with the extremists who cheered for Luigi Mangione. When keyboard soldiers loudly declare war, when they characterize their political foes as malicious and subhuman, they help inspire the next violent attack. But they may not actually spur the country toward a full-fledged civil conflict. They may not even mean "war" when they use that word, but something more like a soft secession, where different coalitions of U.S. states carry out different visions of what America is and should be. (Also not a thing we should try.) Many of them have not bothered to define what they mean by "war" at all. And although both are atrocious, there is in fact a meaningful difference between targeted political violence and the amassing of armies to fight one another.

The militarization of domestic law enforcement--days ago Trump declared "war" on Chicago, and he's sent National Guard troops to Los Angeles and Washington, D.C.--is currently mashing together the scourge of political violence with the threat of a state crackdown. This, too, is part of the cycle of political violence, and it is dangerous for every American's freedom and safety.

The thing is, "people do want to have strawberries in February!" McCord told me today. "They do want to go out after work and have some beers. They do want to go to their kids' soccer games on the weekend. Civil war talk is just that. It's talk. I don't see any significant fraction of the population that is at all interested in that. That doesn't mean we aren't going to have violence. And I do think it is going to increase."

Americans must understand this. Incendiary rhetoric is exceedingly dangerous in a society already susceptible to further violence--particularly when layered atop the conditions that have made us so vulnerable already: highly visible wealth disparity, cratering trust in democratic institutions, severe partisan estrangement, aggrievement across the political spectrum, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," and the belief among too many Americans that violence is not only called for but necessary, even righteous.

Adrienne LaFrance: How much worse is this going to get?

Here is what you should do today: Take note of the many Americans, especially those in positions of power, who condemn this assassination specifically, and political violence generally, full stop. Look to those who reject political violence unequivocally, regardless of whether the victim is ideologically aligned with them. The leadership of deescalation is the leadership of democracy--and political violence will only continue without it.

Anyone who seeks to understand political violence primarily through the social web--whether via Twitter, Bluesky, or the Trump administration's nonstop torrent of emotional posting--risks being left with the impression that most Americans are spoiling for a fight that could destroy all of us. And it's true that the complexities of our informational environment pose real challenges to public safety and national security. But walk outside anywhere in America and you are unlikely to find someone declaring war or mocking the dead the way extremists do on Twitter. You may find people who are angry, and who disagree with each other. You may encounter protesters (peaceful protest, in addition to being protected by the First Amendment, is one of the best antidotes to political violence). But most Americans are simply going about their lives--and most, I have to believe, want nothing to do with civil war, and wish for an end to political assassinations, too.

Earlier this week, I got to talking with a National Guardsman who was walking around near The Atlantic's office in Washington, D.C., deployed from South Carolina for who knows how long. ("I wish I knew," he laughed.) I asked him if the citizens of D.C.--known for their vocal opposition to Trump, and to the deployment of troops in their city--had created trouble for him. Nothing like that, he said. "They just tell us what they think, and that's okay." He seemed to understand it perfectly: We don't have to all agree with one another. But without peaceful disagreement, there is no freedom at all.
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Democrats Are Still Debating Joe Biden's Decision to Run

In her new memoir, Kamala Harris takes on the issue that has haunted Democrats for more than a year.

by Jonathan Lemire




Well, it's 2024 again.

Democrats have tried to move on from the election and the months of agonizing soul-searching that at times has felt more like self-immolation. The party has struggled to articulate a positive vision for the future, and its poll numbers remain abysmal. But there have been at least a few bright spots, including a series of special elections, most recently for a House seat in Virginia that a Democrat won by a landslide this week.

Instead of celebrating that victory, however, Democrats are once again talking about how old Joe Biden is.

The occasion for the latest round of recriminations is the first excerpt, published by The Atlantic yesterday, from former Vice President Kamala Harris's forthcoming book, 107 Days. In it, Harris recounts the most breakneck presidential campaign in modern history, one that began after Biden abandoned his reelection effort following his disastrous debate performance in June, and that ended in defeat to Donald Trump last November. In the excerpt, Harris goes there, taking on the issue that has haunted Democrats for more than a year: Why, oh why, did Biden run again?

Read: The congressman who saw the truth about Biden

"'It's Joe and Jill's decision.' We all said that, like a mantra, as if we'd all been hypnotized," Harris writes in the excerpt. "Was it grace, or was it recklessness? In retrospect, I think it was recklessness. The stakes were simply too high. This wasn't a choice that should have been left to an individual's ego, an individual's ambition. It should have been more than a personal decision."

Democrats will tell you that no one wrings their hands more than they do. The excerpt predictably lit up old campaign group chats, became the centerpiece of conversation on cable news, and hurtled around social media. There was plenty of agita and loads of "I can't believe we're talking about this again." But of course they couldn't stop. Privately, some Democrats rolled their eyes at Harris, not necessarily begrudging her a chance to tell her story--and sell some books--but worrying that it would reopen an old wound. Others, though, felt that her telling her version of events was necessary to help with the healing process.

"I know people are not anxious to relitigate 2024 again, but it hasn't even been a year," Jennifer Palmieri, a senior staffer for Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton who advised Second Gentleman Doug Emhoff last year, told me. "This is part of the process of coming to terms with the last election, and she has a right to tell her story."

For most in the party, their anger remains directed at Biden, not Harris. Democrats whispered for years their concerns that he was too old to run again. But after the party's surprisingly successful 2022 midterms, Biden decided to run again even though he would have been 86 years old at the end of a second term. With few exceptions, those in his party remained silent, while those close to the president projected confidence, believing that because Biden had beaten Trump before, he could do it again. They privately pointed to their own polling suggesting that Biden was the only Democrat who could do so.

The Biden team's skepticism of Harris was an open secret, particularly in the early days of her tenure as vice president. Those months were marked by staff turnover in her office and a challenging portfolio, including an assignment to address the "root causes" of migration to the United States. Harris takes that head-on in the book, writing that she "often learned that the president's staff was adding fuel to negative narratives that sprang up around me." She also believed that some of Biden's advisers tried to blunt her success. "Their thinking was zero-sum: If she's shining, he's dimmed," she writes (though, to be fair, many presidents' staffers have watched vice presidents warily). Even her skeptics in the West Wing applauded her ability to become the administration's voice on abortion rights (something Biden was not comfortable doing) after the Supreme Court's decision overturning Roe v. Wade. Although Biden and Harris were never close confidants, the president liked her personally and asked for her to be in more high-level meetings.

From the November 2023 issue: The Kamala Harris problem

But pushed by First Lady Jill Biden, his son Hunter, and his inner circle of aides, Biden gave no thought to stepping aside, even as he visibly aged in office and polling showed that Americans had doubts about his running again. Biden had good days and bad, people who saw him regularly said. Yes, he tired easily and had grown more forgetful. But he could still rise to the moment, including in his State of the Union address in spring of last year. He'll be fine, his team said.

Then came the debate in Atlanta, followed by an agonizing three-plus weeks that threatened to tear the Democratic Party apart. Confronted with sinking poll numbers and disappearing fundraising, Biden finally bowed out. Harris, most in the party say, did the best she could with the short runway she was given. Though not previously viewed as the most adept politician, she surprised many in the party with a strong debate and convention and developed a knack for big-arena speeches. But she ducked too many interviews and couldn't overcome voters' worries about inflation and their feeling that the Biden White House didn't understand what Americans were going through.

Within the party itself, the anger toward Biden, his family, and his team has only grown this year. Some of the same people who adored Biden for defeating Trump in 2020 now blame him for enabling Trump's return four years later. Biden's inner circle frequently argues, not incorrectly, that the president steered a robust legislative agenda, and that he will be credited for leading the nation out of the pandemic and rallying the West to help Ukraine. Some former aides even believe that, had Biden stayed in the race, he could have pulled out a victory. Most Democrats disagree.

Many would simply prefer not to be talking about 2024 again. "I think it's time to turn the page. Pivot to the midterms and then 2028," the longtime Democratic strategist Adrienne Elrod, who worked on the Harris campaign, told me. "The past is past. These books are important and help us move on as a party. She can absolutely write one. But we have got to move on."

Members of the Biden administration, even Harris's doubters, have frequently praised her loyalty. They expressed gratitude when she spoke in support of the president in a series of interviews in the hours after the Atlanta debate. She never tried to push him out of the race and never stopped defending him, at times to her detriment; her inability on The View last October to cite a policy matter on which she disagreed with Biden was perceived in the Trump campaign as a political gift and a sign that they were going to win. Even now, her observations about Biden are carefully couched, and she stresses in the book that Biden was capable of being president even if he no longer had the energy to run a presidential campaign. That observation points to the tricky place she is in; she took criticism this week from both the left and the right for not being tougher on Biden and for allegedly covering up his decline.

Read: Biden's age wasn't a cover-up. It was observable fact.

A spokesperson for Biden did not respond to a request for comment about the excerpt. When I asked Andrew Bates, a former White House spokesperson for Biden, for his thoughts, he pivoted to Democratic talking points about Trump's "cost-raising agenda and chaos" and past friendship with the disgraced financier and sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.

While Biden's team believes history will be kind to him, the present is not. Harris, with an eye toward a political future, knows that. As she figures out her next move, she needs to create a little space between her and her former boss. She passed on a run for governor of California, though people close to her have told me that, after initially suggesting to them that she would not run for president again, she is now at least open to the possibility. Although she generated goodwill with many in her party during her historic run last year, she will have to confront Democratic voters' desire to sever themselves from the Biden years.

"It is going to be a challenge but not impossible," the Reverend Al Sharpton, the civil-rights activist and Harris ally, told me. "She's going to have to find something to catch their attention--people are looking for something new. She needs to convince them that she is building tomorrow rather than simply an architect of the past."
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Trump's Dangerous Response to the Kirk Assassination

<span>Rather than condemning violence and calling for unity, the president of the United States accused his political opposition of being accessories to murder.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




It is possible that, in the history of America's radicalization spiral, the horrifying, cold-blooded assassination of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk will be recorded as only the second-most-dangerous event of September 10, 2025. If so, the more significant development will instead have been the speech that evening by President Donald Trump.

If you did not listen to Trump's remarks, which have received only light attention from the media, you might have missed the chilling message they contained. Trump may have sounded like he was deploring violence and calling for unity. In reality, he did the opposite.

The speech began and ended with encomiums to Kirk's character and family, which is wholly appropriate. The important and dangerous passage came in a sequence of four sentences in the middle:

For years, those on the radical left have compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals. This kind of rhetoric is directly responsible for the terrorism that we're seeing in our country today, and it must stop right now.
 My administration will find each and every one of those who contributed to this atrocity and to other political violence, including the organizations that fund it and support it, as well as those who go after our judges, law-enforcement officials, and everyone else who brings order to our country. From the attack on my life in Butler, Pennsylvania, last year, which killed a husband and father, to the attacks on ICE agents, to the vicious murder of a health-care executive in the streets of New York, to the shooting of House Majority Leader Steve Scalise and three others, radical-left political violence has hurt too many innocent people and taken too many lives.


Trump was reading from a script, so unlike many of his more clumsy statements, this bears the mark of deliberate thought.

Trump's rhetoric assumes that a left-wing activist murdered Kirk. That may well be borne out. This morning, investigators found bullets "engraved with expressions of transgender and antifascist ideology" inside the suspected murder weapon, according to The Wall Street Journal. But when the president made this claim, there was literally no evidence of this at all--not even a suspect identified by law enforcement, let alone proof of motive.

George Packer: The tragedy of Charlie Kirk's killing

The most important move Trump made in his remarks was to define political violence as an exclusively left-wing tactic. He listed a series of events carefully selected to implicate his enemies and exonerate his allies. Trump's list goes back to the 2017 shooting of Steve Scalise, but omits the shootings of two Democratic legislators at their homes earlier this summer. It does not mention the 2020 attempted kidnapping of Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, or the brutal attack on former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's husband in 2022 (which Trump has used as a punch line to mock the victim).

Notably, Trump's list ignores the shooting just one month ago at CDC headquarters, in which a man protesting COVID-19 vaccines fired more than 180 shots at the building and killed a police officer, but includes "attacks on ICE agents," which have not involved gunfire. Trump of course handed out pardons to supporters who brutalized police officers on January 6, 2021. This week, his allies in the Senate defended his bestowal of military honors upon Ashli Babbitt, who was shot trying to smash her way through the Capitol in the insurrection attempt.

Every political movement in history, including the most bloodthirsty, has condemned political violence by its opponents. The only real test is whether you also oppose political violence by your allies. This is a test Trump has repeatedly failed.

Because condemning political violence is a matter of principle, it remains necessary no matter which side has committed more violence. However, to the extent that Trump is implying the left bears exclusive or even disproportionate responsibility for violence, he is wrong. A 2022 study by the Anti-Defamation League (which is not a left-wing group) found that, over the previous decade, more than three-quarters of political murders in the United States resulted from right-wing motives.

Having implicitly redefined political violence to exclude the political right, Trump proceeded to expand its definition far beyond violence or even incitement. He blamed Kirk's murder on those who "compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals."

Here Trump reiterated a charge that he and his supporters made after the Butler shooting. The argument is that to compare an American political figure to a totalitarian is to justify acts of violence against them--that if you say somebody is a member of an authoritarian political movement, you must also be saying that any methods may be used to stop them.

It would be perverse to create a rule that prevents Americans from frankly calling out authoritarian politicians and movements for fear that such a complaint would justify violence. Anti-authoritarian movements generally grasp that only peaceful action can preserve democratic norms and institutions, and that violence merely feeds into the cycle of escalation that erodes them.

Even if one did subscribe to this strange prohibition on describing political opponents as authoritarian, however, Trump himself violates it routinely and flagrantly, likening his opponents to Communists and Nazis as a matter of course. Last year, to pick one example out of hundreds, he accused Biden of running a "Gestapo administration." So Trump is not offering a neutral guideline for making American political debate more civil. He is proposing a rule that binds his opponents but does not protect them, and protects him and his allies but does not bind them.

The breadth of Trump's targets was notable. He called "the radical left"--a term he routinely uses to describe the entire Democratic Party--"directly responsible" for the murder, and promised that his administration would go after it, including its funding sources.

Both Trump's intentions and his capacity to follow through on his threats are unclear. Yet here is the straightforward reading of his rhetoric: The president of the United States is treating the political opposition as accessories to murder and threatening to use the full power of the government to attack it.
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The Funereal White House

Charlie Kirk grew close to Trump and his family as he built a MAGA youth movement.

by Ashley Parker, Isaac Stanley-Becker




It's hard to overstate just how much the conservative activist Charlie Kirk felt like family to many in Donald Trump's inner circle, and to the president himself.

Kirk was close friends with Vice President J. D. Vance and with Trump's eldest son, Donald Trump Jr., regularly texting on small-group threads with them and a coterie of young male aides and allies. He was a frequent and welcome presence at the White House and at Trump's private Mar-a-Lago club. And his conservative youth organization, Turning Point USA, helped elect Trump in 2024.

By early this evening--after the visceral, gutting visuals of Kirk, 31, being shot in the neck during an event on a Utah college campus, followed by the sudden, jarring news that he had died--the mood at the White House was, unsurprisingly, funereal. In the West Wing, young aides, some red-eyed, others grim-faced, watched the TVs, all of which were sharing images of their friend and news of his death.

Just after 5 p.m. EDT, the press corps quietly filed out of the briefing room and onto Pebble Beach, the area just off the North Lawn. A short time later, a groundskeeper emerged and, using a metal key, hand-cranked the flag in front of the White House to half-staff; five minutes later, he and another man appeared on the roof of the building, performing the same ritual there.

Throughout the day, Trump weighed in several times as he watched the coverage of the shooting on television and spoke with aides. "He's not doing well," he told a New York Post reporter, who'd gotten him on the phone. "It looks very bad." When the reporter asked how Trump himself was feeling, the president showed a measure of vulnerability. "Not good," he replied. "He was a very, very good friend of mine, and he was a tremendous person." Later, in a series of social-media posts, Trump called on the nation to "pray" for Kirk, and then announced his death. "He was loved and admired by ALL, especially me," he wrote, "and now, he is no longer with us."

Trump Jr. weighed in too: "I love you brother." In a second, longer social-media post, he described Kirk as not "just a friend--he was like a little brother to me." A person close to Trump Jr. told us that he was "shattered" by the death. (MAGA world and Trump's inner circle were hardly the only ones to express their sadness over Kirk's assassination; throughout the day, prominent Democrats--all three living former presidents, members of Congress, podcast hosts, influencers--weighed in with expressions of grief and calls against political violence.)

Read: Charlie Kirk is the right's new kingmaker

Earlier in the day, Attorney General Pam Bondi and Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had flown to Chicago on a government Boeing 737 for a press conference in the suburbs. The trip was a celebratory one, the mood upbeat, until the news started circulating right after takeoff on their return flight, to Washington, D.C., as chicken quesadillas were being handed around. The flight had good Wi-Fi, so everyone aboard could watch the video of the shooting as it emerged on social media during the flight back. Kennedy dictated his statement--"We love you, Charlie Kirk; praying for you"--mid-flight to an aide. After the plane landed, Bondi exited quickly, out of sight of reporters.

By the evening, there was still no reliable information on the perpetrator. Two initial suspects were released, and the shooter is believed to remain at large. Still, Trump blamed "radical-left political violence" in a late-night address from behind the Resolute desk and declared this "a dark moment for America." He listed off other recent acts of political violence, not mentioning those against Democrats.

"For years, those on the radical left have compared wonderful Americans like Charlie to Nazis and the world's worst mass murderers and criminals," Trump said. "This kind of rhetoric is directly responsible for the terrorism that we're seeing in our country today, and it must stop right now. My administration will find each and every one of those who contributed to this atrocity, and to other political violence, including the organizations that fund it and support it."

Kirk was one of the most influential unelected people in America. He was not just a friend of the president's family and a confidant to multiple Cabinet officials, but also an authority for millions of young people who flocked to his events and tuned in to his podcast, The Charlie Kirk Show. For Trump supporters, he was a crucial interpreter not just of politics but also of faith and family, a William F. Buckley Jr. updated for MAGA world.

Tapped as a teenager by Republican megadonors eager to create a unified conservative youth movement, Kirk delivered spectacularly on their investment. Turning Point USA remade MAGA for a younger generation, piercing the party's stuffy image and taking over online turf once claimed by Democrats. Kirk was a tireless Trump evangelist, credited in MAGA circles for helping steer young voters--particularly white men--to the president. Trump regularly appeared at Kirk's conferences, including one in Arizona just after his 2024 victory.

The president loved Kirk's at-times-confrontational appearances at college campuses, all dutifully recorded on social media. Persistently, Kirk raised the alarm about right-wing bugbears such as critical race theory and transgender rights. In a booklet distributed to donors in 2022, to mark Turning Point's 10-year anniversary, Kirk wrote, "Turning Point USA's commitment to playing offense with a sense of urgency over the past decade has allowed us to FIGHT and WIN the American Culture War." The booklet, titled Warrior Report, describes the victories that Kirk notched--dominating social media, dictating the terms of political debate, and deploying a 500,000-strong corps of campus activists to advocate for conservative causes.

Donald Trump: 'I run the country and the world'

Over time, Turning Point's influence came to eclipse that of the GOP establishment. The MAGA movement that twice elected Trump is inconceivable without Turning Point, a vital instrument for conservatives seeking office at every level, from the school board to the state house to the White House. Matt Gaetz, the former Florida congressman and Trump's first pick for attorney general, told us in 2022 that he wanted to see Kirk take the helm of the Republican National Committee. "He's the most energetic organizer in our movement," Gaetz said. In recent years, others speculated about Kirk possibly running for governor of Arizona, where he resided with his wife and two children. But he stayed put. He had more influence where he was.

Kirk was raised in the Chicago suburbs--his father was an architect whose firm planned Trump Tower, in Manhattan, and his mother was a mental-health counselor. He was 18 in the spring of 2012, when he warned in a speech at Benedictine University, in Illinois, that young people were destined to drown in government debt. With a confident, clean-cut mien, he advocated for a youth movement that could counter the cries of Occupy Wall Street.

The speech captivated Bill Montgomery, a retired restaurateur and local Tea Party activist. Montgomery persuaded Kirk, who had been rejected from the United States Military Academy, to put off college and enlist instead in the conservative movement. "It sounded like the craziest idea anyone had ever had, so I said what anyone would obviously say: OK. Let's do it," Kirk wrote in his 2016 memoir, Time for a Turning Point: Setting a Course Toward Free Markets and Limited Government.

Kirk formed Turning Point USA in June 2012, two days after graduating from high school. The teenager and his father came up with the name, according to people who know the family. Montgomery made arrangements for the group's first office and introduced Kirk to deep-pocketed conservative donors while Kirk tracked down other donors on his own. In a stairwell at the 2012 Republican National Convention, he buttonholed Foster Friess, the late investment manager and GOP megadonor.

Kirk's pitch was simple and age appropriate: His new nonprofit would rally conservative students and create a rival to the grassroots progressive group MoveOn, known for its viral media campaigns. "Big Government Sucks" was the mantra of an early Turning Point social-media campaign. A "Professor Watchlist" aimed to expose liberal instructors.

Outside of Illinois, many of Kirk's early benefactors had roots in Texas and gravitated to Ted Cruz, the state's firebrand senator, in the 2016 presidential primary. Kirk did the same. Turning Point was preparing to form a pro-Cruz youth PAC in 2016 but scrapped those plans when the senator's path to the nomination narrowed, a former Turning Point employee told us. Kirk switched his allegiances to Trump but canceled plans for the youth PAC, this person said, because "Charlie wasn't really a Trump person."

He soon changed his mind. Kirk first met the business mogul at a small event in Chicago courtesy of a donor, according to Joe Walsh, a former congressman from the Chicago suburbs who was an early Kirk ally but split with him over his support for Trump. Kirk's ties to Trump deepened as he got to know the candidate's eldest son, whom he met through Texas donors, including Tommy Hicks Jr., who would later become a co-chair of the Republican National Committee.

Kirk, then 22, took a leave from Turning Point and spent the final few months of the 2016 presidential campaign traveling the country with Trump Jr.

His association with Trump turned Kirk into a household name. Turning Point USA opened an office in Mesa, Arizona, in 2016 and a new national headquarters in Phoenix in 2018. The growth of the organization can be seen above all in its fundraising. Turning Point brought in $85 million last year, according to tax filings. Millions flowed in via bidding wars among donors at winter galas that Kirk hosted at Mar-a-Lago.

Kirk spoke at all of Trump's presidential-nominating conventions, and in 2020, Turning Point and affiliated groups promised to turn out voters in Arizona and across the country. Kirk was stunned when Trump lost and, on January 5, 2021, said that Turning Point affiliates were sending 80 "buses of patriots to D.C. to fight for this president." Kirk later pleaded the Fifth Amendment when he testified before the U.S. House Select Committee on the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol by a pro-Trump mob.

With Trump out of office, the Republican grassroots groups looked to Kirk to help carry the MAGA flame. Kirk was so closely associated with Trump by 2022 that a local Republican group in Illinois disinvited Kristi Noem, then the sitting governor of South Dakota and now Trump's secretary of homeland security, from a dinner because Kirk was available instead. "By the time of your amazingly and highly desired acceptance to our invitation, we had already contractually committed ourselves to Charlie Kirk at a price of $30,000 plus expenses," the chairperson of the group wrote to Noem in a letter that we obtained.

In 2024, Kirk's groups again turned their attention to voter turnout, this time with better results. Kirk's associates organized the rally in the Phoenix suburbs that brought Kennedy, who would later become the HHS secretary, onstage to endorse Trump, complete with pyrotechnics displays. When some of Trump's Cabinet picks seemed in doubt, Kirk mobilized his online supporters to rally around them.

Trump is often spurred to action by events that affect people he knows. The assault against a young Department of Government Efficiency staffer (known by the nickname "Big Balls") early last month, for instance, helped trigger the president's deployment of the National Guard to Washington, D.C. It remains unclear just what sort of national reckoning Kirk's murder will prompt, or how Trump will decide to respond in the coming days. "The focus is on Charlie and his family right now," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told us, staring straight ahead, when we stopped by his office to ask how everyone in the West Wing was handling the loss. "That's the only thing that matters."

Kirk was a frequent guest at the White House, weighing in on personnel, visiting Trump in the Oval Office, picking up talking points to take back to his audience. He had his own ideas about the MAGA agenda, opposing, for instance, U.S. involvement in Israel's recent war with Iran. But he subordinated those views to Trump's. After the president ordered strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities, Kirk fell quiet, saying in a private message that we viewed, "It is what it is."

Kirk was so unfailingly devoted to Trump that it sent shock waves through the White House when he briefly broke with the president over the Jeffrey Epstein files earlier this summer. But after a call from Trump, Kirk said that he would defer to the administration's handling of the matter. That approach, even more than his incendiary statements about American culture, represents the brand of politics that Kirk practiced, and that Trump most appreciated: loyalty to the leader.

Michael Scherer, Jonathan Lemire, and Vivian Salama contributed to this report. 

*Sources: halbergman / Getty; Adam J. Dewey / Anadolu / Getty; Yilmaz Yucel / Anadolu / Getty
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A U.S. Citizen Detained by ICE for Three Days Tells His Story

A conversation with George Retes, an Army veteran swept up in a California raid

by Conor Friedersdorf




George Retes is a 25-year-old U.S. Army veteran who served a tour in Iraq. On July 10, while on his way to work as a security guard at a Southern California cannabis farm, he was detained by federal immigration agents, despite telling them that he is an American citizen and that his wallet and identification were in his nearby car, Retes told me. While arresting him, the agents knelt on his back and his neck, he said, making it difficult for him to breathe. Held in a jail cell for three days and nights, he was not allowed to make a phone call, see an attorney, appear before a judge, or take a shower to wash off pepper spray and tear gas that the agents had used, according to the Institute for Justice, a public-interest law firm that is representing Retes. He worried about his two young children and missed his daughter's birthday.

Mistreatment of American citizens by immigration authorities is not new. According to a 2021 Government Accountability Office report, the best available data indicate that Immigration and Customs Enforcement arrested 674 "potential" U.S. citizens, detained 121, and removed 70 during a five-year, six-month period that ended in 2020. We don't yet know if detentions of U.S. citizens are becoming more common in President Donald Trump's second term, but news outlets have documented more than a dozen such cases. And the Trump administration has ramped up immigration raids, rolled back due-process protections, and secured funding to quickly hire 10,000 additional ICE officers, all of which creates the conditions for more erroneous detentions--and raises the question of whether ICE can violate the rights of citizens with impunity.

"There must be some avenue to hold the federal government or its officers liable for violating George's constitutional rights," Marie Miller, one of Retes's attorneys, told me.

Her strategy is to seek relief for Retes under the Federal Tort Claims Act, a law that allows private parties to sue for negligent or wrongful acts committed by federal employees acting within their job. The government has six months to resolve a claim, after which the claimant can sue. The hope is that the case "will chart a path to holding federal officers or their employer accountable," Miller explained, "and that blazing the path to accountability will discourage this kind of treatment." She said that ICE has acknowledged receiving Retes's claim but has not yet responded.

Listen: How ICE became Trump's secret army

ICE did not respond to my request for comment about the claim. But a spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security put out a statement after the raid in which Retes was swept up, saying that the "US Attorney's Office is reviewing his case, along with dozens of others, for potential federal charges related to the execution of the federal search warrant in Camarillo." Retes was one of more than 360 people who were detained in the operation--"a mix of workers, family members of workers, protesters and passersby," according to the Los Angeles Times.

Late last month, I spoke with Retes, who detailed his story, starting with the day that his employer, Glass House Farms, one of California's largest legal-cannabis companies, was raided. What follows has been edited for length and clarity.



You were driving to your job as a security guard when you encountered a bunch of men, some with ICE vests on, blocking the road. You've described the scene as chaotic. Can you tell me what you saw?

Cars bumper to bumper, people getting out walking down the street to try to see what's happening, really a logjam. Making my way through was a task, and eventually I drove up to where a line of agents was just in the middle of the street keeping everyone away and blocking the road.

They were raiding your workplace. Were there signs or instructions on what to do?

Nothing. So I pull up a good distance away. I put my car in park. I get out. I say, I'm a U.S. citizen. I'm just trying to get to work. I have a job just like you guys. I have a family to feed. I got bills to pay. I'm not here to fight you guys. I'm not part of the protest. I'm literally just trying to get to work. They didn't care and immediately got hostile. No one seemed to be in charge. Just all of them yelling at once.

Yelling what?

They were all yelling different things: Work is closed. You're not going to work today. Get the fuck out of here. Leave, get back in your car. Pull over to the side. And then they started walking toward me in a line. I didn't want to escalate. I wasn't there to argue or to fight them. So I decided to get back in my car. I didn't want any conflict. They surrounded my car. I'm telling them, "I'm leaving." I'm trying to leave. And agents are banging on my driver's- and passenger's-side windows. Agents in front are telling me to reverse, pull over to the side, while other agents are trying to open my door and telling me to do something completely different, contradicting each other. I reversed out of the lane I was in to get out of the way. Then they let a bunch of their vehicles pass by.

How did the arrest happen?

They re-approached my car. I don't know why they decided to re-approach, but they end up throwing tear gas behind my car. Now I'm kinda just trapped there, with tear gas filling up my car, choking. They're banging on my window, telling me to reverse again, and I'm trying to tell them, How do you expect me to reverse when I can't see? You hear me coughing. They just weren't listening; they were still telling me to reverse, still trying to pull my car door open, still contradicting each other. Then one of the agents shatters my driver's-side window, and another agent sticks his arm through it and immediately pepper-sprays me in the face. They dragged me out of the car. They threw me on the ground. An agent kneels on my back; another kneels on my neck. Others stand around and watch, as if I'm resisting or whatnot, but I wasn't. I was trying to comply.

What were you thinking and feeling as this happened?

I knew the situation I was in. People in uniform abuse their power sometimes. It happens. I've seen it on the news. I always know: hands on the steering wheel; don't fight. It's just what I've been taught. Because I don't want exactly what happened to me to happen. And so it was just crazy. I didn't know what to do. They were just all so contradictory, and none of them was in charge. What to do was confusing. Then I didn't know what was going to happen. When you have agents on your neck and back, and you're telling them you can't breathe and they don't care, it's scary.

You presumably faced chaotic situations while in the military. Do you think that helped you?

Yeah, I think it helped a lot. Just going through basic training, going through the bullshit together, being in the Army--you gotta keep your military bearing. So I'm pretty good in tense situations.

How long were you on the ground with a knee on your back and your neck?

It felt like forever, if I'm being honest with you. But I couldn't give you a time. I remember them lifting me up and feeling like it was finally over. They walked me down to the Glass House, where I work, and the whole time they're questioning each other, like, why was I arrested? Who arrested me? What were they going to do with me? Who would take me? They were unsure themselves. I'm just sitting in the dirt for maybe four hours.

After that, they put us [detainees] in an unmarked SUV and take us to a Navy base with this big open field. Every agency you could think of is there: FBI, people from the Navy, National Guard, Homeland Security, ICE. They take our fingerprints, they take our picture, they put real handcuffs on me, they handcuff my wrists and my ankles, and they put us back into the SUVs. Then they take us to downtown Los Angeles to the detention center.

Once you're in the cell, what were you thinking? 

It was just me and one other person in a cell, a professor who also got arrested that day. I was in disbelief. Why was I treated this way? Why am I even here to begin with? What did I do wrong?

And the entire time, my hands and body were burning from the tear gas. It felt like my hands were on fire. And they never let me wash it off. It was bad, and I thought it was never gonna end. They gave us these sandwiches when we first got in there. I took the sandwich out, and I filled up the sandwich bag with water. All night, I was alternating my hands trying to relieve the heat.

That next morning, they finished doing our intake. They do, like, a medical screening and ask how we're doing. Then they sent me to see the psychiatric lady, and based off the answers I gave her, she said it was best that I get put on suicide watch. So until the point I was released, I was alone in a cell with a concrete block and a thin mattress on top. They never turn off the lights there. So it's bright 24 hours a day. And there's always a guard outside the room. It was terrible, feeling so confined, not being able to do anything, and not knowing what was going to happen.

Was there something in particular you were worried about, or just the overall uncertainty?

All I knew is that I was fucking taken. No one told me what I was there for. I thought no one knew--that I was literally gonna just disappear in there and never see my fucking kids again. You hear stories like that, when they take someone, and they just get lost in the system. It happens. It happens a lot. I didn't want that to happen to me. I mean, I never did anything wrong.

Read: The terrible optics of ICE enforcement are fueling a Trump immigration backlash

Did anyone ever offer any explanation of why you were being arrested or how long you would be held?

No.

Were you worried about anyone in particular on the outside wondering what happened to you?

My kids. I told them that I'd be back later that day. I never showed up. That thought was in back of my head. My son is 8, and my daughter just turned 3--I missed her birthday while I was there. And not knowing if I was going to see them again and just--that's so scary to think about.

Eventually, they released you without any charges. How did your kids react when you got home? 

They're super happy. The biggest smiles, calling for Dad, just a hug. It was the best feeling ever. Literally the best feeling.

And at some point, you decided to pursue legal action against the government. Talk me through that decision.

Because I know what they did wasn't warranted. I know for an absolute fact I did nothing wrong. They were the aggressors the entire time. They were looking for a reason to do something. And I missed my daughter's birthday. Then you just release me and say, No charges have been filed. I ask, So I was locked in here, and missed my daughter's birthday for no reason, and you guys just stay silent? It's so shitty and disrespectful. No "sorry," not acknowledging that anything went wrong.

I want change. No one deserves to be treated like this. To have no rights. It's just crazy to think about--that they can just mask up and take someone off the street, no questions asked, and you're just gone. If they feel like it, they can just take you. No. Someone has to be held accountable. I hope change happens in the way that ICE goes about their business. I hope they get proper training. I hope that they're just not able to racially profile people and just take people off the streets. I hope the government acknowledges that they could do wrong. I hope they take accountability. My case is a perfect chance for the government to say, Okay, we fucked up. You're right. This isn't right. And we're not gonna try to hide it. We acknowledge what we did was wrong.
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How Originalism Killed the Constitution

A radical legal philosophy has undermined the process of constitutional evolution.

by Jill Lepore




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

A bushy-browed, pipe-smoking, piano-playing Antonin Scalia--Nino--the scourge of the left, knew how to work a crowd. He loved opera; he loved theater; he loved show tunes. In high school, he played the lead role in Macbeth: "I have no spur to prick the sides of my intent, but only vaulting ambition." As clever as he was combative, Scalia, short and stocky, was known, too, for his slightly terrifying energy and for his eviscerating sense of humor. He fished and hunted: turkeys and ducks, deer and boar, alligators. He loved nothing better than a dictionary. He argued to win. He was one of the Supreme Court's sharpest writers and among its severest critics. "It's hard to get it right," he'd tell his clerks, sending back their drafts; they had that engraved on a plaque. Few justices have done more to transform American jurisprudence, not only from the bench but also from the seminar table, the lecture hall, and the eerie velveteen intimacy of the television stage. He gave one speech so often that he kept its outline, scribbled on a scrap of paper, tucked in his suit pocket. The Constitution is not a living document, he'd say. "It's dead. Dead, dead, dead!"

Two hundred and fifty years after Americans declared independence from Britain and began writing the first state constitutions, it's not the Constitution that's dead. It's the idea of amending it. "The whole purpose of the Constitution," Scalia once said, "is to prevent a future society from doing what it wants to do." This is not true. One of the Constitution's founding purposes was to prevent change. But another was to allow for change without violence. Amendment is a constitution's mechanism for the prevention of insurrection--the only way to change the fundamentals of government without recourse to rebellion. Amendment is so essential to the American constitutional tradition--so methodical and so entirely a conception of endurance through adaptation--that it can best be described as a philosophy. It is, at this point, a philosophy all but forgotten.

The philosophy of amendment is foundational to modern constitutionalism. It has structured American constitutional and political development for more than two centuries. It has done so in a distinctive, halting pattern of progression and regression: Constitutional change by way of formal amendment has alternated with judicial interpretation, in the form of opinions issued by the U.S. Supreme Court, as a means of constitutional revision.

This pattern has many times provided political stability, with formal amendment and judicial interpretation as the warp and weft of a sturdily woven if by now fraying and faded constitutional fabric. But the pattern, which features, at regular intervals, the perception by half the country that the Supreme Court has usurped the power of amendment, has also led to the underdevelopment of the Constitution, weakened the idea of representative government, and increased the polarization of American politics--ultimately contributing, most lately, to the rise of a political style that can only be called insurrectionary.

The U.S. Constitution has one of the lowest amendment rates in the world. Some 12,000 amendments have been formally introduced on the floor of Congress; only 27 have ever been ratified, and there has been no significant amendment in more than 50 years. That is not because Americans are opposed to amending constitutions. Since 1789, Americans have submitted at least 10,000 petitions and countless letters, postcards, and phone and email messages to Congress regarding constitutional amendments, and they have introduced and agitated for thousands more amendments in the pages of newspapers and pamphlets, from pulpits, at political rallies, on websites, and all over social media. Every state has its own constitution, and all of them have been frequently revised and replaced. One delegate to a 19th-century constitutional convention in Missouri suggested that a state constitution ought to be rewritten every 14 years on the theory that every seven years, "every bone, muscle, tissue, fibre and nerve matter"--every cell in the human body--is replaced, and surely, in twice that time, every constitution ought to be amended too.

Since 1776, the states have held some 250 constitutional conventions and adopted 144 constitutions, or about three per state. Every state constitution currently in place has an amendment provision. For most of American history, the states have been exceptionally busy holding constitutional conventions, but as with amending the U.S. Constitution, the practice has stagnated. (No state has held a full-dress convention since Rhode Island did in 1986.) Nevertheless, the practice of amendment by popular vote thrives in the states, where constitutional revision is exponentially easier to achieve. Since 1789, some 7,000 amendments formally proposed in the states have been ratified, more than two-thirds of those introduced.

Article V, the amendment provision of the U.S. Constitution, is a sleeping giant. It sleeps until it wakes. War is, very often, what wakes it up. And then it roars. In 1789, in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, Congress passed 12 amendments, 10 of which, later known as the Bill of Rights, were ratified by the states by 1791. A federal amendment requires a double supermajority to become law: It must pass by a two-thirds vote in both houses of Congress (or be proposed by two-thirds of the states), and then it must be ratified by three-quarters of the states (either in legislatures or at conventions). No amendments were ratified in the 61 years from 1804 to 1865, and then, at the end of the Civil War, three were ratified in five years. What became the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, abolishing slavery, had first been proposed decades earlier. No amendments were ratified in the 43 years from 1870 to 1913, and then, around the time of the First World War, four were ratified in seven years. The Nineteenth Amendment, granting women the right to vote and first called for in 1848, was ratified in 1920, after a 72-year moral crusade.

Again, the giant slept. In the 1930s, President Franklin D. Roosevelt largely abandoned constitutional amendment in favor of applying pressure on the Supreme Court, and the civil-rights movement adopted a legal strategy that involved seeking constitutional change through the Court too. The Second World War did not awaken Article V, because mid-century liberals abandoned amendment in favor of the exercise of executive and judicial power. From 1961 to 1971, as the United States became engulfed in the Vietnam War, Americans ratified four amendments and seemed very likely to ratify two more. Those that succeeded included the Twenty-Fourth Amendment, which in 1964 abolished poll taxes (generally deployed to suppress the votes of the poor and especially of Black people), and the Twenty-Sixth Amendment (which in 1971 lowered the voting age to 18). Both relied on a broad liberal consensus. Other efforts, such as an amendment abolishing the Electoral College, which passed the House in 1969, failed in the Senate. The Equal Rights Amendment, prohibiting the denial or abridgment of rights on the basis of sex, was introduced in Congress in 1923 and sent to the states in 1972. It fell short of the 38 states needed for ratification before the deadlines set by Congress. Liberals soon stopped proposing amendments, and amendments proposed by conservatives--providing for school prayer, banning flag burning, defining marriage, protecting fetal life, and requiring a balanced budget--all failed, leading conservatives, like earlier liberals, to instead seek constitutional change through the federal judiciary. The amending stopped. The Twenty-Seventh Amendment, which concerns congressional salaries and was ratified in 1992, was one of the 12 amendments sent by Congress to the states in 1789, and then was more or less forgotten; it can hardly be said to have introduced a new idea into the Constitution. The giant has not awoken since, despite half-hearted attempts to rouse it, mainly in the form of presidential political theater. Ronald Reagan supported a balanced-budget amendment. Bill Clinton supported a victims'-rights amendment (granting rights to victims of crime, a law-and-order answer to the defendants'-rights movement of the 1960s), and George W. Bush called for a defense-of-marriage amendment (identifying marriage as between a man and a woman). Neither made any headway. Joe Biden, after stepping down from his reelection campaign in 2024, proposed a constitutional amendment to reverse the Supreme Court's decision that year granting the president considerable immunity from criminal prosecution. The giant did not wake.

Between 1980 and 2020, members of Congress proposed more than 2,100 constitutional amendments. Congress, more divided with each passing year, approved none of them. In roughly that same stretch of time, state legislatures introduced almost 5,000 amendments and ratified nearly 4,000. Instead of arguing for amendments at the national level, legislators, lobbyists, and other advocates pursued different means of either securing or thwarting constitutional change: by influencing the nomination and confirmation of Supreme Court justices and by altering the method that those justices use to interpret the Constitution.

The Constitution has not been meaningfully amended since 1971, right when the political parties began to polarize. Polarization would ultimately make the double-supermajority requirements for amending the Constitution impossible to meet. Tellingly, 1971 marked another turning point in the history of American constitutionalism. That year, a method of constitutional interpretation that became known as originalism was put forward by a distinguished legal scholar, the Yale law professor Robert Bork. The word originalism didn't enter the English language until 1980, and it had virtually no currency before 1987, when Reagan nominated Bork to a seat on the U.S. Supreme Court. The nomination was rejected. Bork maintained that the only way to read the Constitution is to determine the original intentions of its Framers and that every other method of interpretation amounts to amendment by the judiciary. Rather than Bork, it would be Scalia who brought originalism to the Court, trapping the Constitution in a wildly distorted account of the American past at a time when ordinary Americans found their ability to amend and repair a constitution to which they had supposedly given their consent entirely thwarted.




Antonin Scalia, like Felix Frankfurter, came to the Court after a career primarily as a law professor. He'd been a judge for only four years; most of his published writing consisted of law-review articles and speeches, not opinions from the bench. He grew up in Queens, an only child. His father was an Italian immigrant who'd become a professor of Romance languages; his mother, the daughter of Italian immigrants, taught elementary school. He inherited his first gun from his grandfather, who grew up hunting in Sicily and used to take Nino to Long Island to shoot rabbits. Scalia attended a Jesuit military school, where he was on the rifle team; he used to ride the subway from Queens to Manhattan carrying his .22 carbine target rifle. "When I was growing up in New York City, people were not afraid of people with firearms," he'd say. He went to Georgetown University and then to Harvard Law School. He was a Goldwater conservative--a supporter of Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona, the Republican presidential nominee, in 1964. He served in the Nixon and Ford administrations and taught law at the University of Virginia and the University of Chicago before Reagan appointed him to the D.C. Court of Appeals in 1982. Four years later, Reagan nominated him to the Supreme Court.

On the first day of Scalia's confirmation hearings, in 1986, he was welcomed by the 83-year-old committee chair, Strom Thurmond, a one-man timeline of the political and constitutional history of the 20th century: a Democratic governor of South Carolina, the 1948 presidential candidate of the southern splinter Dixiecrat party, a drafter of the segregationist Southern Manifesto, and, in 1964, a backer of Goldwater. No one in the U.S. Senate had more fiercely fought for segregation and against civil rights.

"You have got a lot of children there," the senator from South Carolina said affably. "I believe you have eight of them here?"

"All nine are here," Scalia, 50, told Thurmond, beaming. "I think we have a full committee."

Thurmond asked Scalia about the difference between serving on a circuit court and on the Supreme Court.

"There's no one to correct your mistakes when you're up there," Scalia answered, "except the constitutional-amendment process."

That process was by then no more than a chimera. The more difficult it became to amend the Constitution, the more politicized nominations to the Supreme Court became. Scalia's confirmation, though, was a breeze, partly because liberals had decided to focus their efforts on questioning the elevation of William Rehnquist to the chief justiceship, following the resignation of Warren Burger, which is what had opened up a seat for Scalia. Also: Scalia was charming. And he'd been exceptionally well briefed. Aides had peppered him with questions in practice sessions and provided memos with titles such as "Likely Areas of Interest Arising Out of Your Writings," warning him, among other things, about Roe v. Wade, the 1973 decision that had legalized abortion: "You have probably said a little more on this topic than you think." (In 1978, Scalia had said that, in his view, the courts, in cases such as Roe, had "found rights where society never believed they existed.") In a typed list in Scalia's briefing packet titled "Talking Points," the No. 1 topic was abortion. Scrawled below in black ink were two tips: "1. Professional, not adversarial" and "2. Don't get sucked in."

Thurmond, after a friendly chat with the nominee, yielded the floor to Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts, who, without so much as a hello, jumped in:

Kennedy: Judge Scalia, if you are confirmed, do you expect to overrule the Roe v. Wade [decision]?
 Scalia: Excuse me?


For a long time, the overruling of Roe had appeared most likely to come in the form of a constitutional amendment. Even before the Court issued its 1973 decision, the right-to-life movement had worked, unsuccessfully, to defeat abortion by amending the Constitution to guarantee a "right to life" beginning at conception. But by the time Kennedy confronted Scalia, right-to-lifers had decided there was one other way to overturn Roe. In 1980, the GOP had vowed in its party platform to appoint "judges at all levels of the judiciary who respect traditional family values and the sanctity of innocent human life."

During the confirmation hearings for John Paul Stevens in 1975--the first justice named to the Court after Roe, and by a Republican president, replacing the most liberal justice, William O. Douglas--no one asked him even a single question about the abortion decision. That changed under Reagan, who, in his two terms in office, appointed more than 400 federal judges, amounting to half the federal judiciary. All were screened for their views on abortion. (Reagan's influence on the judiciary has had a long afterlife: Supreme Court Justices John Roberts, Clarence Thomas, and Samuel Alito all worked in his administration.)

Screening judges in this way was, at the time, both novel and controversial. Members of Reagan's Justice Department defended the practice by insisting that they were screening, instead, for originalism. As an assistant attorney general put it in a memo to the attorney general, "The idea of 'original intent' must not be marketed as simply another theory of jurisprudence; rather it is an essential part of the constitutional framework of checks and balances." He emphasized that, "contrary to allegations, we are not choosing judges who will impose a 'right-wing social agenda' upon the Nation, but rather those who recognize that they, too, are bound by the Constitution."

In 1981, Reagan nominated Bork to the D.C. Court of Appeals. "Roe v. Wade is an unconstitutional decision, a serious and wholly unjustifiable judicial usurpation of state legislative authority," Bork had written in a statement. To opponents of abortion, Sandra Day O'Connor's Supreme Court hearings a few months later were far less reassuring. O'Connor, at 51, said she was personally opposed to abortion but then added, "I am not going to be pregnant anymore, so it is perhaps easy for me to speak." This response alarmed pro-lifers and greatly contributed to the movement's decision to abandon constitutional amendment in favor of influencing the judicial-nomination process. "The intensity of right-to-lifers on the issue of judicial power should not be underestimated," a Reagan adviser had reported.

Republican strategists had been hoping to make the GOP the party of the pro-life movement as a way to expand its base, bringing in Catholics and white evangelicals. This realignment happened very slowly. Not until 1979 were Republican members of Congress more likely to vote against abortion than Democrats. That year, Jerry Falwell helped found the Moral Majority, and a new evangelical-Christian right joined the crusade against abortion. Only after Republicans in Congress began aligning with the pro-life movement did the rest of the party follow, but again, they did so gradually: Republicans were more pro-choice than Democrats until around 1990. And only during Reagan's presidency did this effort begin to involve attacking the legitimacy of the Court's decision in Roe.

Reagan's alliance with the New Right proved crucial to his landslide reelection in 1984, after which he appointed Edwin Meese as his attorney general. Meese's Justice Department would soon fill up with young lawyers who were members of a new organization known as the Federalist Society, formed by law students at Yale (studying with Professor Bork) and the University of Chicago (studying with Professor Scalia). Keen to avoid the word conservative, they chose instead to emphasize the original intent of the Framers, and, in naming the organization, they honored both the original Federalists and a Reagan doctrine known as New Federalism, which sought to transfer power from the federal government to the states. The first meeting of the Federalist Society, at Yale in April 1982, featured 20 invited scholars and jurists, including Bork and Scalia. Some Yale law students perceived the meeting to be hostile to both reproductive rights and civil rights. A poster objecting to the symposium warned New Federalism means Old Bigotry--Support Civil Rights. The legal scholar Mary Dudziak, then a second-year law student, was among those who picketed. She carried a handwritten sign with the feminist slogan If men could get pregnant, Abortion would be a sacrament.

Soon after Meese took office, in 1985, he announced that the official policy of the Reagan Justice Department would be to pursue a "jurisprudence of original intention" as the only legitimate and properly democratic method of constitutional interpretation. Meese hired some of the founders of the Federalist Society and trained them up as a "farm team" (as one Meese aide later put it). He aimed to sell originalism not only to the legal community but also to the public as a form of modest and humble deference to the wisdom of the Framers, in contrast to the unrestrained imperiousness, the judicial oligarchy, of the Supreme Court.

This strategy raised liberals' hackles, and it raised historians' hackles, too. Justice William Brennan, in a speech at Georgetown, called the doctrine of original intent "arrogance cloaked as humility" and speculated that proposals endorsing the idea "must inevitably come from persons who have no familiarity with the historical record." Nothing in history is as clear as originalists pretended, and not even the most skilled historian--which justices were not--could reach such certain conclusions from such fragmented evidence. What really rankled was Meese's claim that original intent was democratic, because it was quite clear that, having failed in their efforts to amend the Constitution, conservatives had changed course, instead using judicial selection to pursue objectives they could not achieve by democratic means. "The aim is now to accomplish in the courts what the Administration failed to persuade Congress to do--namely, adopt its positions on abortion, apportionment, affirmative action, school prayer and the like," a political scientist wrote in the Los Angeles Times. Nor did Meese's jurisprudence escape censure as realpolitik. "Mr. Meese's version of original intent is a patent fraud on the public," the historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. argued in The Wall Street Journal. "The attorney general uses original intent not as a neutral principle at all but only as a means of getting certain results for the Reagan administration. He is shamelessly selective." He was also undeniably effective.

Before Reagan moved into the White House, as the legal scholar Mary Ziegler has demonstrated, the pro-life movement had not been especially interested in originalism, on the theory that there is no "right to life" in the Constitution, at least not any more than there's a "right to privacy," the right cited by the Court in Roe. But after Reagan pledged to use opposition to Roe as a litmus test in appointing federal judges, litigation seemed a far better approach than amendment. In 1984, Americans United for Life held a conference under the rubric "Reversing Roe v. Wade Through the Courts." Two years later, the National Abortion Rights Action League observed in a report on the Scalia and Rehnquist nominations that the pro-life movement, having failed to amend the Constitution, had turned to a legislation-and-litigation strategy.

In 1985, for its brief in Thornburgh v. American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists--concerning a Pennsylvania law that placed restrictions on abortion--the Meese Justice Department directed the acting solicitor general, Charles Fried, to ask the Court to overturn Roe and to base the government's argument on original intent; Fried obliged. (A young Samuel Alito, in the Office of Legal Counsel, who had stated his opposition to abortion in his application for the position, worked on the brief.) "There is no explicit textual warrant in the Constitution for a right to an abortion," Fried's brief read. The brief elicited considerable protest, including from five former solicitors general. Only narrowly did the Supreme Court decide against overturning Roe. On June 11, 1986, the Court issued its 5-4 decision in Thornburgh, declaring Pennsylvania's law unconstitutional. Warren Burger, who had joined the majority in Roe, now dissented. Six days later, Burger announced that he was resigning to devote himself to the celebration of the Constitution's 1987 bicentennial.

And so it came to pass that in August 1986, Antonin Scalia sat before the Senate Judiciary Committee and stumbled over Senator Kennedy's question.

"Excuse me?"

Kennedy repeated: "Do you expect to overrule the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision?"

Scalia declined to answer.

Kennedy had been questioning Scalia while waiting for the committee's ranking Democrat, Joseph R. Biden, the junior senator from Delaware, to arrive from another meeting. Biden sought a national stage, but when he got one, he often talked for too long and without making a great deal of sense. "Obviously, I don't know what the hell I'm talking about," he once said in the middle of remarks at a Judiciary Committee hearing about revising the criminal code. Biden was a devout Catholic, but he was opposed to a constitutional ban on abortion. In 1983, he had considered making a play for the 1984 Democratic presidential nomination. (He would make his first bid in 1988.) As Scalia's briefing materials warned, Biden had "gradually lived down his early reputation as an enfant terrible." Biden was affable--goofy, even--and willing to compromise, and Thurmond liked working with him so much that he called him "my Henry Clay."

Biden and Scalia had much in common: middle-aged Catholic men from industrial eastern cities, with young families and thinning hair and big dreams and funny jokes, though Scalia's humor was more studied. (He once famously began an opinion with this sentence: "This case, involving legal requirements for the content and labeling of meat products such as frankfurters, affords a rare opportunity to explore simultaneously both parts of Bismarck's aphorism that 'No man should see how laws or sausages are made.' ") Biden gave the judge his wide smile, told him he'd read all of his speeches that he could find, and said he was pretty darn interested in this "newfound, newly enunciated doctrine of original intent." He began by asking Scalia about a speech he'd given two months earlier, at a conference hosted by Meese.

Scalia had known when he delivered that speech, on June 14, that he was being considered for a position on the Court. Burger had visited the White House on May 27 to tell Reagan he intended to retire and to give him a list of possible replacements for the chief justiceship, including Scalia and Bork. By June 12, Reagan had decided to nominate Rehnquist for the chief justiceship and leaned toward replacing Rehnquist with Scalia, in part because he was nearly a decade younger than Bork, though there was some concern about the quickness of his temper. Scalia was scheduled to meet with the president on June 16.

Riffing on the flap between Meese and Brennan, Scalia in his June speech had cataloged the weaknesses of the doctrine of original intent, including by pointing out that the early Supreme Court could not possibly have followed it, because James Madison's notes on the Constitutional Convention, generally cited by originalists as definitive, were not available until 1840. What people who talked about original intent must mean, then, Scalia argued--essentially offering Meese a way out of the box he'd locked himself in--was not the original intent of the Framers but of the Constitution: "It is not that 'the Constitution must mean this because Alexander Hamilton thought it meant this, and he wrote it'; but rather that 'the Constitution must mean this because Alexander Hamilton, who for Pete's sake must have understood the thing, thought it meant this.' " The doctrine of original intent, Scalia concluded, just needed a better name; he proposed "the doctrine of original meaning." (Originalism, perhaps surprisingly, is quite changeable, and originalists have for decades come up with new varieties, so many niceties.)




When Biden seemed baffled, Scalia said he'd be happy to explain the distinction but it wouldn't be worth it, because, he admitted, "it's not a big difference." As for that June speech, in which Scalia had professed his allegiance to originalism, Biden told Scalia wearily, "I just hope you don't mean it." But he very much did.

Originalism in the 1970s and '80s was an outsider's game. Originalists accused the Supreme Court of amending the law by creating new rights, such as the right to an abortion, and insisted both that Article V amendment was the only legitimate method of constitutional change and that originalism was the only legitimate method of constitutional interpretation. Practically, though, originalism took hold from the failure of conservatives to change the Constitution by democratic means--by means of amendment.

Since the days of the New Deal, social and especially fiscal conservatives had now and again called for constitutional amendments and even for a constitutional convention. Among their more notable efforts was a campaign starting in 1939 to call a convention to repeal the Sixteenth Amendment, which provides for a federal income tax. For the entirety of the Warren and Burger Courts, there had also been calls for a constitutional convention: in the 1950s, to overturn Brown v. Board of Education, which found racial segregation in public schools to be unconstitutional, and in the 1960s, to repeal the Court's one-man, one-vote decisions. A balanced-budget amendment, first seriously proposed in the '50s, gained support during the economic malaise and rising federal debt of Jimmy Carter's presidency. By March 1979, 28 states had called for a convention to adopt a balanced-budget amendment. Richard Rovere, the celebrated Washington correspondent for The New Yorker, believed that the call for a constitutional convention was a bluff and that Congress would pass a stand-alone balanced-budget amendment in order to avoid the terrifying prospect of a convention--which, he warned, might "throw out much or all of the Bill of Rights" and could lead "possibly even to civil war."

Sixty-five percent of Americans favored a constitutional convention. Scalia, asked at a forum that May whether the prospect was really all that dangerous, joked that it was always possible a constitutional convention might "pass a bill of attainder to hang Richard Rovere," but said he'd support "a convention on abortion."

One person who was decidedly unwilling to run that risk was the conservative insurgency's most prominent political strategist, Phyllis Schlafly. A convention called for the purpose of a balanced-budget amendment might get out of hand and turn its mind to other business--becoming a so-called runaway convention--and very likely undo all her work to defeat the Equal Rights Amendment. She went to war, and she won. Aside from defeating the ERA and "making the Republican Party pro-life," Schlafly considered defeating a convention in the 1980s her signal achievement.

Herein lie the origins of originalism's rise to power: in the failures of the right-to-life amendment and the balanced-budget amendment. It was at this very moment that the Federalist Society was founded.




The subsequent history of originalism has everything to do with abortion, and everything else to do with guns. One in three Americans owns a gun; one in four American women will have an abortion. In the 1970s, as partisanship strengthened and polarization worsened, guns and abortion became the defining constitutional issues in the life-and-death, winner-take-all fury of modern American politics. On the left, abortion came to mean freedom and guns murder; on the right, guns came to mean freedom and abortion murder. That none of these equivalencies can withstand scrutiny has not seemed to matter.

In 1975, the District of Columbia introduced a law that all but banned the possession or sale of any handgun. That year, there were two assassination attempts on President Gerald Ford. The National Council to Control Handguns proposed a national ban. In 1976, the California legislature debated a similar bill; opponents proposed a state constitutional amendment guaranteeing a right to keep and bear handguns, rifles, and shotguns. There was no reason to believe that any of these gun-control measures violated the Second Amendment, which the Court had hardly ever paid attention to and in any case had long read as concerning only the keeping and bearing of arms for military purposes--not as a right pertaining to citizens as individuals--and as limiting only the federal government, not the states.

The National Rifle Association, whose motto since 1957 had been "Firearms safety education, marksmanship training, shooting for recreation," had endorsed the 1968 Gun Control Act. But in the mid-1970s, the NRA began organizing in opposition to handgun-control laws. Ronald Reagan, who had just left the California governor's office, joined this campaign, too. In an article published in Guns & Ammo in 1975, Reagan advocated for the altogether novel and unsupported individual-rights interpretation of the Second Amendment, maintaining that "it appears to leave little, if any, leeway for the gun control advocate." In 1977, the NRA abandoned a planned move to Colorado to remain in Washington, where it became essentially a lobbying organization, with a new motto displayed at the entrance of its building: "The right of the people to keep and bear arms shall not be infringed."

In 1981, Strom Thurmond appointed Senator Orrin Hatch of Utah as chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee's subcommittee on the Constitution. Hatch had already proposed a right-to-life amendment, and an amendment outlawing affirmative action. Reagan would later consider naming him to the Supreme Court. Amending the Constitution having failed, Hatch was now interested not in a new amendment but in an old one. Upon assuming the chairmanship, he called immediately for a report on the original meaning of the Second Amendment.

While Hatch's subcommittee was at work, Reagan was shot; his press secretary, James Brady, was also shot. Reagan continued his opposition to gun-control legislation; Brady became an advocate for it. In February 1982, Hatch's subcommittee published a report called "The Right to Keep and Bear Arms." The subcommittee maintained that it had found "clear--and long-lost--proof that the second amendment to our Constitution was intended as an individual right of the American citizen to keep and carry arms in a peaceful manner, for protection of himself, his family, and his freedoms." That November, after the NRA waged a well-funded campaign against California's handgun-control bill, voters resoundingly defeated it in a statewide referendum.

As the Reagan administration prepared for the Constitution's bicentennial, a private committee was set up to consider possible constitutional reforms. Its members included present and former elected officials, scholars, and business and labor leaders, and its focus was largely on addressing the growing problems of congressional gridlock and budgetary brinkmanship. In a compilation of working papers published in 1985, it urged Americans not to treat the Constitution as "immutable, like the Ark of the Covenant," but to be open to changes, such as amendments. It recommended six, including longer congressional terms and bonus seats in the House and the Senate for the party that wins the presidency. None of these ideas made any headway. It wasn't voters who were opposed to amendments. The hurdle was Congress--and, more and more, conservatives. In 1984, James McClellan, who had left his position as a staff member on the Senate Judiciary Committee to become the president of a newly formed Center for Judicial Studies, urged conservatives to "kick the habit" of Article V. "There is something fundamentally wrong with our system if we are driven to amend the Constitution so as to restore its original meaning," McClellan wrote. "We should resist efforts to add amendments to our fundamental law to correct misinterpretations rendered by the Supreme Court." Better to effect constitutional change under the guise of restoring the Constitution's original meaning. But that would require taking over the Court.

When Meese became attorney general in 1985, he announced that originalism would govern judicial selection. John Paul Stevens would later recall that between 1969, when Burger became chief justice, and 1986, when Scalia joined, "no judge or justice expressed any doubt about the limited coverage of the [second] amendment." But in 1986, Congress passed the Firearms Owners' Protection Act, which repealed parts of the 1968 Gun Control Act by invoking "the rights of citizens to keep and bear arms under the second amendment." This was by no means an article of faith among conservatives. To the contrary. Bork, for instance, did not endorse this theory. "I'm not an expert on the Second Amendment," he said in 1989, "but its intent was to guarantee the right of states to form militia, not for individuals to bear arms." From retirement in 1991, Warren Burger, appearing on PBS and holding a pocket Constitution in his hands, said that if he were writing the Bill of Rights, he wouldn't include the Second Amendment, adding that the NRA's individual-rights interpretation was "one of the greatest pieces of fraud, I repeat the word fraud, on the American public by special-interest groups that I have ever seen in my lifetime." The test of originalism would be whether this interpretation--an amendment by fiat--would be accepted by the Supreme Court.

As the Constitution's bicentennial year began, Meese's Office of Legal Policy issued a 200-page sourcebook on "original meaning jurisprudence," containing excerpts from the work of Bork, Scalia, and Meese himself, with Brennan as a counterpoint. It alleged that until the 1960s, original-meaning jurisprudence had been "the dominant form of constitutional interpretation during most of our nation's history." Meanwhile, plans were drawn up for grocery-store cashiers to give away free copies of the Constitution; the government was to print enough for every American household. A facsimile of the Constitution went on the road, along with an original of the Magna Carta, in a temperature-controlled, 40-foot trailer that traveled to more than 100 cities. ABC ran a series of "Bicentennial Constitutional Minutes" during Saturday-morning cartoons, featuring characters from Looney Tunes. Professor Bugs Bunny, dressed in cap and gown at the front of a lecture hall, sings, "Our Constitution's really splendid, but sometimes we do amend it." Daffy Duck, dressed as a vaudevillian in waistcoat and spats, soft-shoes across the stage, while Bugs belts out, "It was intended! To be amended!"

And it was intended to be amended. But it was no longer amendable. Instead of producing constitutional amendments, liberals achieved landmark legislative gains and rights-protecting Court decisions whose importance was matched only by their reversibility. Conservatives of course were abandoning amendment too, instead seeking constitutional change by judicial appointments and judicial interpretation. Reagan transformed the judiciary; not since FDR had a single president replaced so high a percentage of the federal bench. He nominated Bork to the Supreme Court in July 1987, but the prospects for confirmation were mixed at best: The president was a visibly aging lame duck and reeling, too, from the Iran-Contra scandal; Republicans had lost the Senate in the 1986 midterms, with the result that Biden, not Thurmond, was now chair of a Democratic-run Senate Judiciary Committee. Scalia had replaced Rehnquist, which meant that his appointment didn't change the balance on the Court. But Bork would be replacing Lewis Powell, often a swing vote. On the day Reagan announced the nomination, Ted Kennedy described "Robert Bork's America" as

a land in which women would be forced into back-alley abortions, blacks would sit at segregated lunch counters, rogue police could break down citizens' doors in midnight raids, and schoolchildren could not be taught about evolution. Writers and artists would be censured at the whim of government, and the doors of the federal courts would be shut on the fingers of millions of citizens for whom the judiciary is, and is often, the only protector of the individual rights that are the heart of our democracy.

Bork afterward insisted that "there was not a line in that speech that was accurate," but it had raised the stakes for the hearings.

Warren Burger wanted Congress to declare Constitution Day, September 17, 1987 (which happened to fall on his own 80th birthday), a onetime national holiday. But, in a speech in Hawaii, Justice Thurgood Marshall declared his refusal to participate in any such celebration. "I do not believe that the meaning of the Constitution was forever 'fixed' at the Philadelphia Convention," Marshall said. "Nor do I find the wisdom, foresight, and sense of justice exhibited by the Framers particularly profound."

When Constitution Day came, Reagan delivered a bicentennial address at Independence Hall, in Philadelphia, calling the Constitution a "covenant with the supreme being," and CBS televised Philadelphia's Constitution Day parade. But on C-SPAN that day, you could watch a very different discussion of the Constitution: Robert Bork explaining his understanding of the nation's founding document.

Biden's staff had advised him not to center his attack on abortion but instead to call attention to Bork's "judicial philosophy," while Bork's opponents waged a remorseless and relentless campaign against his confirmation. In an unprecedented attack on a Supreme Court nominee, People for the American Way aired a television ad narrated by Gregory Peck. "If Robert Bork wins a seat on the Supreme Court, it will be for life," Peck warned. "His life and yours." A Block Bork Coalition argued that Bork would "turn back the clock" on civil rights, women's rights, and workers' rights. Making the case that Bork would not hesitate to overturn Roe, no matter what he told the committee, Kennedy played an audio recording from 1985 in which Bork had said, "I don't think that in the field of constitutional law, precedent is all that important." In a cover story published on September 21, four days after the Constitution Day parade, Time magazine hinted that if Bork were confirmed, Roe might go.

Roe did not go, at least not then. Bork went instead, defeated 42-58. Having endured a brutal series of attacks, many of them unwarranted, he sought vindication in a tell-all book recounting his experience of the confirmation process--he noted, for instance, how news stories on CBS ran eight to one against him. Intended to tamp down the politicization of Supreme Court appointments, Bork's book only inflamed it.

If Bork's nomination had been a referendum on originalism, originalism had lost. But originalism also won, because it had been brought so entirely into the public eye. Biden gave originalism 115 days of free television at the height of the nation's celebration of the Constitution's bicentennial.

Scalia, meanwhile, bided his time.




In 1989, abortion again came before the Court. Webster v. Reproductive Health Services involved an abortion-restricting Missouri law. Rehnquist wrote a draft opinion that both upheld the law and, almost as an afterthought, essentially overturned Roe by arguing that the key elements of Roe "are not found in the text of the Constitution or in any place else one would expect to find a constitutional principle." Stevens, who had been wavering, declined to join the majority, circulating a memo in which he said that he'd rather not overturn Roe, but if it had to be done, he'd rather give it "a decent burial instead of tossing it out the window of a fast-moving caboose." O'Connor agreed, which everyone assumed would elicit a strong reaction from Scalia. "The expected 'Ninogram' will arrive this morning," Justice Harry Blackmun's clerk wrote, anticipating Scalia's fury that the majority opinion would fall short of overturning Roe. Scalia was indeed furious, scolding the Court in his concurrence: "We can now look forward to at least another Term with carts full of mail from the public, and streets full of demonstrators urging us--their unelected and life-tenured judges who have been awarded those extraordinary, undemocratic characteristics precisely in order that we might follow the law despite the popular will--to follow the popular will."

The Court again upheld Roe in Planned Parenthood v. Casey, in 1992. Scalia said, "The only reason you need a Constitution is because some things you don't want the majority to be able to change." Those things are fundamental rights, and Scalia did not believe that a woman's right to decide whether to end a pregnancy, even if her life was in danger, was one of them. Unlike an individual right to bear arms.

Because neither side in the abortion debate had succeeded in amending the Constitution, the right to an abortion asserted from Roe to Casey remained vulnerable. By the end of the 1980s, the parties had sorted themselves over this issue. Few were the commentators who, like the feminist legal scholar Joan C. Williams, acknowledged that views on abortion were nuanced, complicated, deeply felt, and likely irreconcilable. "I, for example, am convinced, absolutely convinced without hesitation, that the Constitution protects a woman's right to choose abortion as a basic, undeniable political right, a right without which many other political rights are worthless," Williams wrote. "And yet I can see how the conclusion that seems so obvious to me can seem foreign, even repulsive" to others--a celibate priest, say, or a mother of five--and "I must acknowledge that consensus on this issue is not in the cards."

The abandonment of amendment has meant that constitutional history since the 1970s has turned on presidential nominations to the Supreme Court, placing pressure on that institution that it has proved nearly unable to bear. Presidential elections no longer involved campaigns to amend the Constitution. They involved campaigns to appoint justices. Nomination hearings have become spectacles. Trust in the Court has plummeted. And it's no longer clear that the president of the United States will honor its decisions.

In 1991, when George H. W. Bush nominated D.C. Court of Appeals Judge Clarence Thomas to replace Thurgood Marshall in what some called the "Black seat" on the Court, opponents of the nominee again braced for battle. This time the hearings took a nasty turn when Anita Hill, a Black law professor and former colleague of Thomas's, testified before an all-male, all-white Senate Judiciary Committee that Thomas had sexually harassed her. Other women had made similar allegations, but only Hill had been called to appear before the committee, where Biden, as chair, altogether failed to restrain Republican Senators Orrin Hatch, Arlen Specter, and Alan Simpson from essentially placing Hill on trial. Thomas, citing his own right to privacy, refused to answer questions about "what goes on in the most intimate parts of my private life or the sanctity of my bedroom." Questions about Thomas's qualifications to serve as a justice were set aside, overwhelmed by the attention given to the allegations of sexual harassment.

Feminists had defeated Bork by claiming that he would turn back the clock on women's rights and undo Roe. By the time Bush nominated Thomas, sexual harassment was the unforgivable sin of the day. The Thomas hearings also set a precedent, prefiguring the airing of sexual-assault charges levied at Donald Trump's nominee Brett Kavanaugh in 2018, and the reckless, remorseless, and wildly partisan news coverage in which liberal news organizations appeared less interested in reporting on the nomination than in defeating it, while conservative organizations sought only to secure the confirmation. The Senate confirmed Thomas, 52 to 48.

In 1993, Bill Clinton desperately needed to appoint a woman to the high court. Ruth Bader Ginsburg was rightly celebrated as the Thurgood Marshall of women's rights. She'd first appeared before the Supreme Court in 1973, and as the head of the women's-rights program at the ACLU, she had methodically chipped away at discrimination on the basis of sex, each case, as she once put it, another "small, guarded step." Yet she refused to take on cases that would have required her to defend Roe, which she believed had been badly decided (among other things, she wished the case had rested on an argument for equality, not privacy). Jimmy Carter had named her to the D.C. Circuit in 1980, where she served alongside Scalia and Bork. "Roe v. Wade sparked public opposition and academic criticism, in part, I believe, because the Court ventured too far in the change it ordered and presented an incomplete justification for its action," she said in 1984. In 1993, at NYU, she had cited Roe as an example of a bad judicial decision. When Clinton nominated her to the Court, leading women's groups refused to endorse her. Fourteen members of the faculty of NYU Law School signed a letter stating that they were "distressed that her remarks at NYU have been misconstrued as anti-choice and anti-women." The Senate confirmed her 96-3. The fact that she had grave doubts about Roe would be forgotten and, by the left, forgiven.

There were rumors, in the spring of 2000, that if Al Gore were to win the presidency, Scalia would resign, at age 64. "A Gore presidency would eliminate his chance of becoming Chief Justice and ensure that his jurisprudence will never be anything more than a footnote," one reporter wrote at the time. During the campaign, Gore pledged that, if elected, he "would look for justices of the Supreme Court who understand that our Constitution is a living and breathing document, that it was intended by our Founders to be interpreted in the light of the constantly evolving experience of the American people."

After Bush v. Gore, which resolved the disputed 2000 election results in Florida in favor of Bush, giving him the presidency, Scalia, who had generally failed to build a conservative coalition on the Court, became more isolated. In Lawrence v. Texas (2003), the Court found laws banning homosexual conduct to be unconstitutional. Scalia, dissenting from the bench, said that while he did not endorse the Texas law at issue--he once said he wished all judges were given a stamp that said "Stupid but Constitutional"--the Court had no right to overturn it and was, instead, taking sides in a culture war. (Where did the Court find the right to homosexual behavior in the Constitution? he would later ask. "On the basis of, I don't know, the sexual-preference clause of the Bill of Rights?")

Amendments defining marriage as between one man and one woman were first introduced in Congress in 2002. Two years later, the GOP platform endorsed such an amendment for the first time. But public opinion increasingly favored allowing same-sex marriage. Fifty percent of Americans favored a constitutional amendment banning gay marriage in 2003; that fell to 37 percent in 2008. In 2015, in Obergefell v. Hodges, the Court held that same-sex marriage is protected under the Fourteenth Amendment.




If Scalia had waved aside Biden's question, in 1986, about the difference between original intent and original meaning, he eventually settled the matter in his own mind. "The theory of originalism treats a constitution like a statute, and gives it the meaning that its words were understood to bear at the time they were promulgated," he explained. He brought his case to the public in a series of interviews and speeches that pundits came to call the Dead Constitution Tour. "When I find it--the original meaning of the Constitution--I am handcuffed," he'd say, pressing his hands together, as if bound. "The Constitution is not a living organism, for Pete's sake," he'd say, and then recite the familiar refrain: "It's dead, dead!"

The case Scalia had been waiting for finally came before the Court in 2007, in District of Columbia v. Heller, a challenge to D.C.'s handgun ban. The work of discovering the original meaning of the Constitution, Scalia had once said, was "a task sometimes better suited to the historian than the lawyer." But in case after case, he set aside briefs submitted by distinguished historians in favor of his own reading of a carefully selected set of historical documents. No application of this method was more consequential than his reinterpretation of the Second Amendment in Heller, an opinion that Scalia considered to be, as he told NPR's Nina Totenberg, "the most complete originalist opinion that I've ever written."

Heller is an excellent illustration of the distance between originalism and historical scholarship. "Historians are often asked what the Founders would think about various aspects of contemporary life," read an amicus brief submitted by 15 eminent university professors of early American history. "Such questions can be tricky to answer. But as historians of the Revolutionary era we are confident at least of this: that the authors of the Second Amendment would be flabbergasted to learn that in endorsing the republican principle of a well-regulated militia, they were also precluding restrictions on such potentially dangerous property as firearms, which governments had always regulated when there was 'real danger of public injury from individuals.' "

In June 2008, in a 5-4 opinion, Scalia held most of the provisions of the handgun law unconstitutional. "The Court had before it all the materials needed to determine the meaning of the Second Amendment at the time it was written," he explained. "With these in hand, what method would be easier or more reliable than the originalist approach taken by the Court?" He then set aside the brief written by distinguished scholars of American history who disagreed with his interpretation of the Second Amendment. Relying on his own reading of history, Scalia insisted that the Second Amendment protects the right of citizens to bear arms not only to defend the state in a militia but also to defend themselves as individuals. The day after the Court issued its opinion, The Wall Street Journal ran an op-ed by Randy Barnett, a Georgetown law professor and the author of Restoring the Lost Constitution, under the headline "News Flash: The Constitution Means What It Says." Barnett argued that "in the future, we should be vetting Supreme Court nominees to see if they understand how Justice Scalia reasoned in Heller and if they are committed to doing the same." This proved prophetic.

"I used to be able to say with a good deal of truth that one could fire a cannon loaded with grapeshot in the faculty lounge of any law school in the country and not strike an originalist," Scalia, delighted with his triumph in Heller, said at a Federalist Society meeting. "That's no longer true." But the criticism of Heller had been pointed, too, beginning with sharply worded dissents written by Justices Stevens and Stephen Breyer. In McDonald v. City of Chicago (2010), Stevens described Scalia's account of the Second Amendment as part of a "rudderless, panoramic tour of American legal history" that was "not only bad history, but also bad constitutional law." Stevens would later propose amending the Second Amendment to avoid Scalia's "misinterpretation."

Criticism of Heller had also come from conservative quarters. J. Harvie Wilkinson III, a retired conservative Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals judge, argued that Scalia had done exactly what he accused liberals of doing: He had found in the Constitution a new right, a "right of self-defense," a "right that the Court had never acknowledged in the more than two hundred years since the amendment's enactment."

By now, the Second Amendment, like Roe, had come to feature in judicial confirmation hearings. Elena Kagan, nominated to the Court by Barack Obama in 2010, was asked so many questions about whether she had ever hunted or even held a gun (she hadn't) that, in a private session with a member of the Senate, she promised that, if confirmed, she would go hunting with Scalia. (And when she was confirmed, she did.) Originalism appeared to gain strength, even as it lost all historical coherence in Thomas's bewildering opinion in New York State Rifle & Pistol Association, Inc. v. Bruen in 2022, a decision announced in the same term that, with Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health Organization, the Court overturned Roe.

In Bruen, which came six years after Scalia's death, Thomas applied a "text, history, and tradition" test, requiring lawyers to demonstrate the existence of an 18th-century (or in some cases 19th-century) "historical analogue" to any law that in any way restricted or regulated the ownership of firearms. If no analogue could be found, the law violated the Second Amendment. ("Tradition is a living thing," Justice John Marshall Harlan II once wrote; the Roberts Court disagreed.) American history is full of gun laws at the municipal, county, and state level--rules and restrictions of nearly every kind and variety--which meant that lawyers and organizations all over the country were left to dedicate countless hours to arcane historical research to meet the requirements of Bruen. An entirely new field of the history of firearms law emerged, documenting that if anything could fairly be said of American text, history, and tradition, it was that Americans had always been interested both in owning guns and in imposing rules on their manufacture, sale, use, and ownership.

Two years after Bruen, in United States v. Rahimi, the Court would attempt to walk back Bruen by clarifying that its intent in its recent Second Amendment cases was not "to suggest a law trapped in amber." (Thomas dissented.) But originalism, like the text, history, and tradition test, had become so confused that seven justices found it necessary to offer separate opinions in Rahimi, each attempting to explain what originalism is or isn't, or ever was or wasn't. Without Scalia, originalism--its conceptual integrity as constitutional theory--disintegrated. Its political power, however, remains intact.




Antonin Scalia considered Heller to be his most important legacy. But he also wanted to leave behind an originalist instruction manual. That book, Reading Law, appeared in 2012, jointly authored with the legal scholar and lexicographer Bryan Garner. In a chapter called "Thirteen Falsities Exposed," Scalia and Garner discuss Heller under the heading "The false notion that lawyers and judges, not being historians, are unqualified to do the historical research that originalism requires." Historical research is not a difficult endeavor, they alleged. Nor are historical sources difficult to discover or to read. Nor is such a reading likely to be inconclusive. The historical record is, instead, legible, unitary, and dispositive. Learning how to "read law" requires three years of law school and the study of many books, like the more-than-500-page textbook Reading Law, but anyone can write history and anyone who says otherwise has exaggerated the nature of the work.

This, unsurprisingly, did not quiet Scalia's detractors. Heller is the most criticized of all of Scalia's opinions. The Seventh Circuit judge (and Reagan nominee) Richard Posner wrote in a review: "Reading Law is Scalia's response to the criticism. It is unconvincing." Scalia and Garner had suggested that one tool that made reading history so simple was the availability of so many amicus briefs written by actual historians. But as Posner observed, "The book's defense of the Heller decision fails to mention that most professional historians reject the historical analysis in Scalia's opinion." Scalia must have known that the historical record is scarcely ever unambiguous. In Heller, Justice Stevens had stacked his historical evidence up against Scalia's. What made Scalia's history into law was that he got five votes, and Stevens got only four. That didn't make Scalia's history right.

Yet Scalia may have wielded his greatest influence not on the Court but outside it. At a certain point, he seems to have become more interested in speaking to his admirers off the Court than in winning votes on it. He had an insatiable appetite for intellectual battle, but as political rhetoric heated up after the election of Barack Obama, in 2008, Scalia found himself the subject of ceaseless personal attack. Understandably, he grew weary and alienated. Like many Americans, he found the polarization of the press troubling and the insurrectionary style of American politics unbearable. The crazier the far-right press of Fox News got, the crazier became MSNBC, CNN, and even the nation's newspapers of record. At the beginning of Obama's second term, Scalia told a reporter that he didn't read The New York Times and had given up on reading The Washington Post, saying that it "went too far for me. I couldn't handle it anymore." By then, he said, he was getting most of his news from talk radio.

Heller, he began to fear, had been originalism's high point. But after that case, originalism soared on the Supreme Court, as Trump added three originalist justices to the bench: Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and Amy Coney Barrett. In 2022, this originalism-powered Court overturned Roe. Progressives, who expect originalism to prevail on the Court for decades to come, have attempted to devise something called "progressive originalism," seemingly favored by the Biden-appointed justice Ketanji Brown Jackson. As one law professor explained in 2022, "If conservative judges are making selective use of history to make originalist arguments for conservative results, then the only way to show this is to make better originalist arguments to the contrary."

Would judging law be reduced to the act of choosing among competing accounts of the past written by different groups of historians, based on some as-yet-undefined method of determining which account is the correct one? It hasn't worked out that way. In a series of crucial cases, the Trump-era Court cited history if the history supported a preferred outcome; if history did not support that outcome, the Court simply ignored the past. As the liberal justice Sonia Sotomayor observed in a scorching dissent in the presidential-immunity case Trump v. United States, "It seems history matters to this Court only when it is convenient."

The Constitution is dead! Scalia liked to say. To many Americans in the early decades of the 21st century, it has begun to seem that way, although half of the country blames Republicans and the other half blames Democrats. In 2021, one in three Americans said they might consider either abolishing the Supreme Court or limiting its power. Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts, a former Harvard law professor, co-sponsored a new Judiciary Act to restructure the Court. Warren charged the conservative six-justice supermajority with pursuing a "deeply unpopular and partisan agenda at odds with the Constitution and the settled rights of our citizens."

In 2022, Trump, citing "Massive Fraud" in the 2020 election and seeking reelection, called for "the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution." Democrats called for two justices, Thomas and Alito, to recuse themselves in cases relating to the 2020 election and the January 6 insurrection, arguing that their wives had been publicly associated with the "Stop the Steal" effort; when they refused, Democrats in Congress called for their impeachment. After Dobbs and Bruen, public estimation of the legitimacy of the Court fell to record lows, although opinion divided along strictly partisan lines. This year, after Trump returned to the White House, he was asked whether he has a duty to uphold the Constitution. He said he didn't know.

Scalia did not live to witness this crisis in constitutionalism. In an exceptionally candid interview near the end of his life, he speculated that he might be despised for his legacy, adding, "And I don't care." Long before, playing Macbeth onstage back in high school, he'd uttered some of Shakespeare's most aching lines:

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player
 That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
 And then is heard no more.


Did he ever wonder if that might be true of the Constitution, if he had been wrong, and if it were, all along, a living thing, though now stunted, thwarted, ailing? In 2016, during a quail-hunting trip in Texas, he died in his sleep, at age 79. The Constitution limps along, a walking shadow.



This article was adapted from Jill Lepore's new book, We the People: A History of the U.S. Constitution. It appears in the October 2025 print edition with the headline "How Originalism Killed the Constitution." 
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Texas's Pete

James Talarico is young, well spoken, and eager to talk with Republicans--exactly what some Democratic dreamers think they need to finally turn the state blue.

by Elaine Godfrey




Updated at 10:20 a.m. ET on September 9, 2025

Like the leaves of a Texas ash in autumn, the Democrats running to win the state are always vibrant and impressive, right up until they fall. By now, this is common knowledge. Yet for some optimistic Democrats, there's something different about James Talarico.

You might recognize the 36-year-old state lawmaker from any number of viral social-media clips--calmly arguing with Fox News hosts, for example, or discussing his faith on Joe Rogan's podcast in May. The four-term Democrat and Presbyterian seminarian this morning announced that he's joining the primary race for the Senate seat held by the Republican John Cornyn. In so doing, Talarico has cemented himself as his party's newest, shiniest 2026 contender.

Talarico stands out for his relative youth but also for his particular brand of long-winded eloquence. He can sound, in some ways, like a southern-style Barack Obama or a Texas Pete Buttigieg. Two years ago, a video made the rounds of Talarico arguing against legislation that would require public-school teachers to hang the Ten Commandments in their classroom. "This bill to me is not only unconstitutional; it's not only un-American; I think it is also deeply un-Christian," he told his Republican colleagues in a committee hearing. "And I say that because I believe this bill is idolatrous. I believe it is exclusionary. And I believe that it is arrogant--and those three things, in my reading of the Gospel, are diametrically opposed to the teachings of Jesus."

From the October 2024 issue: How Joe Rogan remade Austin

Democrats hope his emphasis on faith will help Talarico reach across the aisle--something he seems eager to do. In an interview, Talarico told me that wooing voters is like navigating a school cafeteria. "You sit at the table where people want you to sit," he said, and "it's our job as elected leaders" to show voters that they're wanted. This, Talarico says, is why he spent two hours talking with Rogan, who endorsed Donald Trump in 2024. "You need to run for president," Rogan told him by the end of the show. "We need someone who's actually a good person."

National Democrats see promise, too. Party leaders, including former White House adviser David Axelrod and California Governor Gavin Newsom, have shared videos of Talarico speaking on the Texas House floor. Even Obama himself reportedly called Talarico to praise him for his leadership when Democratic state lawmakers in Texas broke quorum in August. Talarico has "the 'it' factor," the Texan Democratic strategist Chuck Rocha told me. When it comes to persuading Trump-curious voters to reconsider, Talarico "brings lots of weapons to the arsenal."

Former Representative Colin Allred is already in the primary race, and to beat him, Talarico would need to overcome Allred's fundraising advantage and statewide name recognition. Even if he does that, he still has only a glimmer of a chance at being the first Democratic senator elected in Texas in 37 years. But a glimmer has always been enough to fuel the desperate dreams of Democrats. And some of them see Talarico not just as the best shot for winning Texas--but as a model for how the party can win back the voters it lost to Trump.

In modern American political discourse, Democrats have mostly ceded the topic of religion to Republicans. But the party could learn from Talarico's example, some Democrats told me. "Talking about faith openly, talking about family, talking about things that bring us together," Rocha said, is what Democrats "have to get back to if we want to have success in the long term."

Talarico often preaches at his Presbyterian church in the Austin suburbs, which is affiliated with the Presbyterian Church (USA), a mainline Protestant denomination. A video of one of his 2023 sermons continues to circulate on social media. Christian nationalists "have co-opted the son of God," Talarico tells his congregation in the clip. "They've turned this humble rabbi into a gun-toting, gay-bashing, science-denying, money-loving, fearmongering fascist. And it is incumbent on all Christians to confront it and denounce it." But Talarico doesn't just talk about his faith; he uses it to articulate his political beliefs. All of Talarico's political positions, he told me, stem from the command that Jesus gave his followers "to love God and love neighbor." Democrats have plenty of policy ideas, he said, but they need to do a better job of communicating to voters "what values underpin those policy proposals."

From the February 2025 issue: The army of God comes out of the shadows

Talarico is comfortable criticizing his own party. On Rogan's show, he said that Joe Biden's biggest problem wasn't his age; it was his "ego" and "inability to step aside and let someone else do the job." But age is definitely a factor in Talarico's own appeal; on TikTok, the Millennial lawmaker has amassed 1.2 million followers, and clips of his floor speeches, rally remarks, and sermons regularly receive millions of views and likes. When I asked Talarico how Democrats can best move forward after the party's major losses last November, he chided me gently. "We should embrace this time in the wilderness," he said. "It's where new leaders and new movements come forth."

Talarico clearly hopes to be one of those new leaders. It helps that he has a good backstory. Raised by a single mother in Round Rock, Texas, near Austin, Talarico attended the University of Texas at Austin and got a master's degree at Harvard. He spent two years as a middle-school English teacher in a poor school district in San Antonio before leaving to lead a Texas nonprofit focused on math education. (In addition to his duties in the state house, Talarico works at an Austin-based education consultancy.) His teaching experience was his main motivation for entering politics, Talarico told me, and in 2018, at age 29, he flipped a district that had been held by Republicans since 2002 to become the youngest politician in the legislature.

He won the seat, north of Austin, first in a special election and then in a general one, with his victory resulting from a 13-point swing toward Democrats. "I ran a different kind of race" than other Democrats who'd tried the same, he told me. Long before Zohran Mamdani walked the length of Manhattan, Talarico walked 25 miles across the district (and, after almost falling into a coma, was diagnosed with type 1 diabetes). He held on to the seat again in 2020, before Republican gerrymandering spurred him to run in a safer Democratic district nearby in 2022. Still, Talarico said, "I know how to win a tough area."

Talarico has been a reliable progressive in the state legislature; he introduced legislation to cap insulin co-pays, and he helped draft a major overhaul of Texas school spending, both of which were signed into law. He also left the state during two quorum breaks, including last month, when he and dozens of state Democrats flew to Chicago in an (ultimately unsuccessful) attempt to derail Republican gerrymandering plans. Like his former colleague Representative Jasmine Crockett in 2021, Talarico became the unofficial spokesperson of the moment. "My party has never gerrymandered in the middle of a decade at the request of the president of the United States, nor would we," he told the Fox News host Will Cain in a clip that was widely shared on X. Later, Talarico asked, "If Republican policies are so popular, why would they need to redraw these maps?" Cain abruptly ended the conversation.

Sometimes, Talarico can sound like a progressive populist in the vein of Bernie Sanders. In interviews--with me, with Rogan--he likes to say that he thinks of politics as "top versus bottom" rather than "left versus right." Like Sanders, he also tends to rail against the influence of billionaires in politics. But other times, Talarico scans as more ideologically ambiguous. In our first interview, Talarico didn't mention the president until 30 minutes in, and only after I'd asked directly. "I get why people voted for Trump," he told me. They find his straightforwardness refreshing, he said, "and I find it refreshing at times." But Trump promised his supporters two things: lower prices and less corruption, Talarico told me. "Obviously he's done the exact opposite," he said, and now, voters might be looking for those things elsewhere.

Read: Can you really fight populism with populism?

This is where Talarico sees an opening for his candidacy--as well as a line of attack that has been available to Democrats but that, at least so far, many have struggled to pursue.

The problem for Talarico is that every Democrat who's recently envisioned a path to victory has lost. In 2018, there was Beto O'Rourke, the Democrats' great counter-hopping hope, who came close but ultimately failed to take down Senator Ted Cruz. Two years later, it was M. J. Hegar, the female combat veteran who lost to Cornyn. Last year, Allred, the biracial NFL linebacker turned lawyer turned U.S. representative, ran ahead of Kamala Harris in Texas, but couldn't defeat Cruz.

A recent poll shows Allred eight points ahead of Talarico, a tighter gap than one might expect between a battle-tested former congressman and a relative newcomer. Still, Allred will be tough to beat. He's got all the scaffolding in place from his 2024 campaign, including a statewide fundraising apparatus (last year he raised nearly $100 million). In an interview, Allred told me that this year, he hopes Democrats can keep their focus on working people. For too long, he said, Democrats have "been perceived as being too online, too elite, too disconnected from the lived reality that most folks are facing." He said he'll campaign on rising costs, as well as Republicans' recent cuts to Medicaid. When I asked about Talarico's entrance in the race, Allred didn't comment about Talarico directly, but pointed to his own success outperforming Harris by more than five points statewide. "I'm a proven fighter," he said.

Some Democrats wish Talarico would stay out of the race. "I admire James tremendously," former Texas State Senator Wendy Davis, who has endorsed Allred, told me. But he'll lose the primary, she said, and "then he's going to be that guy who once had a megaphone and gave it up for a losing race." Talarico could have challenged Governor Greg Abbott instead, or run in one of the five revamped congressional districts Republicans are creating with their new district map. "It's always sad" when two talented politicians are in the same primary race, Matt Angle, a Texas Democratic strategist, told me. On the plus side, he has "some sense of comfort that we can win with either one."

To win, Talarico would have to become much more well known in Texas--and find a way to raise many millions of dollars, because state-media markets are astonishingly expensive. Unlike Allred, Talarico has never experienced a spotlight this big--or been on the receiving end of a Republican dirt-digging operation. Already, Talarico is facing criticism for accepting thousands of dollars from a PAC associated with Miriam Adelson, the widow of the late Republican megadonor Sheldon Adelson, after Talarico had repeatedly decried the influence of money in politics. ("Just like the gerrymandering fight, I am not willing to unilaterally disarm," Talarico said when I asked him about this.) Given that Talarico is, as Rocha put it, "the whitest white guy I've ever seen," he might also struggle to build the diverse coalition of support necessary to win the state.

Read: The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition

A few unknown variables could complicate the picture; both O'Rourke and Representative Joaquin Castro are reportedly considering jumping into the primary. Any of these Democrats will have a tough shot in a general election. But strategists from both parties predict that if Attorney General Ken Paxton beats Cornyn in the GOP primary, Democrats might have a better chance, given Paxton's overall unpopularity. Paxton currently leads Cornyn in the polls.

Right now, Talarico is relying on Texans' desire for someone new. People I spoke with used words like boring and milquetoast to describe Allred, and some Democrats are fearful that his candidacy might invoke for voters a general sense of "been there, done that." Given their party's historically low approval rating, this is precisely the vibe that Democrats are hoping to avoid.

There's nothing like the rush of falling in love with a candidate for the very first time. And Talarico knows this. "The country is looking for a reset," he told me. Right now, even facing the very longest of odds, he's hoping Texans will trust him to provide it.



This article originally referred to Wendy Davis as a former state representative. She is a former state senator.
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The Intellectual Vacuity of the National Conservatives

The post-liberal American right set out to destroy the guardrails that restrained anti-Semitism, without giving any thought to what might happen next.

by Jonathan Chait




National conservatism, the post-liberal movement that theorized the use of state power to wage right-wing culture war, stands historically triumphant. And yet, as the natcons met last week in downtown Washington to celebrate their conquest and stomp on the face of liberal democracy, they encountered a nettlesome problem. It was the same one that has popped up recurrently in right-wing nationalist movements over the centuries: what to do about the Jews.

As in past years, the National Conservatism Conference featured an eclectic array of spokespeople. There was Jack Posobiec, a popular right-wing conspiracy theorist, and John Eastman, the attorney who oversaw the attempt to overturn the 2020 election, along with some Republican senators (Eric Schmitt, Jim Banks, Josh Hawley) and Trump-administration officials (Russell Vought, Tom Homan, Tulsi Gabbard, Harmeet Dhillon).

The big secret of intellectual right-wing authoritarianism is that it's just not very intellectual. At the conference, opposing views appeared only as straw men. With one exception--a panelist at a forum on higher education who attacked John Stuart Mill's classical argument for free speech--I heard zero attempts to articulate liberal ideas, even if just to rebut them. Likewise, with one major exception, I heard no attempts to define any limiting principles to the natcons' enthusiasm for crushing the opposition with any weapon available.

This is not a small problem. Liberalism constitutes the idea that governments must be bound by neutral rules designed to protect the rights of the individual. The most charitable reading of the national-conservative point of view is that, because the left constitutes an existential danger to liberty and is itself illiberal, the right is entitled, indeed obligated, to destroy it using any means necessary.

Jonathan Chait: The pro-Israel right is shifting the definition of anti-Semitism

If the old red lines no longer obtain, what new lines would the natcons respect, if any? Defining a workable alternative to liberalism is a difficult challenge, one the natcons did not even attempt to meet with anything deeper than sloganeering--specifically, "You can just do things," a mantra I heard incessantly at the conference. The you in this formulation is the natcons themselves, once they control the state. They extend to their opponents no such liberty. National conservatism is not so much a new way of wrestling with the dilemmas posed by liberalism as permission to avoid wrestling with them at all. The philosophy, such as it is, can be summarized as: impunity for us, punishment for them.

But exactly who is the us, and who is the them? This is where things get tricky.

In his opening remarks, Yoram Hazony, an Israeli-born Jew, complained that the post-liberal right has shockingly been infiltrated by anti-Semites. "I've been pretty amazed by the depth of the slander of Jews as a people that there's been online the last year and a half," he noted. "I didn't think it would happen on the right. I was mistaken."

In fact, the amazing thing is that a faction as theocratic and nativist as the national-conservative movement ever had Jews in it to begin with. Hazony is one of the movement's founders, many of its fellow-traveling intellectuals are Jewish, and its conferences attract disproportionate numbers of Orthodox Jews.

Generally, the natcons expound the position that the United States is a Christian country but that Jews deserve protection as junior partners, and that observant Jews have more in common with the Christian right than either has with secular liberals. (The term Judeo-Christian gets thrown around a lot, which at least some of them seem to appreciate.) "Jews and Christians are partners in the effort to uphold the moral framework that sustains our society, including marriage," Rabbi Ilan Feldman declared last week at a panel calling for the reversal of the constitutional right to same-sex marriage. "Sadly, too many Jews, like Christians, have turned away from their traditional values but still speak in the public arena in the name of Judaism."

In his remarks, Hazony explained that he has spent years building goodwill by defending various right-wing nationalists from charges of anti-Semitism. "It makes you really popular," he said. "Everybody is really grateful: I'm the guy who defended them against absolutely false, ridiculous accusations of anti-Semitism." Yet now, "for reasons that I don't necessarily understand," he has discovered that those erstwhile allies "think Jews are a big problem."

Hazony did not offer any theories as to why this sudden transformation has occurred. He appeared genuinely baffled that anti-Semitism would pop up in, of all places, a reactionary nationalist formation dedicated to purifying the homeland of foreign influences.

Even a glance at his own conference agenda should have given him an inkling. Senator Eric Schmitt gave a speech arguing that liberals had turned American identity into a "deracinated ideological creed." The American people, he argued, "are the sons and daughters of the Christian pilgrims that poured out from Europe's shores to baptize a new world in their ancient faith." He counterposed the Americanness of Scots-Irish families and his own German ancestors from before the Civil War against "the elites who rule everywhere but are not truly from anywhere." (Rootless cosmopolitans, you might call them.)

Various speakers echoed versions of this theme. Posobiec mocked the idea that immigrants could become assimilated. "Did these mass migrants suddenly erase centuries of culture?" he asked. "Did they erase their old loyalties?" Vought mocked former Republican Speaker of the House Paul Ryan for having opposed Donald Trump's first-term Muslim ban. At a panel debating Middle East policy, one questioner brought up Israel's inadvertent 1967 attack on an American warship, an event of obsessive fascination for anti-Semites and few others; another casually invoked the Nazi philosopher Carl Schmitt.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

The most revealing sign of the times may have been the persistent efforts to rehabilitate the legacy of Pat Buchanan, who, even more than Trump, represents the Republican Party's embrace of blood-and-soil nationalism. One speaker, Representative Riley Moore, received a big round of applause by boasting of his efforts to have Trump award Buchanan a Presidential Medal of Freedom. A table in the hallway distributed Buchanan merch.

In the 1980s, Buchanan crusaded against the federal prosecution of John Demjanjuk, an accused former Nazi death-camp guard living in Cleveland, an odd fixation for a man who was otherwise hostile both to procedural rights for criminals and to immigrants. Later, Buchanan wrote a book blaming the West for going to war with Nazi Germany. His contempt for minorities and Israel eventually grew so overt that Buchanan felt uncomfortable in the GOP and ran for president as an independent in 2000.

Buchanan is hardly alone in representing these once-banished values. The right is now teeming with ideas about the past (such as blaming Winston Churchill, not Adolf Hitler, for World War II) and the present (such as redefining Americanism as an ethnic identity) that would have horrified the Republican Party of a previous generation. Because Buchanan arrived at these ideas earlier and more openly than his contemporaries, his rehabilitation by the natcons is a signal to the right-wing intelligentsia that the Trump-era party is open to strains of at least quasi-fascist thought.

In theory, a movement dedicated to restoring traditional culture or limiting immigration is not inherently doomed to devolve into anti-Semitism. But the post-liberal American right set out to destroy the guardrails that restrained anti-Semitism, without giving any thought to what might happen next. That the post-liberal politics they created would look a lot like pre-liberal politics was the most obvious possibility in the world. It did not take a genius to anticipate this. National conservatism may be recorded in history as a movement of activists who thought hard about how to gain power, and little about anything else.
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The Epstein Letter Is Real, and It's Bad

<span>The president's initial strategy of denying that the document exists leaves him with few options now that it has been made public.</span>

by Jonathan Chait




This story was updated on September 8, 2025, at 8:49 p.m. ET.

When The Wall Street Journal reported two months ago that Donald Trump had written a suggestive letter to Jeffrey Epstein in celebration of the notorious child abuser's 50th birthday, in 2003, the administration had a choice of available responses. The strategy it went with was indignant denial.

"Democrats and Fake News media desperately tried to coordinate a despicable hoax," said the White House spokesperson Liz Huston. "Forgive my language but this story is complete and utter bullshit," Vice President J. D. Vance wrote on X. "The WSJ should be ashamed for publishing it. Where is this letter? Would you be shocked to learn they never showed it to us before publishing it? Does anyone honestly believe this sounds like Donald Trump?" Trump sued the Journal's parent company and its owner, Rupert Murdoch, for defamation, seeking $10 billion in damages. In the legal complaint, Trump's lawyers accused the paper of "malicious, deliberate, and despicable actions," including publishing "a series of quotes from the nonexistent letter."

Now that Democrats on the House Oversight Committee have obtained and shared the letter, which is very much existent, that approach appears to have been shortsighted. (White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt dismissed the latest revelation: "As I have said all along, it's very clear President Trump did not draw this picture, and he did not sign it.")

Buying Trump's denial always required accepting some shaky premises. First, that the Journal, a highly regarded newspaper, would report an incriminating story, without evidence, about a famously litigious man with essentially infinite resources. Second, that a newspaper owned by Murdoch, a famous conservative, is in fact a partisan Democratic rag that would say anything to hurt a member of the opposing party without ascertaining its truth. (This is an extension of a long-standing conservative belief that the mainstream media follow the same journalistic principles, or lack thereof, as partisan conservative media). And, third, that the suggestion that Trump might engage in sexual gratification of a morally dubious nature is completely out of line.

Even so, on much of the political right, the truth of these premises appeared incontrovertible. Indeed, many conservatives claimed to consider the fakeness of the Journal story so obvious that they expected its publication to only help Trump.

At the time of publication, the Epstein story had opened a small but notable fissure between the president and his cult following. Now, however, thanks to the Journal, Trump was once again the victim. By publishing a clearly fake report designed to smear the president, the logic went, the mainstream media had driven his erstwhile supporters back into Trump's arms. "Embattled MAGA Rallies Behind Trump After Leak of Alleged Epstein Letter," reported Axios.

Jonathan Chait: Trump's Epstein denials are ever so slightly unconvincing

This was not merely the observation of cynical politics reporters. Conservatives were loudly declaring that the story had caused them to reflexively defend the president's moral character. "Thank God for Dems and media overreach on this," an anonymous Trump ally told Politico. Jack Posobiec, who had briefly wavered, declared to Steve Bannon, "We're so back. Everyone is firing on all cylinders. The MAGA movement is completely united behind this fight."

The most puzzling aspect of the total-denial approach is that it robbed Trump's supporters of any fallback defense. The Epstein letter is eyebrow-raising--"We have certain things in common," Trump writes, closing with the wish, "May every day be another wonderful secret"--but it is not an explicit confession. Trump could have admitted to being its author while arguing that the commonalities and secrets alluded to mundane, or at least legal, activities. Instead, he described the letter as "false, malicious, and defamatory"--conceding that, if it were real, it would be pretty bad.

Guess what? It's real. And it's bad.

When the Journal story first broke, Vance demanded, "Will the people who have bought into every hoax against President Trump show an ounce of skepticism before buying into this bizarre story?"

The episode certainly does tell us something about Trump and the need for appropriate levels of skepticism. Don't count on the president's cultists to draw the right conclusion.
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The Deeper Crime Problem That the National Guard Can't Solve

Proven solutions have been rejected by the administration in favor of no-tolerance policies and flashy shows of force.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




The first time Justin Fowlkes got shot, he was standing at a bus stop when a stray bullet meant for someone else struck his ankle. The second time, when a bullet slammed into his shoulder, the Baltimore native was its intended target.

"When you're out in the streets, you know what you sign up for," Fowlkes, 26, told me, recalling his time in the city's violent drug trade. "You might get shot; you might go to jail. You're already preparing yourself mentally for these things. I've heard people say before, 'I'm a dead man walking.' And honestly, that's how I felt."

The program that eventually got Fowlkes to see himself differently--persuading him to leave his street corner and pursue job training after years of cycling in and out of jail--was among several community-violence-intervention initiatives that Donald Trump's administration abruptly defunded earlier this year. Trump, who has threatened to send federal troops into what he calls the "Crime Drenched City of Baltimore," is instead relying on a crime-prevention strategy that treats people like Fowlkes, city leaders and criminal-justice experts told me, as irredeemable.



During a press conference last month announcing that he would be deploying the National Guard to Washington, D.C., Trump briefly held up a picture of some alleged criminals who he said had been taken off the streets by federal officials. "They were rough, rough and tough. But we're rougher and tougher," he said. "Look at these people here. They're not going to be your local school teacher. Look at this guy. He has killed people numerous times. They're not going to be an asset. They will never be an asset to society. I don't care. I know we all want to say, 'Oh, they're going to be rehabbed.' It's not going to be rehabbed."



Flanked by the attorney general, the secretary of defense, the FBI director, and other Cabinet officials, Trump went on to describe a crime-fighting philosophy that seemed drawn from the 1980s, when aggressive policing and prosecution policies helped quadruple the nation's incarcerated population. Studies have repeatedly found that such tactics were ineffective, prohibitively expensive, and even counterproductive, leading Republican and Democratic officials alike to shift toward so-called smart-on-crime approaches that focus more on rehabilitation.



Although Trump embraced some of those ideas during his first term--signing, for example, the First Step Act, which eased sentencing for some drug convictions and invested in prison rehabilitation programs--his second term has been a callback to the era of strict penalties and mass incarceration. The president has demanded an end to cashless bail, despite little evidence that such programs increase crime. He has devoted billions of dollars to arresting undocumented immigrants, who studies show are no more prone to crime than native-born Americans. He has called for the death penalty for all murderers in D.C., contravening years of evidence showing that capital punishment does not deter crime. In recent weeks, Trump has taken to saying that certain people "were born to be criminals."



The 30-day window for Trump's takeover of D.C.'s police department is set to close this week, and there has been a marked reduction in violence in the District--a decline that has led Trump to declare the crime problem solved. But whether the drop in D.C. is sustainable or replicable elsewhere is a matter of debate both within and beyond the nation's capital. Trump has said he intends to deploy troops to additional American cities, including Chicago, New Orleans, and New York.

Read: Trump's dreams for D.C. could soon hit reality



Baltimore, just about 40 miles north of the White House, could provide a useful case study.



While thousands of federal troops and agents were patrolling D.C. last month--at an estimated cost of more than $1 million a day--Baltimore experienced its lowest number of murders for any August on record, according to figures dating back to 1970. Seven people were killed during a summer month that is usually marked by a surge in violence before school starts. Baltimore's murder rate through the first two-thirds of the year is the lowest it has been since the late 1970s; just more than 90 people have been killed. Though that total is higher than most cities', it is down considerably from just a few years ago, when the city regularly had upwards of 300 homicides a year.



Mayor Brandon Scott, who has been following the situation in D.C. closely as Trump has repeatedly threatened to dispatch troops to Baltimore, told me that his city shows that trying to combat crime solely with a "big show of force" is misguided.



"For those of us who lived through the '80s, '90s, and early 2000s, and zero-tolerance policing--all of those failed policies--why would we go back to them?" the 41-year-old Democrat said. "We know that they don't work."



Scott remembers dodging bullets as a child and losing friends to gun violence in his West Baltimore neighborhood. He said he would welcome additional federal support for crime fighting but rejected the idea that sending the National Guard into the city would do anything other than inflame tensions and upset the delicate balance that local leaders have tried to strike between rehabilitation and enforcement.



In 2004, a year when Baltimore had 270 murders, local police made 91,000 arrests, Scott told me, reciting statistics that he has committed to memory. Last year, the city of just under 600,000 had fewer than 18,000 arrests, and 201 homicides. "We had fewer homicides with fewer arrests," he told me, arguing that mass incarceration had done more harm than good in the city where he grew up.



Democrats--who have been the main targets of Trump's threats to deploy federal troops in their cities--have largely abandoned the "Defund the police" rhetoric that emerged after the 2020 killing of George Floyd. Under President Joe Biden, cities accepted millions of dollars in federal grants to bolster their police departments and place more cops on the beat. But Democrats and Republicans have generally paired their investments in policing with support for rehabilitative programs that aim to keep criminals from reoffending.



Scott told me he sends personal letters to people identified through data analysis and community policing as being the most at risk of committing a crime, giving them an opportunity "to change their life." If they go on to engage in violence, "we remove them" from the community, he said, arguing that prosecuting the small group of people responsible for most of the city's crime was more effective than dragnet-style policing that sweeps up undocumented delivery drivers.



Wes Moore, Maryland's Democratic governor, regularly boasts of spending more money on local policing than any of his predecessors. He also says he has put more money toward alternative community programs than his state has ever seen. Like Scott, he has said he is willing to partner with the federal government on anti-crime measures. But he told me that accepting federal troops, and the "stigma" that would come with sending them into a mostly Black city, would be "offensive."



"You're never going to militarize or incarcerate your way out of something that is a much larger social problem," he said.



Moore, a combat veteran, said military troops are not trained for domestic policing and asserted that Trump's use of the National Guard for landscaping duties in the nation's capital was little more than political "theatrics." "I'm personally offended that the president would continue to use our National Guard as if they were toy soldiers that he received as a gift on Christmas," he told me. "I would love to have data-backed and effective support, but I will not accept dumb support."



On Friday, Scott and Moore announced that they would be boosting public-safety efforts in Baltimore, using their own resources to send Maryland State Police troopers and officers from Maryland Transportation Authority to high-crime areas and surging efforts to find people with warrants for violent-felony charges.
 
 Speaking through bullhorns during a walk through a Northwest Baltimore neighborhood, they led those assembled in a defiant chant.



"We're all we got!" they shouted, prompting the crowd to yell back: "We're all we need!"



In Washington--where officials have claimed violent offenses are down by 45 percent since the federal surge began--Mayor Muriel Bowser has taken a different approach. Last week, she signed an order extending the city's cooperation with the Trump administration. Given her police force's low morale, staffing shortfalls, and attrition, she has welcomed the additional help. And Bowser has acknowledged that she has little authority to push back against Trump's actions, considering the outsize role that the federal government gets to play in the city's affairs. Even as Washington's attorney general has sued the Trump administration over the troop deployment, the White House has pointed to Bowser's support as evidence that Trump's crime-fighting strategies are sound.



"President Trump's operation in Washington DC has been wildly successful with driving down violent crime and the President is invested in the long-term success of these efforts," Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, told me in a statement on Thursday. "Just this week, Mayor Bowser signed an order to continue cooperating with the President's efforts to Make DC Safe Again. This sustained partnership between President Trump and DC will ensure violent crime continues to be addressed--other Democrats across the country should follow Mayor Bowser's lead."



During one night last week, more than 3,400 people from 22 agencies were involved in the D.C. crackdown, an administration official told me. The surge of federal resources--coming at a cost that few cities could afford to sustain over the long term--resulted in 81 arrests, 37 of which were related to immigration. More than 1,900 total arrests have been made during the past month after officials from the FBI, ATF, and other federal agencies began patrolling the District. The officials have confiscated more than 190 guns.



But the maximalist strategy has run into obstacles in court, where grand juries have repeatedly declined to approve indictments sought by federal prosecutors.



Criminal-justice experts I spoke with doubt that Trump's actions will impact the broader trajectory of crime in D.C.

Read: Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know.



"Any kind of crime can be quickly batted down in the very short run, but you're not going to see any kind of longer-term sustainability," Amy Solomon, a senior fellow at the Council on Criminal Justice, told me. "It might move to a different area. We know that there are very short-term responses when people are arrested, when some of the root causes aren't addressed."



For years, Solomon worked in the Justice Department's Office of Justice Programs, which steers federal funds toward various community organizations focused on addressing some of those root causes. Under a 2021 pandemic-recovery bill and a 2022 bipartisan gun-safety law, Congress set aside hundreds of millions of dollars for violence-intervention programs, which aim to prevent crimes before they happen by addressing underlying problems at the neighborhood level. The Trump administration cut more than $800 million for such programs in April, suggesting that they did not align with the president's vision for advancing public safety.



Roca Baltimore, the community organization that knocked on Fowlkes's door days after he was shot in 2021, had a $2 million grant canceled as part of the cuts. The organization targets some of the most at-risk young men in Baltimore, including those who have been arrested multiple times, and offers them a chance to chart a different path, its Baltimore director, Kurtis Palermo, told me. In addition to offering regular check-ins, educational opportunities, and job training, Roca teaches each participant how to pause and think before acting on impulse in highly charged situations.



Fowlkes, who received his HVAC certification and commercial driver's license after joining the program, told me he learned how to regulate his emotions and avoid the consequences of rash decision making. "It calmed me down, brought me to a certain level where I could take that eight to 12 seconds and it not cost me my life," he said. Fowlkes, now a father, told me that as a child in West Baltimore, he witnessed traumatic violence and had few positive role models to look up to.



"We end up normalizing things that are not normal," he said. "Getting shot is just something that happens."



Palermo said he doubted that sending troops into Baltimore would have any measurable impact on the at-risk young people in the city's toughest neighborhoods. "I don't know what they're going to do--stand downtown and pick up trash?" he said of the troops. "How does that deter crime?"



The organization is appealing the Trump administration's decision to cut its funding, pointing to the reduction in crime in recent years and the support it receives from local police. The appeal remains pending.



Emma Brown, executive director at Giffords, a gun-violence-prevention organization, told me that Trump has discarded "programs that have been proven to stop violent crime" in favor of a more expensive show of force that cannot easily be sustained.



"This isn't a situation where we're all sitting around and scratching our heads and wondering, 'How do we do it?'" she said. "Sending the National Guard in to lay mulch down in Washington is really a laughable approach to a very serious problem."



Trump, who signed an executive order last month calling for the National Guard to create a "quick reaction force" for deployment to additional cities, could find his efforts blocked by the courts. On Tuesday, a federal judge in California found that the Trump administration's deployment of the National Guard and Marines to Los Angeles was unconstitutional because of the way it used the military for domestic matters. Several Democratic governors and mayors have said they would resist any efforts by Trump to deploy troops into their cities.



Moore, who as governor is in charge of the Maryland National Guard, told me that Trump could expect such resistance if he tries to dispatch the National Guard to Baltimore.



"I'm a soldier by training and I know the oath that I took, which was that we would defend the Constitution, the oath that I took that we would obviously follow all legal orders," he said. "But that 'legal' part is important. We will follow all legal orders, but we're not breaking the law, and my people will not break the law for anyone."
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Fear of Losing the Midterms Is Driving Trump's Decisions

The specter of investigations and impeachment has fueled many of the president's most dramatic actions.

by Jonathan Lemire




Few things make President Donald Trump angrier than the memory of his two impeachments. Despite his return to the White House this year, he frequently complains privately and publicly about Democrats' efforts to remove him from office in his first term. Trump, to this day, insists that he did nothing wrong, calling both impeachments "witch hunts."

And he is fearful that he might have to go through it all again.

The party out of power tends to do well in midterm elections, and Trump remembers how Democrats wielded the majority after capturing the House of Representatives in 2018. If the Democrats win control of one chamber of Congress next year--they are the slight favorites in the House, whereas the Senate would be harder--they won't just have the ability to block whatever remains of Trump's lame-duck legislative agenda. Armed with the power of the subpoena, they would also be able to open investigations into the Trump administration, dragging key officials to the Hill for embarrassing, headline-grabbing hearings. And even a simple majority in the House would allow Democrats the chance to impeach Trump for a third time.

The specter of investigations and impeachment has fueled many of the president's most dramatic actions in recent weeks, three senior White House officials and two close outside allies told me. Trump's unprecedented (and, Democrats say, illegal) mid-decade redistricting push, the deployment of the National Guard to Washington, his unceasing pressure on the Federal Reserve to cut interest rates--all can be seen as part of a sweeping, frantic attempt to swing next year's midterm elections.

Read: The anti-Trump strategy that's actually working

The president has told confidants that he does not want a repeat of what happened after Republicans lost control in 2018 and is not going to cost himself this time by adhering to political norms. He has been pushing aides to focus on the midterms, and he is making more of an effort than he did seven years ago to nationalize the races and to motivate Republican voters who haven't turned out when his name isn't on the ballot. Trump believes that not just the tenor of his final two years in office, but the shape of his legacy as a whole, ride on whether he can reverse historical political trends and hold on to the House and the Senate in 2026.

"The president believes that he stayed in his lane" in 2018--"that he took a more conservative approach and tried to reach across the aisle," one of the senior White House officials told me. (This person, like others interviewed, was granted anonymity to speak about internal discussions.) "And look where that got him: We lost. He's not making that mistake again."

Trump has a tendency to inject politics into nearly every presidential act or social-media post. But the White House made a concerted pivot toward the midterms once the Republicans' signature piece of legislation, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, was passed into law in July, the three White House officials told me. White House aides, working with the congressional-campaign committees, knew almost immediately that they had a problem: The legislation's tax cuts overwhelmingly favor the wealthy, and the bill will slash services and health care for many poorer Americans. The president, to the surprise of many in his party, has done very little domestic travel to promote the legislation. After Republican lawmakers began facing hostile crowds at town halls, the White House asked the GOP congressional leadership to hold fewer of them.

Meanwhile, the years-old Jeffrey Epstein scandal flared up again over the summer and has proved impossible for Trump to extinguish as more details have emerged about his relationship with the disgraced financier, who died in prison in 2019 in what was ruled a suicide after he was charged with sex trafficking. The president has faced rare defiance from portions of his MAGA base, which has demanded that the administration fulfill its promise to release more information about the powerful people who associated with Epstein. Trump's summer of discontent has continued as he has struggled to end the wars in Ukraine and Gaza, while the economy, reacting to the president's scattershot tariff policies, has begun to flash warning signs.

Trump's top advisers convened a series of late-summer West Wing meetings in an effort to change the political narrative. One of the officials I spoke with downplayed the level of anxiety--"We're not freaking out and trying to play 4-D chess," this person told me. But the White House plotted methods to reverse its slide, including rethinking the way Republicans sell their signature piece of legislation. In recent days, the White House and Trump himself have suggested to lawmakers that they move away from the "One Big Beautiful Bill" moniker--even though it was Trump's own coinage--and instead embrace a new name. They've kicked around a few possibilities, including the (not exactly accurate) "Working Families Tax Cut Bill."

Read: Only one Republican is holding this many town halls

Trump's midterms push has gone far beyond the megabill. In June, he began floating the idea that Texas should redraw its congressional-district maps in an effort to create five additional Republican seats--enough to allow the GOP to keep the House. Although both parties have long engaged in partisan gerrymandering, the Texas plan was particularly audacious: Traditionally, redistricting takes place once a decade, after the census. It had just been done in Texas in 2021 and was not due again until after the 2030 count. Texas lawmakers went ahead at the behest of the president. Democrats howled, and their local lawmakers fled the state. It didn't matter. The maps were redrawn, setting off a redistricting arms race. California moved to redo its own maps to offset the GOP gains in Texas, while other red and blue states--Missouri, Indiana, New York, and more--began considering their own redistricting plans. ("If Republicans thought they could win on their record, they wouldn't have opened the redistricting conversation in the first place," Andrew Bates, a former senior staffer to President Joe Biden, told me.)

Last month, Trump spoke with Steve Bannon, and the influential outside adviser began outlining to him other maneuvers to try to change who will be able to vote in 2026 and how they will be able to do so. Over the course of a few days, Bannon called on his podcast for a mid-decade census that would exclude people in the United States without authorization (which experts have argued would be unconstitutional) and a requirement of proof of citizenship to register to vote in federal elections (which critics have described as an attempt at voter suppression). Bannon also railed against mail-in voting, a longtime crusade for Trump, and the president picked up that fight again last month by threatening an executive order to ban the process, which he claims, without evidence, has led to rampant fraud.

"There's a very potent brew of deeply held beliefs driving these tactics," Kevin Madden, a Republican strategist who was a senior aide on Mitt Romney's presidential campaign, told me of Trump's midterms push. "First and foremost, Trump thinks that his election was an absolute mandate, delivered by the voters despite every attempt by his opponents and critics to use politics and lawfare to defeat him."

White House aides know that next year's midterms could very well turn on the economy and privately worry about what will happen if Trump's tariffs, which they have sold as a way to revive American industry, are permanently struck down in the courts. Most experts would say that Trump should be worried about what will happen to the economy if the tariffs do go into effect. August's weak jobs report showed slowing growth, and that followed the previous month's sluggish report, which had prompted Trump to fire the commissioner of the Bureau of Labor Statistics on unfounded claims of bias. The West Wing is aware of these weak signs, and is warily watching inflation and looking for ways to juice the economy. Officials are discussing a sweeping deregulation effort due this fall that is meant to spark business growth.

But Trump is also taking more extreme measures. He has unleashed a relentless pressure campaign on Federal Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell to lower interest rates and, when met with defiance, mused about ousting Powell before his term ends in May. That prospect rattled the markets, and Trump briefly backed off, only to then latch on to a right-wing narrative that Powell had overseen a wildly over-budget renovation of the Fed building in Washington and could be fired for cause. Although Trump donned a hard hat and toured the building, he seems to have let that issue slide, while continuing to slam Powell. More recently, Trump tried to fire Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook over unproven allegations of mortgage fraud. (Cook is suing Trump in response.) Her departure would allow Trump to replace her with someone willing to vote to lower interest rates. Or, as some in his orbit have suggested, he could demand that Powell fire Cook and then try to oust the chairman if he refuses, on the theory that the resulting cuts in rates would offset any initial market blowback. The Department of Justice recently opened an investigation into Cook, further alarming those who believe that Trump is weaponizing the federal government against anyone he sees as a political obstacle.

Although officials in the West Wing are anxious about the future of the economy, they feel confident about the radical steps Trump has taken on what they believe is a winning issue for the midterms. For generations, Republicans have attacked Democrats as soft on crime. This time, Trump is doing it with armored vehicles. His deployment of the National Guard to Washington last month triggered a backlash in the city, where many residents have made clear that they don't want a military presence, particularly if the troops appear to be there mostly for photo ops around the National Mall. And although the president has more authority in the nation's capital than he does in other cities, Democrats have denounced his move as federal overreach and a prelude to authoritarianism, especially after he floated the idea of also deploying troops to cities such as Chicago, Baltimore, and New York over the objections of those states' governors.

Read: Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know.

The White House believes that the debate puts Democrats on the defensive. Violent crime rose nationwide during the coronavirus pandemic and in its immediate aftermath, and although it has fallen in most of the country since then, polling suggests that it remains a significant concern for many Americans. Trump believes that he has tapped into that, looking to play on voters' fears more successfully than he did in 2018, when he hyped up the dangers posed by an alleged "caravan" of migrants approaching the southern border.

The overall goal of Trump's various presidential power plays, aides told me, is to nationalize the midterms and make them about him. Trump has long believed that he is his party's best messenger, and he mused recently about holding a national political convention in 2026, an unusual move for a nonpresidential year.

"President Trump has delivered win after win for the American people since taking office--a booming economy, a secure border, historic investments in United States manufacturing, massive tax cuts for working Americans, and the list goes on!" the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in a statement. "As the leader of the Republican party, President Trump will obviously play a critical role in all efforts moving forward--after all, there's nothing more powerful in politics than a Trump endorsement."

But this strategy holds risks for the party. Trump's unpopularity hurt the GOP in 2018. And although the midterms are more than a year away, polling shows that Trump is losing support from some of the voting blocs that helped put him back into office. Traditionally, the president's own party is held accountable if voters don't feel that their lives have improved--no matter how hard the chief executive tries.

"Donald Trump knows that he needs the Republicans to control the House in order for him to keep operating without any checks on his power and avoiding congressional investigations," Susan del Percio, a longtime Republican strategist and a Trump critic, told me. "But in the end, like almost every election, it will be about the economy, price of groceries, and if swing voters feel like they got screwed by the White House."
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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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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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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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Will Israel Destroy Trump's Greatest Foreign-Policy Achievement?

The Abraham Accords rested on a commitment that the Israeli settler right wants to break.

by Yair Rosenberg




Donald Trump's greatest foreign-policy achievement came out of nowhere. On August 13, 2020, with essentially no advance warning or leaks, the president announced on Twitter that Israel was establishing diplomatic and trade relations with the United Arab Emirates, a wealthy Middle Eastern country that had previously rejected the Jewish state's right to exist. "HUGE breakthrough today!" Trump wrote. "Historic Peace Agreement between our two GREAT friends, Israel and the United Arab Emirates!" After this declaration, the diplomatic dominoes fell in rapid succession; other Arab states joined what became known as the Abraham Accords, culminating in a signing ceremony at the White House one month later.

Less remembered is what the Accords prevented: Israeli annexation of the West Bank. In exchange for Emirati recognition, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government agreed to a "suspension of Israel's plans to extend its sovereignty." In plain English, Israel's conservative coalition shelved plans to formally incorporate swaths of occupied Palestinian territory into Israel, preserving a path to a two-state solution and deferring a longtime dream of the country's settlers that had been inching closer to fruition.

Since then, the Accords have proved remarkably durable, weathering even the past two years of the Gaza war. But that may be about to change. On September 3, Bezalel Smotrich, Israel's far-right finance minister, unveiled a proposal to annex 82 percent of the West Bank and called on Netanyahu to enact it. "It is time to apply Israeli sovereignty in Judea and Samaria," he said in a statement, referring to the area's biblical names, "and remove once and for all the idea of dividing our small land and establishing a terrorist state in its heart." The next day, top Israeli ministers were scheduled to discuss the idea of annexation--that is, until the UAE intervened.

Yair Rosenberg: Israel's settler right is preparing to annex Gaza

"Annexation would be a red line for my government, and that means there can be no lasting peace," Emirati special envoy Lana Nusseibeh told The Times of Israel in a rare public intervention in Israeli politics. "We trust that President Trump will not allow the Abraham Accords tenet of his legacy to be tarnished, threatened or derailed by extremists and radicals." The planned cabinet discussion was abruptly called off. But the issue of annexation is far from resolved, and it threatens to upend Trump's signature international triumph.

Critics have correctly noted that the Abraham Accords did not bring peace to the Middle East; they consisted of deals between Israel and countries with which it had never been at war. But on the campaign trail and in the White House, the president has repeatedly touted the Accords as a prized accomplishment, and shortly before the 2024 election, he promised that expanding them would be an "absolute priority." Just a few weeks ago, he wrote on Truth Social that "it is very important to me that all Middle Eastern Countries join the Abraham Accords." Annexation, however, could upend that entire process, undoing past agreements and making future ones impossible. Yet Israel's government continues to press the prospect.

The reason this subject will not go away is that Netanyahu is beholden to those who don't want it to go away. When the Israeli leader originally negotiated the Abraham Accords, he did so personally, making the decisions himself and keeping even his own foreign and defense ministers in the dark. Today, however, Netanyahu's political position has deteriorated dramatically. His unpopular coalition received just 48.4 percent of the vote in Israel's last election and depends on an assortment of anti-Arab ideologues and religious messianists to remain in power. The result: On core issues such as the Gaza conflict and whether the country's ultra-Orthodox serve in its army, Netanyahu does not command his coalition; it commands him. And that coalition wants West Bank annexation. In July, days before Netanyahu last visited Trump in Washington, 15 ministers in his Likud party signed a letter calling on him to apply Israeli sovereignty to the West Bank by the end of the month.

In November 2024, I predicted that the Israeli right's refusal to abandon annexation made a conflict over it inevitable in Trump's second term. Today that clash has arrived, and it will play out not just between Israel and its Arab partners, but within the American administration itself, where some support annexation but others do not. The players are already moving into position. Last week, Saudi Arabia's Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman reportedly signaled that any Israeli advances on the West Bank would dash hopes of his country entering the Abraham Accords.

In this competition between annexationists and accordists, Trump will be the decider. Netanyahu has tied his entire political persona to the president, alienating most other international allies while telling the Israeli people that only he can manage the mercurial American leader. With elections looming next year, the prime minister cannot afford a public break with the president. Whatever Trump decides on annexation, Netanyahu will have to accept and spin as his own preferred policy.

The question, as ever, is where Trump stands. Will he rubber-stamp whatever Netanyahu's coalition decides, or will the president side with his Arab allies and seek to protect his foreign-policy legacy from the Israeli right? To date, the administration has been noncommittal. "What you're seeing with the West Bank and the annexation, that's not a final thing," Secretary of State Marco Rubio told reporters last week. "That's something being discussed among some elements of Israeli politics. I'm not going to opine on that today." Later this month, Rubio is scheduled to visit Israel, where these developments will undoubtedly be raised.

Jon Finer: The West Bank is sliding toward a crisis

Trump himself has thus far avoided tipping his hand. Back in February, the president hosted Netanyahu at the White House and detailed his plan to relocate the Gazan people and turn their territory into a "Riviera of the Middle East." Lost amid the chaos and controversy over that proposal was something else Trump said at that fateful meeting. Asked by an Israeli reporter whether he supports "Israeli sovereignty in Judea and Samaria," the president responded, "We will be making an announcement probably on that very specific topic over the next four weeks."

That was 30 weeks ago. Trump has been able to sidestep the subject of annexation until now, but if events continue to unfold as they have been, he will not be able to evade a decision much longer.
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The Beginning of the End of NATO

This is when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to Europe's defense.

by Robert Kagan




Sign up for National Security, a newsletter featuring coverage of rising authoritarianism, military intelligence, and geopolitical conflicts.

Early this morning, Russia sent a swarm of drones into Poland. The crisis of the NATO alliance that people on both sides of the Atlantic have been denying or trying to put off is now here: This is the moment when the world finds out whether the United States remains committed to the defense of its allies.

Ever since he began running for president, Donald Trump has been equivocal at best about America's security commitments to Europe. The allies have hoped to jolly Trump along, manipulating him by appealing to his vanity, calling him "Daddy," acceding to his punitive tariffs without resistance, and generally accepting a humiliating subservience in the hope of at least buying time. The allies have even fantasized about the United States providing some form of security should they put troops in Ukraine; Vladimir Putin was never going to allow European forces in Ukraine, so this fantasy might have survived indefinitely.

Any real test of America's commitment to European security seemed a problem for the future, and in the uneasy interregnum, the facade of transatlantic comity could be preserved until either Europe became strong enough to stand on its own or Trump departed the scene. This was congenial for both Americans and Europeans. Trump didn't have to take the controversial step of openly abandoning the allies, even as he was abandoning them, and Europeans didn't have to face the reality that the United States was no longer there for them, with all that implied for their security--and their defense spending.

Tom Nichols: Why NATO still exists

Putin, on the other hand, had every reason to force the matter to a head sooner rather than later. The only thing surprising about his attack on Poland is that he didn't do it sooner. (Russia denies having sent the drones into Polish territory.)

Start with the fact that such an attack has always been a viable option for Putin. People don't pay much attention these days to the "laws" of neutrality, but for centuries prior to World War II, it was understood that if one nation's government provided weapons and war materiel directly to another nation at war with a third nation, that legally made the donor a belligerent in the war and therefore subject to attack. An exception was made for private arms sales, which were how the United States managed to supply weapons to Britain and France during the period when Washington was neutral in World War I. But direct, government-to-government arms provisions and arms sales were a violation of neutrality, which gave the third nation the right, if it chose, to go to war with the providing nation or to use force to cut off the supply. The laws of neutrality don't distinguish between aggressor and victim, because those distinctions are not always clear-cut. If Putin had at any time decided to bomb the supply lines to Ukraine from Poland, Romania, or Slovakia, he would have been within his rights to do so.

So why didn't he? In the early phases of the war, he may not have had the capacity--Russian missiles couldn't even hit Kyiv regularly at first. But the bigger deterrent was almost certainly the prospect of pulling NATO, and with it the United States, into the war. That was always Putin's nightmare scenario, especially once Russian forces failed to achieve a rapid victory and became bogged down and vulnerable in Ukraine.

Had NATO entered the war at any time in the past three years, Russian forces in Ukraine would have been doomed. The United States, using ship- and submarine-launched missiles alone, would have been able to take out the Kursk bridge, thereby cutting off the most crucial Russian supply line and path for retreat. Russian forces trapped in Ukraine would have been sitting ducks for NATO missiles and aircraft. Putin would have faced the choice of a full-scale war with NATO that he could not possibly win--a nuclear war that, whatever else it accomplished, would destroy Russia--or surrender. Putin kept the Biden administration constantly on edge with threats of nuclear escalation, but in fact he was extremely careful not to do anything that might prompt an American and NATO response.

And yet, from the beginning, the only people more fearful than Putin of American intervention were Americans. Consider the Biden administration's reaction at each stage of the war. American intelligence acquired detailed knowledge of Russia's invasion plans, including the timing, no later than early November 2021. Between then and the invasion in February 2022, the Biden administration warned Putin not to invade, threatened sanctions if he did, and then very effectively provided the intelligence to allies and the media.

What the Biden administration did not do was take any step that might signal the possibility of American or NATO involvement. The United States did not move ships into the Black Sea, though these were international waters and it had every right to. It did not move any American or NATO forces forward in Europe, much less send any forces into Ukraine. On the contrary, the Biden administration was careful to do nothing that might indicate a willingness to respond militarily to the invasion that they had told the world was coming.

One can only imagine how Putin read those signals. His original plan had been to move so quickly against Ukraine that the United States and NATO would be confronted with a fait accompli before they had a chance to respond. But the Americans, in full knowledge of Putin's plans months in advance, assiduously did nothing to suggest a response other than sanctions, which Putin was prepared to withstand.

Thomas Wright: The only plausible path to end the war in Ukraine

Then came Russia's disastrous invasion. As many as 190,000 Russian troops--essentially Putin's entire deployable army at that time--were literally bogged down in the mud, trapped in Ukraine and under attack from surprisingly resilient Ukrainian forces. Surely Putin was in a panic at that point, for had NATO even threatened to take any action--such as blowing up the Kursk bridge and thereby trapping his army in Ukraine--he would have been left with the choice of surrender or all-out intercontinental nuclear war. He could not have used nuclear weapons in Ukraine without irradiating his own troops, and even if he did, the United States and NATO would be left untouched and capable of striking conventionally at whatever remained of his forces: checkmate.

And yet--again--the United States did nothing. It supplied weapons to Ukraine, with significant restrictions on their use, and deliberately took no action that could be construed as aggressive. Putin thus passed through the greatest moment of peril for Russia since Stalingrad.

Having escaped disaster and gauged the full extent of American self-deterrence, Putin began putting pressure on Ukraine's neighbors and suppliers. This was a logical progression in the war, as well as a response to the contradictions at the heart of an American policy that sought to assist Ukraine while avoiding direct confrontation with Russia. Putin did not force the United States to choose between these objectives. Until now.

Putin's primary goal right now is to force Ukraine's surrender. Aiding Ukraine has already begun to be a controversial subject in Poland; the prospect of Russian attacks in retaliation could drive up opposition, especially if the United States proves unreliable. That in turn will force Ukrainians to contemplate a world without foreign assistance.

But Putin also has his eye on a bigger prize: the collapse of the NATO alliance. For many months Putin has been waging a "shadow war" against NATO member states--one that the Center for European Policy Analysis describes as "a concerted and coordinated campaign of attacks" aimed at raising the costs and risks to those nations aiding Ukraine. These have included sabotage of key infrastructure, arson, and assassination attempts against European defense executives. The Trump administration's response has been to tell the Europeans they need to defend themselves, because the United States can no longer afford to do so; to hint at substantial withdrawals of American forces from Europe; and, most recently, to cancel a multiyear defense-training program for the Baltic allies.

The "shadow war" was a characteristic Putin probe to see what the United States would tolerate. The Trump administration's lack of response encouraged Putin to take the next step and bring the "shadow war" out from the shadows. By overtly attacking Poland, Putin has forced the question of America's security commitment to the fore. For Trump to do nothing in response to the constant strikes against civilian targets in Ukraine was one thing. If he does nothing in response to a Russian attack on Poland, Europeans will have to stop fooling themselves and face the fact that the Americans really aren't there for them.
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Russia Is Losing the War--Just Not to Ukraine

A war meant to catalyze national revival has instead become a case study in national self-harm.

by Jeremy Shapiro




Vladimir Putin, we've been told since the start of the war in Ukraine, has goals that extend well beyond territory: He seeks to upend the post-Cold War international order, to reconstruct the Soviet sphere of influence, and to allow Russia to reassume its rightful position as a world power equal to the United States. Bilateral summits, such as the recent one between Donald Trump and Putin in Anchorage, offer a symbolic recognition of that aspiration--as Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov highlighted not so subtly by showing up in Alaska wearing a CCCP (U.S.S.R.) sweatshirt.

But summits and sweatshirts won't make Russia a superpower. Only a credible show of strength can do that. The war in Ukraine was meant to supply this, but it has instead become a slow-motion demonstration of Russia's decline--less a catalyst of national revival than a case study in national self-harm.

Moscow has devoted considerable resources, manpower, and political will to its invasion of the country next door. In purely military terms, it has managed not to lose and may even be eking its way toward some sort of attritional victory in the Donbas. But even if it consolidates its territorial gains and keeps Ukraine out of NATO, Russia will have won only a pyrrhic victory, mortgaging its future for the sake of a few bombed-out square kilometers. In other words, Russia is effectively losing the war in Ukraine--not to Ukraine, but to everyone else.

Read: Did the White House not understand what Putin was really offering?

In virtually any likely end-of-war scenario, Ukraine will remain a hostile, Western-armed neighbor--a permanent sucking wound on Russia's western flank. Europe will continue to embargo Russian goods and build its energy future without Russia's Gazprom. The Russian army, having shown itself moderately adaptable to modern warfare, will nonetheless be gutted of equipment, bereft of its best cadres, and reliant on foreign suppliers. To reconstitute it will take years and many billions of dollars. By then, Russia's supposed mastery of modern drone warfare will probably be obsolete.

While Russia obsesses over Ukraine, its erstwhile friends and clients are quietly slipping away. In Africa, Wagner's heirs struggle to hold their franchises together, and China and the Gulf states are buying up influence, drawing from far deeper pockets. In the Middle East, Moscow's old claim to be an indispensable broker appears totally vacuous.

Nowhere is this clearer than in Syria. Moscow once celebrated its involvement in that country's civil war as part of a "Russian resurgence" that would restore the country to the ranks of great powers, showing that it could project influence and outmaneuver Washington in the Middle East. Now Syria has become a symbol of overstretch. The Bashar al-Assad regime, whose survival Putin once touted as existential for Russia, disappeared with barely a murmur from Moscow, leaving Turkey, Israel, the Gulf States, and the United States to carve up influence in the land it once ruled.

The South Caucasus were once Moscow's backyard playground: Azerbaijan and Armenia long depended on Russia for security guarantees, arms supplies, and mediation of their conflicts. Russia's implicit promise to Armenia was that its membership in the Collective Security Treaty Organization and its deep ties with the Russian military (as well as the Russian peacekeepers deployed on the disputed territory) would ensure protection against Azerbaijani aggression. But in 2020 and again 2023, Azerbaijan routed Armenia in the territory contested between the two states, showing how little weight Russian promises carried. Now the United States is negotiating peace between the two countries--something unimaginable even four years ago.

The one place Russia has effectively influenced is Europe, where NATO has expanded to include Finland and Sweden, and states have increased their military spending, courtesy of Russian belligerence. Putin appears to have engineered a strange geopolitical bargain: Moscow sacrifices its demographically scarce young men in the Donbas so that Europeans will finally buy air defenses.

At home, Russia's wartime economy looks like a parody of Soviet stagnation, exactly what Putin warned against in the early years of his presidency. Factories churn out shells and missiles even as the rest of the world invests in artificial intelligence, green technology, and microchips. The Kremlin has succeeded in building a fortress economy, but one that is fortified against the future more than against the enemy. This would be funny if it weren't so tragic for Russia's prospects: a petrostate doubling down on oil and artillery in the middle of a technological revolution. The Kremlin says it's waging a war of destiny; in reality, it's missing the 21st century.

The clearest proof that Russia is not winning lies in Beijing. Russia is running down its stocks of precision missiles, and without access to Western components, it has grown ever more dependent on imports from China to sustain its military machine. Each missile in turns costs millions of dollars (for example, approximately $1 million to $2 million for a Kalibr cruise missile) and increases Russia's need for fossil-fuel exports and capital. China is now Russia's largest oil customer, accounting for nearly 40 percent of Russian fossil-fuel-export revenue in 2025 so far (at discounted rates), and has also become its main source of foreign credit; Western finance has dried up because of the sanctions.

Listen: Why the West failed the 'Putin test'

Far from making Russia a superpower, Russia's war against Ukraine has relegated it from would-be empire to China's disgruntled junior partner. For Xi Jinping, this war is a gift. It is diverting Western resources and bleeding Russia, all at bargain prices. For Putin, it's a trap.

Both Russia's defenders and its enemies suggest that a successful campaign in Ukraine will somehow produce a stronger, reinvigorated Russia capable of posing an immediate threat to Europe and beyond. But what exactly would Moscow have "won"? An angry, revanchist neighbor; a more unified, hostile Europe; a ruined economy; a gutted army; reduced international influence; and a boss in Beijing. That is not victory but self-inflicted decline.

This is perhaps why the Kremlin seems so uninterested in ending the war. A compromise peace would not expose a defeat on the battlefield but rather something far worse: the absence of any larger strategy. As one economist put it, "The Russian regime has no incentive to end the war and deal with that kind of economic reality. So it cannot afford to win the war, nor can it afford to lose."

In sacrificing its global influence for the chance to spend the past year pulverizing the previously unheard-of city of Pokrovsk in the Donbas, Russia has proved not its resilience but its near irrelevance. Russia has not rediscovered its imperial destiny. It has discovered only that it can still destroy--and that destruction is just about all that its foreign policy has to offer.
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The Real Cost of Tariffs on India

A partnership carefully forged over decades is coming undone.

by Vaibhav Vats




On August 27, President Donald Trump's 50 percent tariffs on India, some of the steepest he has imposed on any country in the world, went into effect. The levies mark an astounding rupture between the world's two largest democracies--and a setback for a partnership whose geopolitical significance had been growing.

The cooperation that took root between India and the United States at the turn of the 21st century centered on shared values: The two countries could together help shore up democracy and human rights in a world where the influence of authoritarian powers, specifically Russia and China, held ever greater sway. Former President Barack Obama described the relationship between the two nations as potentially "one of the defining partnerships of the 21st century." That was before the politics of both countries began traveling in a more authoritarian direction.

Trump has brought new turbulence to relations between the U.S. and India. Back in May, the president claimed to have brokered a cease-fire between India and Pakistan following a brief conflict between the two nations. Trump then repeated that claim more than 20 times. Any form of mediation in India's relationship with Pakistan is a delicate subject in New Delhi, understood as an assault on the nation's sovereignty; Trump's boasts opened Prime Minister Narendra Modi to vociferous criticism and boxed him into a defiant, nationalistic position.

Read: Modi's escalation trap

Then, on July 30, Trump announced a 25 percent tariff on India, with additional unspecified penalties on account of India's purchases of Russian oil and weapons. Modi, in part because he was keen to demonstrate Indian autonomy, showed no inclination to halt those purchases. Trump's response came a week later, on August 6: He doubled the tariffs to 50 percent.

Before all this, India and the United States had been growing steadily closer for nearly three decades. Pakistan had been America's Cold War ally on the subcontinent, but during the Global War on Terror, Washington came to see Islamabad as unreliable and instead drew closer to New Delhi. A partnership between two continent-size democracies seemed to many policy makers organic and necessary--all the more so as competition with China intensified. America cultivated India both as a counterweight to China and in recognition of the country's growing economic heft.

India is now the world's fourth-largest economy, and projected to become its third before the end of this decade. Trade between India and the United States stands at about $130 billion annually, making America India's largest trading partner. India now exports more iPhones to the American market than China does, and its mammoth pharmaceutical industry provides 40 percent of America's generic drugs. The country has secured an important place in the interconnected web of global commerce. Unpolished gems, sourced from Africa, for instance, might arrive in Surat, a diamond hub in Modi's home state of Gujarat, before crisscrossing the globe to be shown to buyers in America; after the buyers make their choice, the diamonds are flown back to India to be cut and polished before the final product is shipped to America.

Some of Trump's grievances are legitimate: He has derided India as a "tariff king," calling some of its trade barriers "obnoxious," and in fact India imposes higher tariffs than America's other top trading partners. The country's protectionism has roots in its colonial history: India was conquered not by the British empire but by the East India Company, perhaps the first multinational corporation in the world.

Since embracing free-market economics in the early 1990s, India has liberalized large sections of its economy, but the country's distrust of global trade remains deeply entrenched. High tariffs protect an array of influential groups from global competition: farmers--a constituency no Indian politician can afford to alienate--but also domestic oligarchs, who bankroll much of the country's politics. "Indian economic policies created a creamy layer of big business who were assured of a large internal market," Aditya Balasubramanian, a historian of the Indian economy, told me.

During the first Trump administration, India appeased the United States by reducing barriers on American products such as bourbon and Harley Davidson motorcycles. But it never closed a trade deal that would have required it to make major concessions. Still, Trump and Modi appeared to have enjoyed a warm, natural chemistry during those years. In 2019, during a joint rally appearance in Houston, Modi broke diplomatic protocol by advocating for Trump's reelection. Trump traveled to India the following year on a state visit, and the Indian prime minister rolled out the grandest of receptions, packing out the world's largest cricket stadium, with a capacity in excess of 100,000, in Gujarat.

Trump, not particularly fussed about minority rights and democratic backsliding under Modi, overlooked transgressions that few previous American presidents would have. During Trump's visit to New Delhi, violence instigated by Hindu-nationalist mobs led to the deaths of 53 people, mostly Muslims. Trump did not condemn the Indian prime minister or his political movement for the violence.

But the bromance withered after Trump lost to Joe Biden in 2020. The Indian prime minister was one of the first world leaders to congratulate the new president-elect, and he avoided meeting the defeated Republican again, spurning several invitations to Mar-a-Lago during his visits to America. A source with knowledge of these events told me that officials in India's foreign ministry advised Modi against being seen with Trump during the Biden years, on the grounds that he'd already angered the administration with his Houston endorsement.

Last September, Trump was once again a presidential candidate. He announced a plan to meet with the Indian leader later that month, describing Modi as "fantastic" but labeling India "a very big abuser" in matters of trade. Perhaps fearing a backlash if Kamala Harris won the presidency, Modi changed his mind about the meeting, which never took place.

"Modi has been quite reckless," Siddharth Varadarajan, a prominent foreign-policy commentator, told me. Perhaps to make amends, Varadarajan said, Modi sent his foreign minister to Washington in January to angle for an invitation to the inauguration. None came. Still, the following month, Modi was among the first world leaders to visit the White House, where Trump pointedly did not receive him at the entrance, as he has done for other foreign leaders.

The relationship between Trump and Modi reached its nadir with the India-Pakistan conflict in early May. After four days of fighting, Trump unilaterally announced a cease-fire on Truth Social, before either New Delhi or Islamabad had confirmed an end to the hostilities. Trump went on to boast that he had brokered the cease-fire--a narrative that struck at Modi's domestic strong-man image.

During a tense phone call a month later, on June 17, Modi told Trump that America's role had had little bearing on the cease-fire, which was directly negotiated between India and Pakistan. He also said that New Delhi would never accept mediation in its relationship with Islamabad. The next day, Trump met with Asim Munir, the chief of the Pakistani army, in a striking departure from protocol: No American president had previously hosted the leader of Pakistan's army without a civilian contingent present. But Munir had curried favor with Trump by calling for the American president to be nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize for his role in the India-Pakistan conflict. As an elected leader beholden to a constituency, Modi simply could not have engaged in such obsequious flattery.

Read: Flattery, firmness, and flourishes

Nonetheless, despite the tensions between Trump and Modi, Indian negotiators remained confident that the two countries would reach a trade agreement. On July 24, India's commerce minister stated that the countries were making "fantastic progress" on a deal. That the tariffs followed six days later was perplexing--and the penalties for India's purchases of Russian oil were even more so, given that Trump had seemed to be courting better relations with Moscow. Moreover, Washington didn't penalize China or Turkey for purchasing Russian oil--only India.

Modi has responded by reinforcing relations with other foreign leaders. After the tariff announcement, he spoke with Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva to talk about boosting bilateral trade and arrange for Lula to make a state visit to India next year. Modi also invited Vladimir Putin for a visit to New Delhi later this year.

Most striking is that at the end of August, Modi made his first visit to China in seven years: He attended the summit of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, a Eurasian bloc often seen as anti-Western, in the northern-Chinese city of Tianjin. A photo from the summit shows Putin, Modi, and China's Xi Jinping clustered together, chatting ebulliently in the marked absence of their American rival. While in Tianjin, Modi held a bilateral meeting with Xi, who called for the "Dragon and the Elephant to come together"--less than four months after Pakistan fought India largely with Chinese weaponry.

The relationship between India and the United States could still recover. But New Delhi has come to view the Trump administration as a mercurial, unreliable actor--not without reason, given the mixed messages coming from Washington. On Fox News, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent dismissed the Tianjin conference as "largely performative" and expressed confidence that the trade impasse between the U.S. and India would be resolved. But Trump followed with a more ominous message on Truth Social on September 5: "Looks like we've lost India and Russia to deepest, darkest, China. May they have a long and prosperous future together!" The very next day, in remarks at the White House, Trump said that the U.S. and India had a special relationship and that he and Modi would always be friends. The Indian prime minister posted favorably on X in response.

A succession of American presidents and Indian prime ministers, along with diplomats and influential people from both countries, has spent nearly three decades carefully forging an alliance. Now New Delhi is recalibrating--and returning to what is understood in Indian parlance as "strategic autonomy," a multilateral orientation honed during India's long decades of nonalignment in the Cold War. What was once envisioned as a vital partnership of the 21st century is fraying--and becoming another source of uncertainty in a world order that seems to be unraveling.
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Israel Attacks Qatar's Relevance

The strikes against Hamas in Doha suggest a natural limit to Qatar's role as an intermediary.

by Graeme Wood




Today, Israel attacked Hamas, apparently targeting its lead negotiator, Khalil al-Hayya, in Doha, the capital of Qatar. This tactic is not endorsed in Getting to Yes or in any other guide to negotiation or international law. It is, however, consistent with the stated view of Israel's leadership, which is that avowed members of a group engaged in ongoing acts of terror are valid targets wherever they happen to be. Israel demonstrated the sincerity of that last part--that it would strike wherever it wished--with its assassination of Ismail Haniyeh, Hamas's then-political leader, in Tehran last year. Even after that, Hamas considered Qatar safe, because it is the site of the U.S.-backed negotiations over the war in Gaza, and as long as Israel's closest ally was encouraging talks, Israel would need a living Hamas member to avoid a one-sided conversation. Hamas claims that its leaders in Qatar survived but that some lower-level figures, including al-Hayya's son, did not. Israeli officials claim that they attacked Hamas in Doha with American consent. White House officials say that Donald Trump learned about the operation just this morning and directed his envoy Steve Witkoff to tip off the Qataris. The Qataris say that they took his call just as the explosions were under way.

Back in February, Trump said that if all of the Israeli hostages were not released within days, "all bets are off, and let hell break out." (His threat raised the question of what, if not hell, he thought had broken out in Gaza since October 7, 2023.) Trump added that it was Israel's choice whether to take advantage of its new latitude. Just this weekend, he suggested that Hamas's negotiators mull a deal he had proposed to them, according to which all of the Israeli hostages would be released in exchange for a cease-fire and the release of many Palestinian prisoners. "I have warned Hamas about the consequences of not accepting," he wrote on Truth Social. If Trump was in fact aware of the operation, this tactic--lie about whether negotiation is still ongoing--resembles the ruse that preceded America's bombing of Iran in June, just days after Trump said he'd spend "two weeks" deciding whether to attack.

From the October 2025 issue: The neighbor from hell 

Those who view America and Israel cynically will point to perfidy in these fake-outs, which amount to inviting Hamas's leaders to mull a deal and then killing them while they ponder it. Cynics on the other side will say that Hamas has never pondered any deal since the beginning of the so-called negotiation. Every deal it envisions is a tactical retreat to set up more war. Because Hamas is plotting Israel's annihilation under the guise of considering peace, the Israelis would have to be suckers to wait around for Hamas to perfect its plot and put it into action. Last week, Hamas said that it would accept a deal under which it would free the hostages in exchange for a cease-fire, the freedom of Palestinian prisoners, and Israeli withdrawal from Gaza. But on Friday, it released a video of two Israeli hostages, as if to confirm that the group remains remorseless for its war crimes and will commit more as soon as it can. Both sides' cynics are very astute.

The assassination is gloomy news for the Israeli hostages, of whom roughly 20 are thought to be alive. But spare a different kind of pity for Qatar. It's not easy being an insanely rich petro-emirate. During the past two decades, it went from a wealthy but minor airstrip and gas station for other countries, including the United States, to an important player in international relations. It somehow danced between the geopolitical raindrops and made itself a useful partner to so many opposing factions that everyone stood to lose something if it ceased to flourish. The assassination on its territory is not an assault on Qatar itself or the first salvo in a war between it and Israel. But it is a challenge to Qatar's relevance.

The Saudi crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, once told me that his country's dispute with Qatar from 2017 to 2021 was a family affair--a squabble among cousins that would eventually conclude. He had blockaded Qatar, the equivalent of building a barrier of burning tires in front of your cousin's driveway, and accused it of subverting the Saudi monarchy by fomenting Islamism. He was not making those charges up. For years, Qatar had been the Arab Gulf's main depot for political Islamists, a transit point and home for those who thought the Muslim Brotherhood and the Taliban deserved to be heard out. MBS's view was that they should be heard only through heavily reinforced cell doors. And Saudi senior officials were appalled that this country, tiny and insignificant compared with Saudi Arabia, would have any say at all in matters of importance. The leaders of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates despise Hamas and resent their uppity neighbor. They have condemned today's killings but are not likely to be entirely displeased.

Hussein Ibish: The reckoning that is coming for Qatar

Qatar insisted on its own relevance, and eventually its necessity, by inserting itself in the middle of every conflict and offering itself as an intermediary. The Americans needed an air base. They needed a place where the Taliban could sit down to negotiate an American withdrawal. Iran and various Sunni jihadists needed a non-pariah country as a pass-through for negotiations with the rest of the world. If Qatar had not volunteered for these duties, another country would have had to have been persuaded to take them on instead.

Israel's strike suggests a natural limit to Qatar's role as an intermediary. The United States needed Qatar to deal with the Taliban, because the Taliban and the United States shared a goal of getting the United States out of Afghanistan. But now that it is clear that the goals of extinguishing Israel and Hamas are incommensurable--it should not have taken 22 months to figure this out--Qatar no longer looks indispensable. It looks instead like an enabler, a time waster in a conflict whose every month kills more innocents. Killing negotiations by killing one of the negotiators is confirmation (hardly the first) that Israel and the United States, if it approved the hit, view mediation as a ruse. Now they will see whether negotiating with cynics was better than negotiating with no one at all.
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Gallery: Sudan's Civil War

A close look at the world's largest humanitarian crisis

by Lynsey Addario


At the Iridimi camp in eastern Chad, Sara Ahmed Mohammed, 30, shows scars from the wounds she suffered in an air strike by the Sudanese Armed Forces, or SAF, in North Darfur. Her six-month-old baby, whom she was carrying on her back, was killed in the attack. Sara survived, but she was left with severe burns. Other members of her family have been killed during the civil war, by shelling and drone strikes.  "We are poor citizens in our homes, and we don't know the story behind the war," Sara said in an interview. "Two governments are fighting each other, killing citizens, humiliating them, taking their belongings, displacing them, coming and going--we know nothing about them."



More than two years of civil war in Sudan have displaced 12 million people, killed at least 150,000 (and likely far more than that), put 25 million people in danger of starvation, and left wide swaths of physical wreckage. Over several months this year, Anne Applebaum and Lynsey Addario reported from Sudan and Chad, documenting the persistent humanitarian tragedy there and revealing the violent Hobbesian horror that emerges when foreign aid and the liberal order are withdrawn from the world. The result, "The Most Nihilistic Conflict on Earth," The Atlantic's September 2025 cover story, featured a reported essay by Applebaum and photojournalism by Addario. This expanded gallery of Addario's photos conveys something of the scope of the suffering in the region, with brutal immediacy.


The destroyed remnants of Souq Omdurman, in Khartoum, Sudan. As the civil war extends into its third year, 12 million Sudanese have been driven out because of the ongoing fighting and the lack of basic services such as access to medical care, water, and electricity. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)




A woman embraces a soldier at al-Nau Hospital following a mortar attack in Omdurman that killed or injured dozens of civilians.
 (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)




Displaced people from the al-Izba neighborhood of Khartoum--a city where heavy fighting destroyed many buildings and eliminated access to water and electricity--are now staying in an abandoned school called al-Ahamdda camp in Bahri, Sudan.
 (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)






At al-Nau, the largest hospital still operating in the Khartoum region, Sudanese civilians line up at the entrance to a ward where victims of recent RSF shellings are being treated. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)






Sudanese families line up for food at a communal kitchen in Omdurman. Famine besets Sudan: Some 770,000 children are at risk of dying from starvation, according to the United Nations, and by some estimates, more than half a million children have died of malnutrition since the start of the war.
 (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)




Sudanese refugees in Adre, Chad, line up at a monthly food distribution by the World Food Programme. Severely underfunded, the UN Refugee Agency does not have the resources to shelter and feed new refugees the way it has traditionally done; consequently, people who have fled the civil war must sit all day under direct sunlight in temperatures that exceed 100 degrees, with no shelter and little food.
 (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)







A truck full of SAF fighters drives through Bahri, in Khartoum, which was taken back from the RSF earlier this year. (Lynsey Addario for The Atlantic)
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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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        Search Millions of YouTube Videos Used to Train Generative AI
        Alex Reisner

        Editor's note: This search tool is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can read an analysis about these data sets here. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)

      

      
        AI Is Coming for YouTube Creators
        Alex Reisner

        Editor's note: This analysis is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can use the search tool directly here, to see whether videos you've created or watched are included in the data sets. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.When Jon Peters uploaded his first video to YouTube in 2010, he had no idea where it would lead. He was a professional woodworker running a small business...

      

      
        You Really Need to See Epstein's Birthday Book for Yourself
        Charlie Warzel

        Updated at 2:38 p.m. ET on September 10, 2025Looking back, I don't know what exactly I was expecting when I opened "Request No. 1," the PDF file containing the contents of Jeffrey Epstein's 50th-birthday book. Ghislaine Maxwell, Epstein's former girlfriend and co-conspirator, created the book in 2003 by soliciting tributes from the financier's friends and associates. Given the crimes Epstein was convicted of, I steeled myself before scrolling. Somehow, my internet-addled imagination failed me. Th...

      

      
        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...

      

      
        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...
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Search Millions of YouTube Videos Used to Train Generative AI

Inside the data sets training new video-creating tools

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This search tool is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can read an analysis about these data sets here. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)
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AI Is Coming for YouTube Creators

At least 15 million videos have been snatched by tech companies.

by Alex Reisner




Editor's note: This analysis is part of The Atlantic's investigation into how YouTube videos are taken to train AI tools. You can use the search tool directly here, to see whether videos you've created or watched are included in the data sets. This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



When Jon Peters uploaded his first video to YouTube in 2010, he had no idea where it would lead. He was a professional woodworker running a small business who decided to film himself making a dining table with some old legs he had found in a barn. It turned out that people liked his candid style, and as he posted more videos, a fan base began to grow. "All of a sudden there's people who appreciate the work I'm doing," he told me. "The comments were a motivator." Fifteen years later, his channel has more than 1 million subscribers. Sometimes he gets photos of people in their shops, following his guidance from a big TV on the wall--most of his viewers, Peters told me, are woodworkers looking to him for instruction.

But Peters's channel could soon be obsolete, along with millions of other videos created by people who share their expertise and advice on YouTube. Over the past few months, I've discovered more than 15.8 million videos from more than 2 million channels that tech companies have, without permission, downloaded to train AI products. Nearly 1 million of them, by my count, are how-to videos. You can find these videos in at least 13 different data sets distributed by AI developers at tech companies, universities, and research organizations, through websites such as Hugging Face, an online AI-development hub.

In most cases the videos are anonymized, meaning that titles and creator names are not included. I was able to identify the videos by extracting unique identifiers from the data sets and looking them up on YouTube--similar to the process I followed when I revealed the contents of the Books3, OpenSubtitles, and LibGen data sets. You can search the data sets using the tool below, typing in channel names like "MrBeast" or "James Charles," for example.

(A note for users: Just because a video appears in these data sets does not mean it was used for training by AI companies, which could choose to omit certain videos when developing their products.)

To create AI products capable of generating video, developers need huge quantities of videos, and YouTube has become a common source. Although YouTube does offer paying subscribers the ability to download videos and watch them through the company's app whenever they'd like, this is something different: Video files are being ripped from YouTube en masse and saved in files that are then fed to AI algorithms. This kind of downloading violates the platform's terms of service, but many tools allow AI developers to download videos in this way. YouTube appears to have done little, if anything, to stop the mass downloading, and the company did not respond to my request for comment.

Not all YouTube videos are copyrighted (and some are uploaded by people who don't own the copyrights), but many are. Unauthorized copying or distribution of those videos is illegal, but whether AI training constitutes a form of copying or distribution is still a question being debated in many ongoing lawsuits. Tech companies have argued that training is a "fair use" of copyrighted work, and some judges have disagreed in their responses. How the courts ultimately apply the law to this novel technology could have massive consequences for creators' motivations to post their work on YouTube and similar platforms--if tech companies are able to continue taking creators' work to build AI products that compete with them, then creators may have little choice but to stop sharing.

Generative-AI tools are already producing videos that compete with human-made work on YouTube. AI-generated history videos with hundreds of thousands of views and many inaccuracies are drowning out fact-checked, expert-produced content. Popular music-remix videos are frequently created using this technology, and many of them perform better than human-made videos.

The problem extends far beyond YouTube, however. Most modern chatbots are "multimodal," meaning they can respond to a question by creating relevant media. Google's Gemini chatbot, for instance, will produce short clips for paying users. Soon, you may be able to ask ChatGPT or another generative-AI tool about how to build a table from found legs and get a custom how-to video in response. Even if that response isn't as good as any video Peters would make, it will be immediate, and it will be tailor-made to your specifications. The online-publishing business has already been decimated by text-generation tools; video creators should expect similar challenges from generative-AI tools in the near future.

Many major tech companies have used these data sets to train AI, according to research papers I've read and AI developers I've spoken with. The group includes Microsoft, Meta, Amazon, Nvidia, Runway, ByteDance, Snap, and Tencent. I reached out to each of these companies to ask about their use of these data sets. Only Meta, Amazon, and Nvidia responded. All three said they "respect" content creators and believe that their use of the work is legal under existing copyright law. Amazon also shared that, where video is concerned, it is currently focused on developing ways to generate "compelling, high-quality advertisements from simple prompts."

We can't be certain whether all these these companies will use the videos to create for-profit video-generating tools. Some of the work they've done may be simply experimental. But a few of these companies have an obvious interest in pursuing commercial products: Meta, for instance, is developing a suite of tools called Movie Gen that creates videos from text prompts, and Snap offers "AI Video Lenses" that allow users to augment their videos with generative AI. Videos such as the ones in these data sets are the raw material for products like these; much as ChatGPT couldn't write like Shakespeare without first "reading" Shakespeare, a video generator couldn't construct a fake newscast without "watching" tons of recorded broadcasts. In fact, a large number of the videos in these data sets are from news and educational channels, such as the BBC (which has at least 33,000 videos in the data sets, across its various brands) and TED (nearly 50,000). Hundreds of thousands of others--if not more--are from individual creators, such as Peters.

AI companies are more interested in some videos than others. A spreadsheet leaked to 404 Media by a former employee at Runway, which builds AI video-generation tools, shows what the company valued about certain channels: "high camera movement," "beautiful cinematic landscapes," "high quality scenes from movies," "super high quality sci-fi short films." One channel was labeled "THE HOLY GRAIL OF CAR CINEMATICS SO FAR"; another was labeled "only 4 videos but they are really well done."

Developers seek out high-quality videos in a variety of ways. Curators of two of the data sets collected here--HowTo100M and HD-VILA-100M--prioritized videos with high view counts on YouTube, equating popularity with quality. The creators of another data set, HD-VG-130M, noted that "high view count does not guarantee video quality," and used an AI model to select videos of high "aesthetic quality." Data-set creators often try to avoid videos that contain overlaid text, such as subtitles and logos, so these identifying features don't appear in videos generated by their model. So, some advice for YouTubers: Putting a watermark or logo on your videos, even a small one, makes them less desirable for training.

To prepare the videos for training, developers split the footage into short clips, in many cases cutting wherever there is a scene or camera change. Each clip is then given an English-language description of the visual scene so the model can be trained to correlate words with moving images, and to generate videos from text prompts. AI developers have a few methods of writing these captions. One way is to pay workers to do it. Another is to use separate AI models to generate a description automatically. The latter is more common, because of its lower cost.

AI video tools aren't yet as mainstream as chatbots or image generators, but they are already in wide use. You may already have seen AI-manipulated video without realizing it. For example, TED has been using AI to dub speakers' talks in different languages. This includes the video as well as the audio: Speakers' mouths are lip-synched with the new words so it looks like they're speaking Japanese, French, or Russian. Nishat Ruiter, TED's general counsel, told me this is done with the speakers' knowledge and consent.

There are also consumer-facing products for tweaking videos with AI. If your face doesn't look right, for example, you can try a face-enhancer such as Facetune, or ditch your mug entirely with a face-swapper such as Facewow. With Runway's Aleph, you can change the colors of objects, or turn sunshine into a snowstorm.

Then there are tools that generate new videos based on an image you provide. Google encourages Gemini users to animate their "favorite photos." The result is a clip that extrapolates eight seconds of movement from an initial image, making a person dance, cook, or swing a golf club. These are often both amazing and creepy. "Talking head generation"--for employee-orientation videos, for example--is also advancing. Vidnoz AI promises to generate "Realistic AI Spokespersons of Any Style." A company called Arcads will generate a complete advertisement, with actors and voiceover. ByteDance, the company that operates TikTok, offers a similar product called Symphony Creative Studio. Other applications of AI video generation include virtual try-on of clothes, generating custom video games, and animating cartoon characters and people.

Some companies are both working with AI and simultaneously fighting to defend their content from being pilfered by AI companies. This reflects the Wild West mentality in AI right now--companies exploiting legal gray areas to see how they can profit. As I investigated these data sets, I learned about an incident involving TED--again, one of the most-pilfered organizations in the data sets captured here, and one that is attempting to employ AI to advance its own business. In June, the Cannes Lions international advertising festival gave one of its Grand Prix awards to an ad that included deepfaked footage from a TED talk by DeAndrea Salvador, currently a state senator in North Carolina. The ad agency, DM9, "used AI cloning to change her talk and repurposed it for a commercial ad campaign," Ruiter told me on a video call recently. When the manipulation was discovered, the Cannes Lions festival withdrew the award. Last month, Salvador sued DM9 along with its clients--Whirpool and Consul--for misappropriation of her likeness, among other things. DM9 apologized for the incident and cited "a series of failures in the production and sending" of the ad. A spokesperson from Whirlpool told me the company was unaware the senator's remarks had been altered.

Others in the film industry have filed lawsuits against AI companies for training with their content. In June, Disney and Universal sued Midjourney, the maker of an image-generating tool that can produce images containing recognizable characters (Warner Brothers joined the lawsuit last week). The lawsuit called Midjourney a "bottomless pit of plagiarism." The following month, two adult-film companies sued Meta for downloading (and distributing through BitTorrent) more than 2,000 of their videos. Neither Midjourney nor Meta has responded to the allegations, and neither responded to my request for comment. One YouTuber filed their own lawsuit: In August of last year, David Millette sued Nvidia for unjust enrichment and unfair competition with regard to the training of its Cosmos AI, but the case was voluntarily dismissed months later.

The Disney characters and the deepfaked Salvador ad are just two instances of how these tools can be damaging. The floodgates may soon be opening further. Thanks to the enormous amount of investment in the technology, generated videos are beginning to appear everywhere. One company, DeepBrain AI, pays "creators" to post AI-generated videos made with its tools on YouTube. It currently offers $500 for a video that gets 10,000 views, a relatively low threshold. Companies that run social-media platforms, such as Google and Meta, also pay users for content, through ad-revenue sharing, and many directly encourage the posting of AI-generated content. Not surprisingly, a coterie of gurus has arrived to teach the secrets of making money with AI-generated content.

Google and Meta have also trained AI tools on large quantities of videos from their own platforms: Google has taken at least 70 million clips from YouTube, and Meta has taken more than 65 million clips from Instagram. If these companies succeed in flooding their platforms with synthetic videos, human creators could be left with the unenviable task of competing with machines that churn out endless content based on their original work. And social media will become even less social than it is.

I asked Peters if he knew his videos had been taken from YouTube to train AI. He said he didn't, but he wasn't surprised. "I think everything's gonna get stolen," he told me. But he didn't know what to do about it. "Do I quit, or do I just keep making videos and hope people want to connect with a person?"
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You Really Need to See Epstein's Birthday Book for Yourself

This time, the conspiracy theorists were right.

by Charlie Warzel




Updated at 2:38 p.m. ET on September 10, 2025

Looking back, I don't know what exactly I was expecting when I opened "Request No. 1," the PDF file containing the contents of Jeffrey Epstein's 50th-birthday book. Ghislaine Maxwell, Epstein's former girlfriend and co-conspirator, created the book in 2003 by soliciting tributes from the financier's friends and associates. Given the crimes Epstein was convicted of, I steeled myself before scrolling. Somehow, my internet-addled imagination failed me. This book is a nightmare.



The book was released yesterday by Congress after Epstein's estate, which was subpoenaed by the House Oversight Committee, provided a copy. It is the same book that contains the now-infamous letter and "bawdy" sketch from Donald Trump that ends: "May every day be another wonderful secret." When The Wall Street Journal reported on the letter's existence in July, the newspaper described it but did not republish the letter itself, so Trump vehemently denied that it was real and sued for defamation. But the now-public letter certainly looks real, and so does Trump's signature. Many of the people who encountered it for the first time yesterday made a similar observation: Its creepy prose is framed by a markered sketch of what looks like the caricature not of a woman's body, but of a girl's. (The White House can no longer plausibly deny that the letter exists, but it now insists that Trump did not write or sign it.)



The Trump letter makes the birthday book inherently newsworthy. But it is far from the most disturbing or lecherous of the book's contents. A section titled "Brooklyn" includes recollections of Epstein's horrible sexual escapades, apparently including making a maid watch people have sex and holding a knife up while telling women to take off their swimsuits on a boat--a story told in the book under the heading "Girls on My Boat." Given what we know about Epstein's sex crimes, including his sex crimes against minors, the birthday book is a sickening document. Over its 238 pages, Epstein's friends, "girlfriends," and business acquaintances offer lurid tributes to the pedophilic multimillionaire in the form of acrostic poems, drawings, and letters extolling him as "a liver, a lover," and, affectionately, the "Degenerate One." Individual contributions vary, but it is the sheer volume of sexual references and jokes that ends up being most shocking. So much so that I suggest you read the document yourself.



The book's contributors apparently include former President Bill Clinton, former U.S. Senator George Mitchell, the billionaire retailer Leslie Wexner, and, of course, Maxwell herself, as well as a prominent fashion designer, financiers, and a media magnate. Clinton, Mitchell, and Wexner did not immediately respond to requests for comment. A spokesman for Clinton referred The Wall Street Journal to a previous statement that said, "The former president had cut off ties more than a decade before Epstein's 2019 arrest and didn't know about Epstein's alleged crimes." Wexner declined to comment to the Journal but previously told reporters he cut ties with Epstein in 2007.



Not all of the entries in the book allude to sexual activity, and it's plausible that not all of the contributors knew about Epstein's crimes. Still, the document is conspiracy jet fuel--visual and textual confirmation of the long-held suspicions that Epstein's sex pestery was an open secret, enabled by powerful people who may have participated in it themselves or laughed it all off as a friend's roguish quirk. Of course, discerning who knew what is impossible from this document alone, but it also forces the question. For roughly the past five years, the Epstein conspiracy has become a load-bearing pillar of online conspiracy culture--a shorthand for a global, elite "cabal" of sex traffickers on private islands and planes. The web of theories surrounding his crimes was based on plenty of truth, including Epstein's past conviction, but also extensive investigative reporting from the Miami Herald's Julie K. Brown. Questions about the specific details of his network, however, have kept speculation alive. The birthday book seems likely to supercharge these theories. The PDF is but the tip of the supposed "Epstein files" iceberg, but it is nonetheless a validation of the most potent idea within the broader conspiracy: It suggests that the theorists were at least partly correct.



Sanitizing this document would be wrong, so I'll be blunt: The Epstein birthday book is full of contributions from wealthy and powerful people who appear fully aware of Epstein's attraction to "girls." In fact, they seem to celebrate it and, in some cases, allude winkingly to Epstein's predatory lifestyle. There is, for example, a seven-page letter attributed to Nathan Myhrvold, a multimillionaire and former Microsoft executive who illustrated his thoughts with graphic photographs of wildlife sex. (Melissa Lukach, a spokesperson for Myhrvold, responded to my request for comment after publication and said that Myhrvold knew Epstein "from TED conferences and as a donor to basic scientific research. He regrets that he ever met him.") Another man, listed in the "friends" section of the book, refers to Epstein as "you very dear boy," before disturbingly recounting a night in London that "had you howling with laughter." In the story, a man named Toto "reached down and pulled [redacted] skirt up to her panties and put his hand on her pussy," he writes, noting, "The old man smiling sweetly leaned over stuffed his hand into her pants." The letter also chronicles the "good times that we had together," the pair "inspecting the Royal School girls dorms."



Wexner, the retail billionaire, apparently wrote a short message that said, "I wanted to get you what you want ... so here it is," and then drew a pair of breasts. Stuart Pivar, a chemist and art collector, apparently wrote a poem to Epstein, part of which declares, "Jeffrey at half a century / with credentials plenipotentiary / though up to no good / whenever he could / has avoided the penitentiary." Pivar told me in an email that he recalled Maxwell having invited him to contribute to the book even though he and Epstein "were no longer that close." He also described Epstein as "vastly misunderstood" and a "teenophile" rather than a "pedophile." (In 2019, Pivar called Epstein "profoundly sick" in an interview with Mother Jones and said he cut ties with Epstein once he heard from Maria Farmer about "a terrible thing, too terrible to utter, having to do with Jeffrey Epstein.")



Joel Pashcow, a real-estate executive and Mar-a-Lago Club member, offered a drawing of Epstein giving a lollipop to a group of young girls in 1983, juxtaposed with another drawing of Epstein in 2003 being fellated and massaged by another gaggle of women. The implication is that Epstein has groomed them from an early age. Paschow did not immediately respond to a request for comment. But his most startling contribution is a photo of him holding a novelty check bearing what appears to be a doctored or rendered version of Trump's signature. The photo appears alongside a handwritten note suggesting Epstein sold him a "fully depreciated" woman for $22,500. The New York Times reports that the check was a stunt meant as a joke about a woman in her 20s who dated both Trump and Epstein. But this is remarkable enough that it bears repeating: Inside the 50th-birthday book for Jeffrey Epstein--a man charged with sex trafficking--is a photo of a massive, novelty size check, seeming to reference the sale of a human being from one powerful man to another. The man whose supposed signature is on the check is the current president of the United States.


One of the illustrations in Jeffrey Epstein's birthday book (U.S. House Oversight Committee)



I've written before that the Epstein story is a test of exactly how strong Trump's grip is on the MAGA faithful. Exposing depraved elites and bringing them to justice has been a core tenet of many Trump supporters' politics, and those people have just been served more details of Trump's association with Epstein. Two things are converging here: A conspiratorial crowd is getting the kind of evidence it craves, on an internet that supercharges conspiratorial speculating. At the same time, this is happening in a media ecosystem that makes it easier than ever for people to ignore, dismiss, or spin evidence to justify their prior viewpoints. The birthday book is not just a test of Trump's influence but also a test of the power of our current, broken media ecosystem, as well as a rare look at what happens when conspiracy theorists actually get what they want.



So far, the right-wing media ecosystem appears to be doing a good job dismissing the story. MAGA pundits have avoided talking about the documents or outright denied what they seem to depict. Alex Jones, who has been so obsessed with the Epstein story for years that he broke down in tears when the administration said it wouldn't produce the late financier's client list, had no mention of the book on his Infowars website as of midday. Fox News's article about the birthday book, which was on its front page earlier this evening, mentions Clinton in the headline but contains zero mention of Trump at all. MAGA pundits including Charlie Kirk are suggesting that Trump's signature is fake. Benny Johnson, another MAGA personality, suggested on his YouTube show today that Epstein forged Trump's signature.



Curiously, Elon Musk's X, which thrives on conspiracy theories, did not have any Epstein mention in its "Trending Topics" page this morning and early afternoon. Anecdotally, my "For You" page on X, a reliable hotbed of rampant speculation and Epstein obsession, surfaced almost nothing about the book. There's no hard evidence to suggest that X is suppressing this content, and yet Musk has previously put his thumb on the algorithmic scales, suppressing links to articles across the platform, for example. (X and Musk did not immediately respond to a request for comment.)



Images from the birthday book are littered across numerous threads on 4chan's "politically incorrect" message board, and some users have suggested that Democrats are spamming the site. Overall, though, the reaction to the book feels somewhat muted, given its contents. Despite the volume of posts, the tone across social media feels disproportionately apathetic. "So what do you want to do about it?" one poster wrote in response to the Trump letter. Even in communities such as Reddit's r/conspiracy, there seems to be a broad feeling of not knowing what exactly to do with this information. Some threads contain the usual amateur sleuthing and theorizing. There is also a good bit of anger toward Trump and Epstein. But among those who have engaged with the document, much of the reaction has a "dog that caught the car" vibe. The conversations aren't spiraling in the ways I've witnessed before. It is the closest thing to a forum being satisfied that I've seen in a long time. "Umm what in the fuck," one popular post on r/conspiracy reads. What else is there to say when the awful subtext becomes text?



So much of the potency of the Epstein conspiracy is that it speaks to a core feeling for many Americans that the alienation, stagnation, and fear they experience is all the result of a genuinely evil class of elites. The feeling is tied to distrust in institutions and to any person or thing that could potentially be labeled as part of a vague establishment. (And, as with many conspiracy theories, there is also a strong thread of anti-Semitism that emerges in many Epstein discussions.) The sexual deviancy of Epstein, just like the obsession among QAnon adherents with pedophilia, provides a moral framework for this hatred and disgust. It suggests that the people keeping you down are evil, doing sick things--and joking about it.The book is not the smoking-gun proof of the pedophile ring that many theorists were looking for, but it is proof of the conspiracy's overarching worldview: There is a festering rot among at least one group of powerful elites with an abiding belief that their money and power make them invincible.



And yet it is not clear that any of this will go away, no matter what happens next. The dynamic of conspiracy theories is that they build, in scope and in tension. In doing so, they become a limitless repository for people's excitement, fears, and resentments. Because of this, conspiracy theories are not really supposed to resolve. Resolution, in fact, can be the most unpredictable outcome. It is the point at which highly invested people find out whether the reality they've been clinging to actually exists.
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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.
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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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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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        Now Comes the Hard Part for MAHA
        Nicholas Florko

        Good politicians are rarely modest. The job requires an uncanny ability to sell each bit of incremental progress as a success in and of itself. That's especially true for someone like Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who dares to take on America's health problems and faces considerable skepticism from a large number of Americans--including many of those who work beneath him at the Department of Health and Human Services. Kennedy's overarching goal of addressing chronic disease could take many lifetimes to a...

      

      
        RFK Jr.'s Calls With a Scientist Who Says Kids Get Autism From Tylenol
        Tom Bartlett

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.For nearly a decade, the immunologist and biochemist William Parker has tried, with little success, to persuade other scientists to take seriously his theory that acetaminophen--better known by the brand name Tylenol--is the primary cause of autism. Researchers have long failed to find a causal link between autism and any medication, and these days, most of them believe that a change in diagnostic criteria is l...

      

      
        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...
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Now Comes the Hard Part for MAHA

Robert F. Kennedy's to-do list just got longer.

by Nicholas Florko




Good politicians are rarely modest. The job requires an uncanny ability to sell each bit of incremental progress as a success in and of itself. That's especially true for someone like Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who dares to take on America's health problems and faces considerable skepticism from a large number of Americans--including many of those who work beneath him at the Department of Health and Human Services. Kennedy's overarching goal of addressing chronic disease could take many lifetimes to achieve. But in just under seven months, Kennedy said at an event on Tuesday, he has "accomplished more already than any health secretary in history."

He's right that the clip at which he's shaken the government's health agencies is remarkable by any measure--dizzying for his supporters and critics alike. He has successfully pressured many food companies to promise to remove certain synthetic dyes from their products. He has persuaded states to adopt their own MAHA-friendly policies. He's tapped into a vocal post-COVID culture that's cheering him on. And, especially in recent weeks, he has pushed to remake America's vaccine guidelines.

What happens next, however, is where things will get even more interesting. RFK Jr. has spent a lot of time attempting to diagnose and explain America's health woes. Kennedy's team dedicated much of his first few months in office to writing a report that lays out why American kids are so unhealthy. Earlier this week, Kennedy released the MAHA strategy for how it will go about tackling the problems of chronic disease in kids.

The 20-page document is essentially a to-do list of 128 recommendations, including calling for the FDA to "promote innovation in the sunscreen market"and promising to further investigate the purported causes of vaccine injuries. By Kennedy's telling, its release was a triumph. "There never had been an effort like this across all the government agencies," Kennedy said at Tuesday's event, where he unveiled the strategy alongside several members of Trump's Cabinet.

But the new report underscores how much easier it is to describe the problem of America's health woes than to solve them. The document highlights how exposure to a number of chemicals in our environment and our food might affect health. It calls for the development of a "research and evaluation framework" to explore this issue. But the report doesn't articulate any strategy for what will be done about it once the research is complete. The report falls into a similar trap on issues with decades of research already focused on them, such as autism.

Some steps in the report can presumably be accomplished quickly, and may indeed improve America's health, even if modestly. On Tuesday, Kennedy laid out several goals he expects to achieve before the end of the year. They include defining ultraprocessed foods, requiring nutrition courses in medical schools, and closing a loophole that allows food companies to introduce new chemicals into the country's food supply without oversight if they self-declare that the ingredients are "generally recognized as safe," or GRAS.

Kennedy and his team can be slippery when discussing goals, however. During Tuesday's press conference, FDA Commissioner Marty Makary ran through a list of what the agency has achieved under his watch--and mentioned the same loophole that Kennedy had cited a few minutes earlier. As Makary put it, the FDA already "took action" on that issue. And he's right: In March, Kennedy directed the agency to "explore rulemaking" to remove the loophole, but Makary seems to be claiming credit for considering taking action. During a Senate hearing last week, Kennedy similarly said that he had tackled the GRAS loophole. If the administration can claim victory after merely considering an action, it could presumably declare that America is on its way to becoming healthy again because the new report's recommendations were written down on paper. ("We look forward to taking action to close the GRAS loophole," an HHS spokesperson said in an email.)

All this exposes a hole in the MAHA movement. Many of its overarching goals are laudable. As Jim O'Neill, the acting CDC director and Kennedy's top deputy at HHS, said at the press conference: "All Americans deserve to be healthy, and we are going to get there." But exactly how RFK Jr. will even measure America's collective health remains to be seen. He seems to hope that rates of chronic disease will shrink to the levels seen during his childhood: "76.4 percent of Americans are suffering a chronic disease," he said on Tuesday. "When my uncle was president, it was 11 percent." Perhaps America won't be healthy again until we achieve similar statistics, or until each of the MAHA strategy's recommendations are achieved. Perhaps America won't be healthy again until Kennedy simply decides to declare victory, regardless of what the next three years bring.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/09/robert-f-kennedy-maha-strategy-chronic-disease/684169/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



RFK Jr.'s Calls With a Scientist Who Says Kids Get Autism From Tylenol

William Parker, a fringe autism researcher, has spoken with the health secretary five times in the past month.

by Tom Bartlett




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


For nearly a decade, the immunologist and biochemist William Parker has tried, with little success, to persuade other scientists to take seriously his theory that acetaminophen--better known by the brand name Tylenol--is the primary cause of autism. Researchers have long failed to find a causal link between autism and any medication, and these days, most of them believe that a change in diagnostic criteria is largely behind the dramatic uptick in autism rates over the past 30 years. But late last month, Parker received a phone call from Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who wanted to learn more about his work. In fact, he's heard from Kennedy several times since then. Parker also spoke recently with Jay Bhattacharya, the director of the National Institutes of Health. To hear Parker tell it, the nation's top health officials have taken great interest in his ideas.

Over the past few weeks, Kennedy has reportedly been looking into an alleged connection between autism and Tylenol use during pregnancy. Parker's preoccupation is slightly different: He believes that children's use of Tylenol causes autism. Parker has for years operated on the fringes of academia. He runs his own small, independent laboratory, which he started after he lost a lab at Duke University's medical school. (Duke did not renew Parker's contract after he began focusing on autism in his research, though an email that an administrator sent to Parker in 2021, which I reviewed, said only that keeping the lab open wasn't in his department's "strategic best interest.") Parker's attempts to publish in academic journals have regularly been rebuffed. One reviewer tore into a recent submission from Parker, writing in their assessment that his hypothesis was "outrageous" and "illogical"; the paper was rejected. The past couple of weeks have been a wild reversal for Parker. "Nothing was happening and--boom!" he told me. "It's beautiful."

In April, Kennedy promised that Americans would know by September what causes autism and how to eliminate it. How exactly he would do that in five months was a mystery, especially considering that researchers have for decades tried to determine what genetic and environmental factors might be responsible. (Both seem likely to play a role, though studies have suggested that about 80 percent of a person's autism risk is found in their DNA.) Kennedy had already brought in David Geier, a researcher who has published deeply flawed papers linking autism to vaccines, to uncover any irregularities in a CDC vaccine-safety database. Plus, Kennedy has a well-established history of anti-vaccine activism, and in particular of linking immunization to autism, despite reams of research indicating otherwise. He appeared poised to pin the blame for autism on childhood shots.

Read: RFK Jr.'s autism time machine

Last week, Laura Loomer, a far-right activist who seems to have a direct line to the White House, strongly hinted on X that Kennedy's autism report, which has yet to be released, might implicate acetaminophen. A few days later, The Wall Street Journal, citing unnamed sources familiar with the discussions, also said that the report would likely link the drug to autism. Those stories focused on prenatal exposure to acetaminophen, which is considered the safest pain reliever and fever reducer available for pregnant women. In 2015, the FDA issued a tepid notice about the risks of using acetaminophen during pregnancy, mentioning conflicting results about a possible link to ADHD but nothing about autism. Since then, a handful of experts, including the dean of Harvard's school of public health, have published papers suggesting an association between prenatal use of acetaminophen and neurodevelopmental disorders, including autism.

A spokesperson for Kenvue, the company that makes Tylenol, told me in an email, "We have evaluated available science and continue to believe that there is no link between acetaminophen use and autism." (The spokesperson also noted that Parker has consulted in an ongoing lawsuit over cases of ADHD and autism allegedly caused by Tylenol use during pregnancy. Parker told me that he did offer consultation, but he didn't testify in the case and didn't accept any compensation--"not even a penny.") The email also cited an FDA fact sheet, updated last month, that notes the agency has not found clear evidence of any harms of acetaminophen use during pregnancy.

Parker's theory is that giving acetaminophen to babies and young children, not pregnant women, is what's behind nearly all cases of autism. For more than an hour, he walked me through his research, citing studies that show how acetaminophen alters cognition in male mice, highlighting the increase in children's use of the drug once aspirin stopped being recommended for them in the 1980s, and referencing a 2008 study led by an epidemiologist who believed that his son's autism was caused by the acetaminophen he was given after getting an MMR shot.

Read: Life before the measles vaccine

Considering that the large majority of children receive acetaminophen--one study found that 95 percent of infants are given the drug at least once in their first year of life--acetaminophen alone clearly doesn't cause autism. Parker contends that a constellation of factors, including genetics, inflammation, and stress, enable acetaminophen to trigger autism in certain children. In his first paper on the topic, published in 2017, he and his co-authors couched their words carefully, maintaining that it was "one explanation for the increased prevalence of autism."

In the years since that paper's publication, Parker has grown more confident. He now sees acetaminophen as the only possible explanation for the rising number of autism cases. When I asked him how certain he was of his conclusion, Parker told me, "We've thought about this a lot and it's 99.99" percent. The only way he sees to increase that certainty to 100 percent is to stop giving American children acetaminophen. When that occurs, Parker told me, the number of autism cases will drop by about 95 percent and the remainder will likely be reclassified as some other disorder. He claims that autism, as we know it, will essentially end. When I asked Jeffrey Morris, a biostatistics professor at the University of Pennsylvania, about Parker's prediction, he replied that "bold claims require rigorous, reproducible evidence"--and so far, judging by the response from fellow scientists, Parker hasn't met that standard.

Parker acknowledges that his work has not been embraced by mainstream autism researchers. Viktor Ahlqvist, the author of a 2024 Swedish study that concluded that acetaminophen use during pregnancy was not associated with autism, told me that developmental outcomes in early life are "notoriously difficult to study," and that many apparent correlations--say, acetaminophen use and autism--don't hold up to scrutiny. When I asked Parker to give me the names of scientists who support his theory, he couldn't think of anyone. (He said Kennedy asked him for names too.) I contacted several longtime autism researchers, none of whom had heard of Parker. His 2023 paper trumpeting the dangers of acetaminophen has been cited a mere 11 times, according to Google Scholar. (By contrast, a 2007 paper Parker wrote on beneficial bacteria in the appendix has been cited 500 times.) For someone who is 99.99 percent certain he knows what causes autism and how to end it, Parker has hardly made a mark.

And yet, American health officials appear to have sought his advice anyway. Parker showed me screenshots of emails arranging a Zoom between him and Bhattacharya, as well as a document he emailed to Bhattacharya's assistant summarizing his research findings. (According to Parker, on their Zoom call, Bhattacharya said Parker had given him a lot of homework and he would be in touch.) Parker also shared his call log, which included five calls with Kennedy. (The Atlantic verified that the phone number is in fact Kennedy's.) On Sunday, I asked Parker when he had last spoken with Kennedy. "What time is it now?" he said. Kennedy had called a few hours earlier--Parker told me he'd wanted to discuss the Swedish study. A spokesperson for Health and Human Services declined to say whether Kennedy or Bhattacharya had spoken with Parker. "We are using gold-standard science to get to the bottom of America's unprecedented rise in autism rates," the spokesperson wrote in an email. "Until we release the final report, any claims about its contents are nothing more than speculation."

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

For Kennedy, the allure of Parker's theory seems obvious. The secretary has not only pledged to find out the causes of autism but also stressed that the Trump administration will be able to eliminate them. Parker supplies a ready solution that nicely dovetails with Kennedy's hostility toward vaccines, and pharmaceutical interventions against disease in general. Parker isn't claiming that vaccines cause autism, but according to his theory, they could lead to the stress and inflammation that create the environment for what he insists is the true trigger.

Four days after Kennedy first called Parker, at an August 26 Cabinet meeting, Trump asked his health secretary to provide an update on his promise to discover the cause of autism. Kennedy told the president that he had found "certain interventions now that are clearly, almost certainly causing autism." Trump, who likes to hint at insider secrets, chimed in that there "has to be something artificially causing this, meaning a drug or something." Parker took that exchange as a sign that his research might have finally found a sympathetic audience.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/09/rfk-jr-autism-tylenol-acetaminophen/684136/?utm_source=feed
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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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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2025/09/rfk-jr-measles-cdc-victory-lap/684100/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s October Cover Story: Jill Lepore on How the Radical Legal Philosophy of Originalism Has Undermined the Process of Constitutional Evolution






For The Atlantic's October cover story, "How Originalism Killed the Constitution," Jill Lepore argues that the Constitution is not a "dead" document as originalists contend--but rather, that the Founders intended for it to change and be amended over time, as the document itself makes plain. Failing to amend the Constitution as needed and desired is a lost opportunity and sets a dangerous course. Originalism's dominance, Lepore explains, is not really an attempt to return to an "original meaning" intended by the Founders. Instead, it is a way to effect constitutional change while pretending otherwise. Lepore's cover story is adapted from her forthcoming book, We the People: A History of the U.S. Constitution (publishing September 16).
 
 Lepore writes: "One of the Constitution's founding purposes was to prevent change. But another was to allow for change without violence. Amendment is a constitution's mechanism for the prevention of insurrection--the only way to change the fundamentals of government without recourse to rebellion. Amendment is so essential to the American constitutional tradition--so methodical and so entirely a conception of endurance through adaptation--that it can best be described as a philosophy. It is, at this point, a philosophy all but forgotten."
 
 Lepore continues: "The U.S. Constitution has one of the lowest amendment rates in the world. Some 12,000 amendments have been formally introduced on the floor of Congress; only 27 have ever been ratified, and there has been no significant amendment in more than 50 years. That is not because Americans are opposed to amending constitutions. Since 1789, Americans have submitted at least 10,000 petitions and countless letters, postcards, and phone and email messages to Congress regarding constitutional amendments, and they have introduced and agitated for thousands more amendments in the pages of newspapers and pamphlets, from pulpits, at political rallies, on websites, and all over social media."
 
 The U.S. Constitution has not been meaningfully amended since 1971, just as political parties began to polarize. That same year also marked a turning point in the history of American constitutionalism, Lepore writes, when the idea of originalism was put forward by the distinguished legal scholar Robert Bork. Justice Antonin Scalia brought originalism to the Supreme Court, "trapping the Constitution in a wildly distorted account of the American past at a time when ordinary Americans found their ability to amend and repair a constitution to which they had supposedly given their consent entirely thwarted."
 
 Lepore writes that, nearly a decade after Scalia's death, originalism lives on in Trump's appointment of three originalist justices (Neil Gorsuch, Brett Kavanaugh, and Amy Coney Barrett) to the high court. But it is a strange sort of originalism, one that tailors "original intent" to ideological ends: "In a series of crucial cases, the Trump-era Court cited history if the history supported a preferred outcome; if history did not support that outcome, the Court simply ignored the past. As the liberal justice Sonia Sotomayor observed in a scorching dissent in the presidential-immunity case Trump v. United States, 'It seems history matters to this Court only when it is convenient.'" Lepore continues: "The Constitution is dead! Scalia liked to say. To many Americans in the early decades of the 21st century, it has begun to seem that way."
 
 Jill Lepore's "How Originalism Killed the Constitution" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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        The Horrifying Assassination of Charlie Kirk
        David A. Graham

        The assassination of Charlie Kirk, the high-profile conservative activist, is apparently the latest in a string of terrifying acts of political violence in the United States. Real America's Voice, which aired Kirk's show, announced his death. He was 31.Kirk was shot during an appearance at Utah Valley University, just north of Provo, Utah. After initially saying that the police had arrested a suspect, the school now says that there is no suspect in custody, and the shooter's motive is not known. ...

      

      
        The Government Wants to See Your Papers
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.You there. Stop what you're doing. Take off that tool belt and hard hat--let's see some ID. Why? Because we don't think you're a citizen. Now show us your papers. This kind of behavior by government officials is now legal in the United States.Yesterday, the conservative majority on the Supreme Court allo...

      

      
        Donald Trump's War of Words
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        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.For a man openly campaigning for the Nobel Peace Prize, Donald Trump sure does love the rhetoric of violence.On Saturday, the president posted an image of himself as Lieutenant Colonel Bill Kilgore, the Wagner-blasting cavalry officer in Apocalypse Now. "I love the smell of deportations in the morning,"...

      

      
        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'...

      

      
        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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The Horrifying Assassination of Charlie Kirk

The shooting of the conservative activist is the latest act of political violence in the United States.

by David A. Graham


Charlie Kirk speaks during Turning Point USA's AmericaFest at the Phoenix Convention Center in 2024. (Rebecca Noble / Getty)



The assassination of Charlie Kirk, the high-profile conservative activist, is apparently the latest in a string of terrifying acts of political violence in the United States. Real America's Voice, which aired Kirk's show, announced his death. He was 31.

Kirk was shot during an appearance at Utah Valley University, just north of Provo, Utah. After initially saying that the police had arrested a suspect, the school now says that there is no suspect in custody, and the shooter's motive is not known. Videos of the shooting posted to social media by onlookers are nauseating. President Donald Trump has ordered flags to be flown at half-staff until Sunday.

The two attempts on Trump's life last year, one of which left him bleeding from the ear, are only the most prominent recent instances of political violence. In June, a Minnesota state representative and her husband were killed, while another state legislator and his wife were wounded. As my colleague Adrienne LaFrance reported in a 2023 cover story, scholars have warned for years about the growing presence of violence in American politics. Extreme rhetoric has become common, and it too often leads to action--usually not by organized groups but by individuals responding to the broader culture, in which more Americans say they approve of political violence. "The form of extremism we face is a new phase of domestic terror, one characterized by radicalized individuals with shape-shifting ideologies willing to kill their political enemies," LaFrance wrote.

All murders are horrifying, but political violence brings its own special challenges. A society that resorts to violence to solve its problems starts to surrender its claim on being a society. A grim irony of this case is that Kirk was appearing on a university campus, a place that is supposed to be set apart specifically for the testing and debate of ideas--a place for discourse and conversation. Kirk was a frequent visitor to university campuses. He was shot while sitting under a tent, as he typically did, that said: PROVE ME WRONG. He has been willing to face off against overtly hostile opponents, such as students in the venerable debate clubs of Oxford and Cambridge. Kirk achieved political prominence by winning over and motivating young conservatives, who have been crucial to Trump's electoral success.

But employing force is actually an admission of defeat. A person who resorts to violence has concluded that he cannot change the terms of debate with words or arguments. Might may not make right, but it can end the conversation. Scholars have noted that assassinations occur most frequently in countries with "strong polarization and fragmentation" and that "lack consensual political ethos and homogeneous populations (in terms of the national and ethnic landscape)."

That's a good description of this moment. American politics today are dangerous not merely because they are polarized but also because they are so closely divided. No party or side is able to win an enduring political advantage, which produces a constant back-and-forth--what the scholars John Sides, Chris Tausanovitch, and Lynn Vavreck have called "calcification." Partisans on both sides believe that the stakes of each election are existential--for their way of life and perhaps even for their actual life. Conspiracy theories, including claims of election fraud, are common.

People who have concluded that they are powerless to stop politicians and policies they oppose are killing, trying to kill, or threatening to kill CEOs, Supreme Court justices, judges, members of Congress, Jewish people. Although political violence and support for it have been a larger problem on the right for the past few decades, in recent years, there have been a number of prominent acts of left-wing violence.

The impulse to solve political problems through violence would be a danger to any society, but it can prove particularly lethal in the United States, where firearms are common and easy to obtain, legally and illegally. Kirk himself was a major proponent of the Second Amendment, and gun-rights advocates frequently point out that most people with guns don't use them to hurt anyone. That is, however, what many guns are designed to do. Widespread access to guns means that any conflict can easily become fatal.

Political violence is terrifying in part because it is self-perpetuating. Even before anyone had been arrested, much less identified, in Kirk's shooting, social-media users were quick to denounce suspected motives. Such attributions tend to fly fast after any incident, well before real information is available. Attacks inspire copycats and reprisals. They also draw government responses, which is particularly worrying with a president who disdains the rule of law, overrides checks on executive power, and wants to remove some civil liberties. As LaFrance wrote last year, "Periods of political violence do end. But often not without shocking retrenchments of people's freedoms or catastrophic events coming first." There's little reason to expect that this period will end differently.
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The Government Wants to See Your Papers

And the Supreme Court decides that the Fourth Amendment might not be for everyone.

by Tom Nichols




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


You there. Stop what you're doing. Take off that tool belt and hard hat--let's see some ID. Why? Because we don't think you're a citizen. Now show us your papers. 

This kind of behavior by government officials is now legal in the United States.

Yesterday, the conservative majority on the Supreme Court allowed ICE officials to conduct roving patrols and use racial profiling to stop and detain people for no other reason than their skin color, the language they're speaking, suspicions about their national origin--or, really, if immigration officials just feel like it.

But wait, you might object. The Fourth Amendment to the Constitution prohibits unreasonable search and seizure. Did the Court explain why that protection apparently no longer applies to you if you're a day laborer or running a fruit stand? Good luck with that: This Court's majority doesn't explain itself to anyone. It merely lets stand or overturns the decisions of lower courts--lately, almost always in favor of expanding the power of, and corroding any checks on, President Donald Trump.

Noem v. Vasquez Perdomo is a case from Los Angeles about whether ICE can stop people because of a suspicion of their being in the United States illegally, based solely, as SCOTUSblog summarized it, on any combination of four factors: a person's "'apparent race or ethnicity,' speaking in Spanish or accented English, being present at a location where undocumented immigrants 'are known to gather' (such as pickup spots for day laborers), and working at specific jobs, such as landscaping or construction."

A California district-court judge had earlier enjoined ICE from making such stops, perhaps appalled by this example:

Plaintiff Jason Brian Gavidia is a U.S. citizen who was born and raised in East Los Angeles and identifies as Latino. On the afternoon of June 12, he stepped onto the sidewalk outside of a tow yard in Montebello, California, where he saw agents carrying handguns and military-style rifles. One agent ordered him to "Stop right there" while another "ran towards [him]." The agents repeatedly asked Gavidia whether he is American--and they repeatedly ignored his answer: "I am an American." The agents asked Gavidia what hospital he was born in--and he explained that he did not know which hospital. "The agents forcefully pushed [Gavidia] up against the metal gated fence, put [his] hands behind [his] back, and twisted [his] arm." An agent asked again, "What hospital were you born in?" Gavidia again explained that he did not know which hospital and said "East L.A." He then told the agents he could show them his Real ID. The agents took Gavidia's ID and his phone and kept his phone for 20 minutes. They never returned his ID.  


In overturning the lower court's decision, five of the Court's six right-wing justices--there is no other reasonable way to describe them at this point--took advantage of their right to remain silent, but Justice Brett Kavanaugh gamely tried to speak up in a concurrence. If his goal was to be reassuring, he did not help matters: Such stops are usually "brief," he explained. Again, I am not a scholar of the Constitution, but I had no idea that I could be deprived of my rights under the Fourth (or any other) Amendment as long as my getting roughed up takes only a few moments out of my busy day.

Kavanaugh also noted in his concurrence that illegal immigration "is especially pronounced in the Los Angeles area, among other locales in the United States." Yes, America has an illegal-immigration problem in various "locales," and therefore ... what? ICE officials can use race-based criteria in an area with a lot of Spanish-speaking citizens? I live near Boston, which has always had quite a lot of undocumented immigrants from Ireland; should ICE send agents up and down Boylston Street looking for red hair and listening for brogues? Chicago has a fair number of Poles, some of whom are in the United States illegally. Will ICE start staking out delis in Jefferson Park and waiting to see who buys a kielbasa?

Of course they won't, because none of this is really about immigration. It is about the administration's attempt to inflame racial tensions and divide Americans, and to acclimate them to the militarization of their streets and the stripping away of their constitutional protections.

Although the case is still under appeal, the Court's decision is distressing as a matter of civil rights, and its obvious support of racial criteria to seek out targets for deportation should offend anyone who genuinely cares about stopping illegal immigration more broadly. (I have always been a hawk on that issue.) What's more, it also undermines the legitimate uses of profiling, a valuable law-enforcement tool when employed under the right circumstances: The FBI, to take a famous example, has long had an entire unit that does scientific, evidence-based profiling.

And I say that as someone who was profiled.

Just a few weeks after 9/11, I was traveling to Moscow to do some research, with a stop in London for a short vacation with my then-wife. I was 40, a large fellow of Mediterranean extraction with dark hair, a beard, and a scar across the right side of my face. (Nothing dramatic: a childhood injury.) I was pulled out of line in Boston and grilled by security, though that ended quickly, when I produced my Defense Department identification.

The real fun began when I got to Heathrow Airport and had to change planes for my flight to Moscow, which required going through security again. A British security officer took me aside and practically stripped me in front of a crowd: He told me to unbutton my shirt, unbuckle my belt, and unzip my pants. He then examined all of my clothing and shoes. I staggered toward the departure gate with unlaced sneakers, holding up my jeans and trying to cover myself. My wife looked me up and down and said: "All that and he didn't even buy you dinner."

But I didn't object. I was in a certain place at a certain time, doing something that could reasonably seem to be a concern under the circumstances. I knew that I fit the general profile of a hijacker: a dark-haired, bearded male who was under 50 and coming from Boston, one of the U.S. airports used by the 9/11 attackers. During the next few years, I would be pulled out of line for "random" checks, a lot.

What ICE is now allowed to do, however, is quite different. Imagine that instead of profiling and questioning people in airports, federal officers were allowed to roam the streets after 9/11, grab people while they were buying groceries or filling up their car, detain them on suspicion of looking like a terrorist, and then make them prove they were not plotting to kill Americans.

When I got to Moscow during those tense weeks after 9/11, I saw what this kind of law enforcement might look like. I was walking near the Old Arbat, a high-traffic tourist area, with a Russian friend. At the time, Russians were showing great sympathy for Americans and great anxiety about their own security. Just a few yards from us, uniformed cops stopped two young men, both with dark complexions and beards. "Documents," they said curtly. I looked at my Russian friend. "Probably from Armenia or Georgia," he said, "but could be Chechens. Have to check."

I understood what the Russians were doing, but I didn't like it. I was glad to return to America, where I felt protected by U.S. laws and the Constitution. Even then, though, I worried about how the response to 9/11 would erode our civil rights: The Patriot Act, the Department of Homeland Security, and many other measures are real concerns for any civil libertarian. But during the years of the War on Terror, I failed to imagine how a racist war on dark hair and Spanish accents could one day do its own harm to the protections of the Constitution--and that the Supreme Court would bless such an un-American scheme.

Related:

	Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement
 	ICE's mind-bogglingly massive blank check






Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	RFK Jr.'s calls with a scientist who says kids get autism from Tylenol
 	The intellectual vacuity of the national conservatives
 	Authoritarianism feels surprisingly normal--until it doesn't.
 	David Frum: Trump is no nationalist.




Today's News

	Israel launched an airstrike on Qatar, targeting Hamas leaders, according to Israeli and Qatari officials. Qatar called the attack a violation of international law.
 	The Trump administration launched the "Midway Blitz" ICE operation in Chicago amid local pushback against the immigration crackdown.
 	A preliminary revision from the Bureau of Labor Statistics showed that the U.S. added 911,000 fewer jobs during the year ending in March than previously reported, cutting the period's average monthly jobs gain nearly in half.




Evening Read


Illustration by Mathieu Labrecque



The Debit-Card Rebellion

By Michael Waters

Sometime around 2007, Marc Fusaro, then a professor at East Carolina University, sat in a friend's kitchen and explained that he was researching the methods people use to rein in their credit-card spending. The friend immediately understood. He walked over to the freezer and pulled out a block of ice. Submerged in the middle, Fusaro realized, was a credit card.
 For years, Americans have struggled with unrestrained spending on credit and the compounding debt that can come with it. Freezing your credit card (literally) is one way around it. But many Americans have turned to a different method: using a debit card.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The Democrat who wants his party to embrace "the wilderness"
 	New York NIMBYs turn against democracy.
 	Are humans watching animals too closely?
 	Trump's crypto dealings now have the perfect cover.




Culture Break


Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Read. Pan, a new novel, keenly describes the symptoms and existential stakes of extreme anxiety, Scott Stossel writes.

Reminisce. In When All the Men Wore Hats, Susan Cheever searches for the wellspring of her father's genius--and digs through his secrets, Adam Begley writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Join Tom Nichols, Anne Applebaum, Adam Serwer, and more Atlantic journalists in New York for this year's Atlantic Festival on September 18-20, for conversations about the Trump administration, Congress, and more. Passes are now on sale at TheAtlanticFestival.com.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Donald Trump's War of Words

Violent language is the mother tongue of this Trump administration.

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.

For a man openly campaigning for the Nobel Peace Prize, Donald Trump sure does love the rhetoric of violence.

On Saturday, the president posted an image of himself as Lieutenant Colonel Bill Kilgore, the Wagner-blasting cavalry officer in Apocalypse Now. "I love the smell of deportations in the morning," the meme said, paraphrasing the famous quote from the movie. In case the implication was unclear--little about Kilgore or Trump is subtle--the meme added, "Chicago about to find out why it's called the Department of WAR." The image replaced the film's name with "Chipocalypse Now," superimposing the city skyline on a fiery sky.

An American president threatening to unleash the U.S. military on--to make war against--an American city would have seemed unthinkable very recently. Although such behavior remains appalling, it is no longer unexpected. Violent language is the mother tongue of this Trump administration.

What Trump intends to do in Chicago is not clear. After deploying the National Guard to Washington, D.C., and Los Angeles--where he also dispatched Marines--Trump began talking about sending troops to other cities, including Chicago. Amid fierce pushback from state and local officials, he seemed to cool on the idea last week. He's now trying to disavow Saturday's threat too. Although Trump posted it to his personal account on a social network he majority-owns, he called it "fake news" yesterday: "We're not going to war. We're going to clean up our cities."

Even if the president doesn't want to go to war--he did obtain five draft deferments to avoid military service during the Vietnam War--he is attracted to the swaggering machismo he associates with the word. It's the apparent inspiration for rebranding the Defense Department (passive, reactive) to be the Department of War. He can't legally rename it without Congress's permission, and the cost of changing the branding could reportedly run into millions or billions of dollars. Either he means it or he's willing to light money on fire for a symbolic stunt. Neither is good.

Trump's embrace of violent rhetoric is not new. During his first campaign, he encouraged rally attendees to beat up protesters. As president, he encouraged police to treat suspects brutally. As the runner-up in the 2020 election, he encouraged supporters to "fight like hell," and they did, sacking the U.S. Capitol. Nevertheless, Trump has turned up the volume in his second term, with help from aides such as Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, who, as my colleague Tom Nichols wrote last week, is obsessed with terms such as lethality and warfighters.

The Wall Street Journal reported that the White House is now preparing to host a cage match for the Ultimate Fighting Championship, the martial sport that proceeds from the premise that boxing is far too refined, nuanced, and rule-bound. UFC also happens to be run by--speaking of branding stunts--a major Trump supporter, Dana White. And this morning, Trump seemed to downplay domestic violence at an event at the Museum of the Bible in Washington. "If a man has a little fight with the wife, they say this was a crime," he scoffed. (The question is personal for the president, whose first wife, Ivana Trump, reportedly once accused him of marital rape in a deposition. She later said she didn't mean the word in a "criminal sense." Trump denied the allegation.)

In this atmosphere, no wonder that some members of the administration are nearly coming to blows with one another. According to Politico, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent and Bill Pulte, the head of the Federal Housing Finance Agency, nearly threw hands at an exclusive MAGA social club in Georgetown last week. "Why the fuck are you talking to the president about me? Fuck you," Bessent reportedly told Pulte. "I'm gonna punch you in your fucking face." He also invited Pulte to "go outside ... I'm going to fucking beat your ass." (Bessent and Pulte declined to comment on this to Politico.) This is the same Secretary Bessent who previously dropped a series of F-bombs on Elon Musk, my colleagues Michael Scherer and Ashley Parker reported in May. Perhaps part of his success in the administration is that he's mastered its distinctive patois.

Speaking fluent violence comes with a price. During Trump's first run for president, observers who should have known better were willing to believe that the real-estate mogul really was a peacenik. The delusion persisted in some quarters until his return to the White House this year, when he fully abandoned any claim to dovishness, aside from half-hearted attempts to end the war in Ukraine. Initially, Trump's embrace of militarism was directed outward, in the form of semi-veiled threats of invasions to seize Greenland and the Panama Canal. Threats became action when the United States bombed Iran, to the chagrin of some America Firsters. More recently, the military attacked and destroyed a boat leaving Venezuela whose crew members the administration has said, without offering evidence, were drug smugglers.

Pressed to legally justify the killing, the administration has offered little explanation. "Killing cartel members who poison our fellow citizens is the highest and best use of our military," Vice President J. D. Vance posted on X, later adding, "I don't give a shit what you call it." That drew a rebuke from Senator Rand Paul, the libertarian-leaning Kentucky Republican. "Did he ever wonder what might happen if the accused were immediately executed without trial or representation?? What a despicable and thoughtless sentiment it is to glorify killing someone without a trial," Paul posted.

Implicit in Paul's comments is the fear that brutal rhetoric and tools of repression that a government uses overseas will eventually be turned against a domestic population. This idea is called the "imperial boomerang," and it's attributed both to the poet-statesman Aime Cesaire and the philosopher Hannah Arendt. You don't have to look very hard to see this happening today. For the first two decades of this century, the United States waged a "global war on terror." Now it has withdrawn most of its troops from these conflicts and instead has held a Soviet-style military parade and deployed uniformed, armed soldiers to intimidate a District of Columbia electorate that voted overwhelmingly against Trump. Or, to choose another example: The president is taking a film that dramatized the senseless imperial violence of the Vietnam War and using it to threaten war against Chicago.

Related:

	A brief history of Trump's violent remarks
 	Pete Hegseth's Department of Cringe




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The abundance delusion
 	Annie Lowrey: The job market is hell.
 	Trump boxed himself in with the Epstein letter.




Today's News

	According to The Wall Street Journal, lawyers for Jeffrey Epstein's estate turned over a copy of a 2003 "birthday book" to Congress that includes a sexually suggestive letter with President Donald Trump's signature--which he has denied exists. Trump called the letter a fake and is suing the Journal for defamation over its original reporting on the letter. White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said on X that Trump's legal team will continue to pursue litigation and that Trump did not draw or sign the picture.  
 	The Supreme Court lifted restrictions on immigration raids in the Los Angeles area, siding with the Trump administration and overturning a lower-court judge's order that barred agents from considering factors such as ethnicity or speaking Spanish in deciding whom to stop and question.
 	The Trump administration asked the Supreme Court once again to let it freeze billions in foreign aid approved by Congress, arguing that a federal judge's order requiring $4 billion in payments by the end of the month threatens executive authority.




Dispatches

	 The Wonder Reader: Indifference can be its own small act of defiance. Rafaela Jinich explores stories on the power of not caring.
 


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic.*



The Most Difficult Position in Sports

By Seth Wickersham

Steve Young lifts his arm, holding an imaginary football, preparing to throw. This act--the most basic aspect of quarterbacking--has defined his life and, at times, his self-worth.
 Today, on an August evening, he's standing at the front of a country-club ballroom in San Mateo, long retired. A bunch of professional-football luminaries are in attendance, including the Hall of Famer John Lynch, the former Pro Bowl quarterback and current Stanford football executive Andrew Luck, and, in the front row, NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell and his wife, Jane. The occasion is an event held by the Women's Coaching Alliance, a group striving to diversify football staffs. The panel discussion topic is the state of college football. But, as always, the talk drifts toward quarterbacks, that uniquely American job with uniquely American responsibilities.




Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Fear of losing the midterms is driving Trump's decisions.
 	The deeper crime problem that the National Guard can't solve
 	Photos: Sudan's civil war
 	Just how bad would an AI bubble be?
 	America's Peron




Culture Break


Julian Broad / Contour / Getty



Reminisce. Giorgio Armani, who died last Thursday at 91, made the red carpet a fashion show, Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell writes.

Read. Arundhati Roy's new memoir explores the formidable figure who set her on a course of constant motion, Anderson Tepper 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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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'm filling in for our usual Wonder Reader writer, Isabel Fattal, who 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."

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



Evening Read
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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.
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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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