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        What Republicans Can Do If They Really Want to Protect Free Speech
        Conor Friedersdorf

        While out of power, the American right was unified in complaining about the left's speech policing. Now that Republicans control the White House and Congress, free-speech rights and values are dividing the coalition. One camp thinks Republicans should refrain from policing speech; the other favors policing the left's speech. The second camp seems ascendant, unfortunately, while the first has failed to turn its beliefs into policy.The Jimmy Kimmel controversy illustrates the fissure. After the lat...

      

      
        Jeffrey Goldberg Wins 2025 John Chancellor Award from Columbia Journalism School
        The Atlantic

        Today the Columbia Journalism School announced that The Atlantic's editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is the recipient of the prestigious 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism. The prestigious award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments, and recognizes Jeffrey's career as a writer and editor. We are resharing Columbia's announcement below:
Columbia Journalism School announced today that Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic, and th...

      

      
        If I Work Harder, Will You Love Me?
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Between teaching MBA students and speaking to a lot of business audiences, I'm often interacting with successful people who work extremely long hours. It's common for me to hear about 13-hour workdays and seven-day workweeks, with few or no vacations. What I see among many of those I encounter is workaholism, a pathology characterized by continuing to work during discretionary time, thinking abou...

      

      
        What Ever Happened to Getting to First Base?
        Molly Langmuir

        The prevailing American beliefs about sex, love, and commitment were, for many years, encapsulated by the 1977 Meat Loaf song "Paradise by the Dashboard Light." The epic Wagnerian rock duet plays out in three acts: First, a young couple hooks up in a parked car, and the guy pushes the girl for sex. Then the girl declares that, before they go further, she needs to know that the guy will love her until the end of time, which, under duress, he promises to do. Finally, from some point in the future, ...

      

      
        Lower Than Cowards
        Adam Serwer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."We have to speak out against this bully," Jimmy Kimmel said in an emotional monologue after returning to ABC on Tuesday. The network had suspended him, under pressure from the Trump administration, for remarks last week in which Kimmel appeared to inaccurately suggest that Charlie Kirk's killer was a conservative. Kimmel choked up when discussing the violence and praised Kirk's widow, Erika.But he also warne...

      

      
        Patricia Lockwood's Mind-Opening Experience of Long COVID
        Bekah Waalkes

        One hundred years ago, Virginia Woolf wondered why, "considering how common illness is, how tremendous the spiritual change that it brings," it had not "taken its place with love, battle, and jealousy among the prime themes of literature." In the century since, Woolf's provocation has been met many times over--in works as varied as Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain, Audre Lorde's The Cancer Journals, and John Green's YA best seller The Fault in Our Stars. More recently, books such as Lisa Olstein's...

      

      
        Testing Teachers for 'Wokeness'
        Hanna Rosin

        Updated at 11:09 a.m. ET on September 25, 2025
Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsFor a guy in charge of local schools, Oklahoma State Superintendent Ryan Walters generates an unusual amount of national news. This week, Walters announced a plan to create chapters of Turning Point USA, the conservative organization co-founded by Charlie Kirk, at every Oklahoma high school. Earlier this month, Walters had ordered a moment of silence in honor of the death of ...

      

      
        Is This 'America First'?
        Will Gottsegen

        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.Standing on the United Nations General Assembly dais yesterday, President Donald Trump had a message for the global leaders and representatives in attendance: "Your countries are going to hell."What for? The "failed experiment of open borders," according to the president. Never mind the fact that some c...

      

      
        Ukraine's Plan to Starve the Russian War Machine
        Anne Applebaum

        Updated at 10:58 ET on September 25, 2025In one section of a sprawling warehouse in central Ukraine, workers have stacked what appear to be small airplane wings in neat rows. In another section, a group of men is huddled around what looks like the body of an aircraft, adjusting an electronic panel. In makeshift locations elsewhere in Ukraine, workers are producing these electronic panels from scratch: This company wants to use as few imported parts as possible, avoiding anything American, anythin...

      

      
        The MAGA Media Takeover
        David Karpf

        American mass media has been transformed in these early months of President Donald Trump's second administration. We're about 35 weeks into a term that will last for 173 more, and in that time, we have seen a tech titan gut a once-great newspaper in an apparent act of capitulation to the commander in chief, government accounts gleefully spreading hateful memes on X (the far-right platform owned by a billionaire tech oligarch), a defamation lawsuit filed by Trump against The New York Times (and qu...

      

      
        America's Zombie Democracy
        George Packer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.We are living in an authoritarian state.It didn't feel that way this morning, when I took my dog for his usual walk in the park and dew from the grass glittered on my boots in the rising sunlight. It doesn't feel that way when you're ordering an iced mocha latte at Starbucks or watching the Patriots lose to the Steelers. The persistent normality of daily life is disorienting, even paralyzing. Yet it's true.We...

      

      
        Why Assassinations Shaped the 1960s and Haunt Us Again
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum argues that President Donald Trump is making a miscalculation in his second term. Instead of consolidating power before plundering the state, Trump has reversed the sequence, imposing massive tariffs that raise prices on ordinary Americans, flaunting foreign wealth, and enriching his inner circle at public expense. Frum speculates that by impoverishing the public befo...

      

      
        The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology
        Ross Andersen

        To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeat...

      

      
        The Unconstitutional Tactics Trump Wants to Revive in Memphis
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        When President Donald Trump describes his plans to deploy the National Guard to Memphis as a "replica" of what he's done with federal troops in Washington, D.C., he's attempting to make two points: first, that it's appropriate for him to deploy the military in American cities at all, and second, that doing so effectively reduces crime in cities that just happen to be run and disproportionately populated by his perceived political foes. But the vision he has laid out to "make Memphis safe again" i...

      

      
        Winners of the 2025 Natural Landscape Photography Awards
        Alan Taylor

        David Shaw / Natural Landscape Photography AwardsIntimate Landscape, Winner. Jurassic World. "This type of woodland is quite tricky to photograph, as it is so busy, and generally needs mist or thick fog to do it justice. For this particular trip, I didn't have those conditions and decided to scout the area rather than focus on the photography. However, just as I was about to start the long trek back to the car, the sun came out and lit up this scene, leaving me scrambling to get 'something' befor...

      

      
        A Portrait of Southern Sexual Repression
        Omari Weekes

        Dominion, a fictional town in the Mississippi Delta, is shot through with Black church culture and an outsize reverence for high-school football. At the turn of the millennium, it is a community in which sexuality flourishes despite, or perhaps because of, efforts to suppress it. Addie E. Citchens's debut novel, which takes its setting as its title, follows two women yoked together by their love for a teenager named Emanuel, who more commonly goes by "Wonderboy" or "Wonder": Diamond, his girlfrie...

      

      
        So Much for Class-Based Affirmative Action
        Rose Horowitch

        When the Supreme Court struck down race-based affirmative action, it included some words of comfort for Americans worried about declining diversity at the nation's most selective universities. Chief Justice John Roberts, writing for the majority in the 2023 case Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, described the goal of creating a diverse student body as "commendable" and "worthy." He wrote that universities could still consider applicants' stories of how race had affected their lives. Even J...

      

      
        Jimmy Kimmel Ran Right at His Critics
        David Sims

        Jimmy Kimmel returned to late-night yesterday after nearly a week off the air with a monologue that largely dispensed with laughs. Instead, over the course of almost 20 minutes, he ran right at his critics, and stated plainly what many commentators have argued since production of Jimmy Kimmel Live was suspended this past Wednesday: "Our government cannot be allowed to control what we do and do not say on television."It was a forceful beginning to the episode, but also a fairly sober one--a speech ...

      

      
        When Child Death Was Everywhere
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        The way we respond to the disappointments, dangers, and defects of the present helps determine our political affiliations. If you think the answers lie somewhere in a future condition we've yet to achieve, then you may be persuaded by progressive politics; if you think the resources for rescuing society lie somewhere in the past, you may be attracted to conservative politics.This general pattern helps explain the recent alignment of conservative politics and the anti-vaccine movement, despite its...

      

      
        The Gaza Left and the Gender Left
        Helen Lewis

        At first, the recent collapse of Your Party--a new British grouping of socialists, progressives, and opponents of the war in Gaza--brings to mind a classic Onion headline: "Left-Wing Group Too Disorganized for FBI Agents to Infiltrate." But Your Party's descent into infighting and recrimination offers an insight into the challenges faced by the left on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean.Although the fledgling organization was designed to challenge the ruling Labour Party from the left, its troubles b...

      

      
        Trump Dares the United Nations to Mock Him Now
        Missy Ryan

        The world laughed at Donald Trump.Seven years ago, Trump was just a few sentences into his annual United Nations General Assembly address when most of the gathered leaders of the 193 countries represented began to chuckle--and then outright guffaw. A visibly startled Trump had been boasting about his administration's successes; he had long claimed that other nations mocked his presidential predecessors, and now it was happening to him. Trump later publicly downplayed the moment. But aides at the t...

      

      
        The People Who Are Still Convinced Kamala Won
        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.Stop me if you've heard this story before: Partisan claims of fraud in the presidential election. Elaborate statistical analyses. Reports of shadowy, closed-door doings. All of this, they say, points to one conclusion: The results were compromised, and the real winner was kept out of the White House.Tha...

      

      
        Why Trump Changed His Mind on Ukraine
        Tom Nichols

        Today, President Donald Trump threw one of the most important tenets of his own foreign policy into a 180-degree turn, reversing course without even slowing down. Trump has always been overly deferential to Vladimir Putin, including enabling the Russian president's war in Ukraine. Now Trump appears to be signaling that he's fed up with the Kremlin. But is he?Trump's latest policy reversal came after he spoke to the United Nations General Assembly for nearly an hour today. His speech was classic T...

      

      
        Brendan Carr's Half-Empty Threat
        Paul Farhi

        As chair of the Federal Communications Commission, Alfred Sikes took the agency's duty to foster broadcasting in "the public interest" seriously. Sikes, a conservative who was appointed by George H. W. Bush in 1989, engaged in a long-running battle against Howard Stern's employer, Infinity Broadcasting, levying repeated fines against its stations for violating rules against broadcasting "indecent" material when children were in the audience. (The legal tangle helped persuade Stern to move to sate...

      

      
        A Censored Rap Legend Has Advice for Jimmy Kimmel
        Jemele Hill

        Luther Campbell, the front man for one of the most controversial rap groups in history, has advice for Jimmy Kimmel and for any media executives trying to decide how to respond to the Trump administration's attempts to censor disfavored speech: You've got to fight. He would know. When the government came after him and his music, he fought, and he won, creating a legal precedent that still protects artists and entertainers who offend the sensibilities of those in power.  In 1989, Campbell's Miami-...
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What Republicans Can Do If They Really Want to Protect Free Speech

The best way to defend Americans' expressive rights is to pass laws.

by Conor Friedersdorf




While out of power, the American right was unified in complaining about the left's speech policing. Now that Republicans control the White House and Congress, free-speech rights and values are dividing the coalition. One camp thinks Republicans should refrain from policing speech; the other favors policing the left's speech. The second camp seems ascendant, unfortunately, while the first has failed to turn its beliefs into policy.

The Jimmy Kimmel controversy illustrates the fissure. After the late-night host made misleading comments about the ideology of the man accused of killing Charlie Kirk, Federal Communications Commission Chair Brendan Carr urged ABC to "take action" to address the matter, or else "there's going to be additional work" for his agency. Senator Ted Cruz, who often sides with the Trump administration, objected on free-speech grounds. "That's right out of Goodfellas. That's right out of a mafioso coming into a bar going, 'Nice bar you have here. It'd be a shame if something happened to it,'" he said on his podcast, warning, "There will come a time when a Democrat wins again" and "they will use this power." Other Republicans, including Senators Mitch McConnell, Dave McCormick, Rand Paul, and Todd Young, also objected.

In contrast, the activist Christopher Rufo argued that the right must police speech when in power to avoid being dominated by the left. "Turnabout is fair play," he wrote. "We cannot accept the idea that history started in 2025 or that only the Left can legitimately use state institutions. The only way to get to a good equilibrium is an effective, strategic tit-for-tat." This "tit-for-tat" approach seems to be part of the Trump administration's strategy. The Department of Education is policing speech on campus. The secretary of state is policing the speech of leftists with green cards and student visas. Attorney General Pam Bondi recently threatened to "go after" hate speech. President Donald Trump himself said that TV networks that employ hosts who criticize him too much should lose their license.

Yet the idea that "turnabout is fair play" is the best policy to protect speech, let alone the only way to spare the right from future abuse, is nonsense. The best method to secure free speech, for all Americans, is to pass laws that safeguard expressive rights--both now, under Trump, and in the future, regardless of who inhabits the White House. If Republicans are serious about protecting speech, they could pass such laws. And all of the Democrats who have criticized Carr's comments as an attack on speech could help.

Conor Friedersdorf: The attorney general's attack on free speech

I recently reached out to the most principled, nonpartisan free-speech organization that I know of, the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, to ask what legislative changes it would suggest to bolster free-speech rights. FIRE responded with five suggestions, emphasizing that it had supported the changes long before the current presidential administration. These ideas are best thought of "not as a response to the current moment," Carolyn Iodice, the organization's legislative and policy director, told me, "but as options for removing powers that have been abused by both parties, and which no government official should have had in the first place."

One item on its wish list concerns the FCC itself: Congress could simply eliminate the FCC rules that regulate content on broadcast television and radio. This would make clear that the agency's regulators have no role policing the substance of TV and radio programming, as is the case with cable, streaming services, and satellite radio.

A second idea would target "jawboning," a term for when an official informally pressures a private party, such as a social-media platform, to censor speech that is protected by the Constitution. Doing so can be a First Amendment violation. But when it occurs behind closed doors, critics can't object. The jawboning that happened during the Biden era, when officials pressured tech companies to take down COVID-related content that they didn't like, still enrages the right. "Congress should require federal officials to report any communications they have with social media companies about third-party content," FIRE argues. It has drafted legislative language that would effect the change.

A third item pertains to what happens when the state breaks the law. When federal officials infringe on free speech, the conduct is illegal, but the victims often have insufficient remedies to vindicate their rights. "Federal officials can only be sued to get First Amendment violations enjoined; damages are never available," Iodice explained. FIRE argues that Congress should pass legislation to let people sue federal officials for damages in these cases.

A fourth suggestion would better protect Americans from frivolous lawsuits filed to retaliate against them for speech that is protected by the Constitution. "The idea is not to win on the merits, but to punish the defendant by dragging them through the court process or getting them to settle (and retract their speech) in order to avoid needing to spend money on a lawyer to defend them," Iodice said. Most states have passed laws to deter this behavior (they are typically called anti-SLAPP laws) by speeding up the judicial process and requiring people who file frivolous suits to pay the other side's legal fees. But there's no federal law of that sort, "so the state laws can often be avoided by filing in federal court," Iodice said.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution protects Jimmy Kimmel's mistake

A fifth proposal is the passage of the Respecting the First Amendment on Campus Act. The bill, introduced by then-Representative Brandon Williams, a Republican, in the previous Congress, would codify First Amendment protections in public schools. The bill's provisions include putting an end to "free-speech zones," which imply that expression is restricted elsewhere on campus, and prohibiting onerous security fees that colleges sometimes impose on organizers of events with controversial speakers. FIRE also believes that Title VI, which prohibits discrimination based on race, color, or national origin, is often interpreted by the federal bureaucracy and colleges in ways that are unduly restrictive of campus speech. The organization wants Congress to adopt a standard, articulated in the 1999 U.S. Supreme Court case Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education, that speech rises to a Title VI violation only if it is "so severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive" and "so undermines and detracts from the victims' educational experience, that the victim-students are effectively denied equal access to an institution's resources and opportunities."

Other people and organizations with sincere commitments to free-speech rights and values might draft a different wish list. Regardless, the point is that any majority that truly wants to better protect free-speech rights could propose and pass any number of laws that would improve on the status quo. The Democrats suffering under the Trump administration's policing of speech today failed to act when they were last in the majority, in ways that would have better protected everyone's ability to speak freely now.

The Republican majorities that now control the House and Senate are not without individual legislators who want to pass laws that would better protect speech. When I contacted Rand Paul's office, a spokesperson highlighted The Free Speech Protection Act, a bill that Paul has sponsored "to prohibit Federal employees and contractors from directing online platforms to censor any speech that is protected by the First Amendment," among other provisions. (I reached out to Cruz, too, to find out if he was pushing any of his own free-speech legislation. His office didn't respond.)



But the Republican leadership has failed to pass legislation that sufficiently addresses the concerns voiced by Paul and others. I reached out to Senate Majority Leader John Thune and House Majority Leader Steve Scalise earlier this week and asked whether they'd support the FIRE proposals or other efforts to better protect free speech, but neither replied.

Many politically engaged people on the right still spend a lot of time online complaining that their speech rights, and those of their allies, were violated by the left in recent years. Instead of merely airing grievances, they might consider doing something useful, such as pressuring allied lawmakers to better protect speech going forward. But my fear is that the MAGA coalition cares far more about punishing the left than about better securing even their own rights.
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Jeffrey Goldberg Wins 2025 John Chancellor Award from Columbia Journalism School

The Chancellor Award is presented to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments


Credit: Justin T. Gellerson/The New York Times/Redux



Today the Columbia Journalism School announced that The Atlantic's editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is the recipient of the prestigious 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism. The prestigious award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments, and recognizes Jeffrey's career as a writer and editor. We are resharing Columbia's announcement below:

Columbia Journalism School announced today that Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic, and the moderator of "Washington Week with The Atlantic" on PBS, is the recipient of the 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism.
 For more than 35 years, Goldberg has worked as a journalist of remarkable range, ability and influence. His reporting and analysis of foreign affairs, national security and domestic politics have garnered respect from readers and leaders alike. At a challenging time for journalism business models, he has led The Atlantic to both journalistic and business successes: three Pulitzer Prizes, three National Magazine Awards for General Excellence and profitability, growing the magazine's audience to over one million subscribers.
 He joined The Atlantic in 2007 as a national correspondent, and in 2016 he was named editor in chief. Before joining the magazine, Goldberg served as the Middle East correspondent and then the Washington correspondent for The New Yorker. Earlier in his career, he was a writer for New York and The New York Times Magazine, where he wrote 15 cover stories. His work for these outlets led the editor of Foreign Policy to call Goldberg "one of the most incisive, respected foreign policy journalists around."
 Goldberg has a proven instinct for knowing where the news is, and for having the courage to pursue stories that others won't. Earlier this year, he demonstrated his reportorial rigor in an unusual scoop known as Signalgate.
 Goldberg was inadvertently included in a high-level group chat on the Signal platform by National Security Advisor Mike Waltz that broke protocol by disseminating classified attack plans of an assault on the Houthis in Yemen.  When he wrote about it, without revealing the confidential details, Trump Administration officials attacked his journalism. He remained steadfast, and published more details about the content of the Signal chat.   
 Other career highlights range from extensive original reporting on Hezbollah, living in a Taliban madrasa in Pakistan, spending a week with Fidel Castro in Havana, reporting on a murder in a hunting preserve in Zambia, interviewing President Obama five times over the course of his presidency, and a piece disclosing that President Trump denigrated fallen US military servicemen as "suckers and losers."
 Over the last 30 years, Goldberg has interviewed, either for magazine features, newspaper articles, or at live events, almost every major political newsmaker of the era: Donald Trump, Barack Obama, George W. Bush, John McCain, Hillary Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, Warren Buffett, Benjamin Netanyahu, King Abdullah of Jordan, Mark Milley, John Kelly, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, David Cameron, Mohammed Bin Salman, along with major mafia figures and the Dalai Lama.
 Goldberg started his career as a police reporter at The Washington Post. He has worked as a TV critic, a consumer reporter and an advice columnist. He does not write only heavy pieces. He has been a humor columnist for The Jerusalem Post,  and an advice columnist for The Atlantic. He has also written rollicking accounts of going to a Bruce Springsteen concert with superfan Chris Christie; shooting pistols with Tom Clancy; and about the fictional mobsters on "The Sopranos" and the real ones in the Gotti family.
 Goldberg is the author of two books, Prisoners: A Story of Friendship and Terror, and On Heroism: McCain, Milley, Mattis and the Cowardice of Donald Trump. He became the moderator of PBS' "Washington Week with The Atlantic" in 2023.
 A former fellow of the American Academy in Berlin, he has also served as a public-policy scholar at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, and the distinguished fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. He is the recipient of numerous awards for his journalism, including the National Magazine Award for Reporting, the Daniel Pearl Award for Reporting and the Overseas Press Club's Award for human-rights reporting.
 "At a time when the institutions and ideals of both journalism and democracy in Americans are as besieged as they've ever been, there has been no better and braver champion and exemplar of those ideals than Jeffrey Goldberg," said Scott Stossel, The Atlantic's National Editor.
 "Jeffrey Goldberg's extraordinary work as reporter, author and editor stand out as an inspiration to us all," said Columbia Journalism School Dean Jelani Cobb. "His talent and courage shine - whether in reporting from conflict zones or leading a publication of record that holds the powerful to account."
 The John Chancellor Award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments. The prize honors the legacy of pioneering television correspondent and longtime NBC News Anchor John Chancellor, best remembered for his distinguished reporting on civil rights, politics and election campaigns.
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If I Work Harder, Will You Love Me?

The tragedy of workaholism is the false belief that you can trade toil for affection. Knowing that is the first step to recovery.

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.

Between teaching MBA students and speaking to a lot of business audiences, I'm often interacting with successful people who work extremely long hours. It's common for me to hear about 13-hour workdays and seven-day workweeks, with few or no vacations. What I see among many of those I encounter is workaholism, a pathology characterized by continuing to work during discretionary time, thinking about work all the time, and pursuing job tasks well beyond what's required to meet any need. Workaholics feel a compulsion to work even when they are already earning plenty of money and despite getting minimal enjoyment from doing so.

Does this sound familiar? If you do little else but work--and are mentally absent when not working--you are likely to find your life feels bereft of enjoyment, satisfaction, and meaning. Worst of all, compulsive overworking is incompatible with healthy intimate relationships, which take time, energy, and effort.

As with other addictions, telling a workaholic they'd be better off not doing the destructive behavior is unhelpful--as though just suggesting "Hey, why not work less?" will result in the person slapping their forehead and saying "I never thought of that!" Instead, I try to look behind the pathology to discover its origins. Typically, what I find in highly successful people is that an addiction to work is, in fact, based on an inchoate belief that love from others--including spouses, parents, and friends--can be earned only through constant toil and exceptional merit. Unchecked, this mistaken belief is catastrophic. But understanding the reasons behind this delusion can lead to healing.

Life offers two kinds of reward, which social scientists define as intrinsic and extrinsic. The first kind involves immaterial things that can't be bought, such as love and happiness. The second kind involves material things that can be procured, such as money and goods. We want both kinds of reward, of course--even though we all know what research has shown over and over again: that once we have achieved a basic standard of living, we gain much greater life satisfaction from intrinsic rewards. Compare the scenario of driving to a fancy restaurant in your new Ferrari, where you will eat alone because you have no friends or family, with that of driving to Denny's in a 1999 Corolla to hang out with people who truly love you.

Arthur C. Brooks: The hidden link between workaholism and mental health

And yet, millions of seemingly successful people act as if extrinsic rewards are all that count. Although they may not be totally bereft of loved ones, they live almost as if they were so, neglecting family and friends in favor of work, earning far more than their household needs to survive, even thrive. You can think of this as a crossed psychological circuit, resulting in a false conviction that intrinsic rewards can be bought with extrinsic currency. If I work hard enough and am sufficiently successful, thinks the workaholic, albeit unconsciously, then I will be worthy of the love I truly crave.

Why might someone fall prey to such an erroneous belief? It could be the way you were raised. Workaholic parents tend to have workaholic kids. If you grow up seeing adulthood modeled by people who work all hours and are rarely home, you can be forgiven for regarding this as appropriate behavior for a responsible spouse and parent. This is at least partly the same mechanism behind the fact that you are much likelier to become an alcoholic if you were raised by one.

Researchers have also shown that when parents express love for a child in a conditional way based on the child's behavior, that person is likely to grow up feeling that they deserve love only through good conduct and hard work. This might sound as though I'm describing terrible parents, but I don't mean to do so at all; well-intentioned parental encouragement can be heard by a child as a message about their worthiness.

In the workaholic's case, it might look like this: Your parents wanted you to succeed in school and in life, so they gave you the most love and attention when you got good report cards, won at sports, or earned the top spot in the orchestra. You were a bright kid, and put two and two together: I am extra lovable when I earn accolades. In my experience, this describes the childhood of a lot of people who strove to be special to gain their parents' attention, and who carry this behavior into adulthood by trying to earn the love of others through compulsive work.

If you're tending toward workaholism, you may very well be discovering that the returns to work are falling below the costs to your life. You are likely defensive about your heavy work habit, and confused about why such a noble virtue is earning complaints at home, instead of praise. Here are three steps you can take to resolve this issue.

1. Look at your origins and face the truth.
 Think back to your childhood: Did you struggle, say, to get your parents' attention and affection unless you excelled in school or outside activities? Did being a "special" or a "bright" child make you feel loved? If so, don't get mad at your folks: They were probably doing their best, perhaps trying to give you a better life than they'd had; or they may have been diligently following some now-outdated parenting advice. But the result is very likely that there's a script in your head that says, You're not inherently lovable as you are, so you better win the spelling bee. You are still trying to win some grown-up version of the spelling bee, even if your parents are long dead.

2. Give what you want to receive.
 Benjamin Franklin wrote that "if you would be loved, love, and be loveable." The profound truth behind this assertion is that you should give what you want to receive. So if you want more courtesy, start by being courteous to others. And if you want true love from your beloved, give them true love, in the intrinsic currency that satisfies our deeper needs. That means giving your self, not more money or things. Try this: Take a day away from work, turn off your phone, and give the person you love the attention they crave, all day.

Derek Thompson: America's fever of workaholism is finally breaking

3. Make plans to change.
 One day is not enough to repair your relationships, and big changes in your habits don't take place overnight. If you were dependent on alcohol, say, I wouldn't be so naive as to imagine that not drinking for a day would fix the problem. Breaking any addiction takes a lot of planning and resolve. Own up to your workaholism, acknowledge the roots of the problem, and work with your loved ones to make a long-term plan to live differently. That might mean planning a career or job change, in six months' to a year's time; scheduling weekend trips and tech-free vacations from now until then; and asking your family to hold you accountable for making progress.

Let me close with one of my many conversations with work-addicted strivers that makes the point better perhaps than any studies can. An older, very wealthy man told me how he worked himself to a husk to earn his fortune. While he ground away at building his company over the decades, barely talking to his wife and kids, he dreamed about how marvelous it would be to be wealthy. I asked him what he imagined it would be like to be so rich. He said that he thought of the obvious stuff, such as houses and cars. "But mostly," he said, "I thought if I was rich, my wife would love me."

"And?" I asked, noting that he was not wearing a ring.

"She didn't."
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What Ever Happened to Getting to First Base?

Gen Z has abandoned the old dating script. In its place are more possibilities than young people sometimes know what to do with.

by Molly Langmuir




The prevailing American beliefs about sex, love, and commitment were, for many years, encapsulated by the 1977 Meat Loaf song "Paradise by the Dashboard Light." The epic Wagnerian rock duet plays out in three acts: First, a young couple hooks up in a parked car, and the guy pushes the girl for sex. Then the girl declares that, before they go further, she needs to know that the guy will love her until the end of time, which, under duress, he promises to do. Finally, from some point in the future, miserably tied together, the two sing that the end of time can't come soon enough.

The song stretches for about eight minutes, an absurd length for a single, but it managed to become such a staple of classic rock that, two decades after its release, as teenagers, my friends and I had learned the words without trying. It also contained the metaphor that we used to talk about our early sexual experiences, via an interlude in which the shortstop turned sports announcer Phil Rizzuto calls out a batter's progress as he rounds the bases: "First base," any listener would have understood, was a kiss; a "home run" represented intercourse. Although my peers and I hardly required a lifetime commitment from a partner to have sex, I did take for granted that sexual encounters and relationships typically unfolded in a certain order, with clear steps.

Today, though, many young people consider the bases (and the tidy progression they offer) a relic. Sophia Choukas-Bradley, a University of Pittsburgh psychology professor who researches teens and young adults, told me that the only times she'd heard Gen Zers--also known as Zoomers, the people born from 1997 to 2012--use the base system was ironically, with first base referring to, say, oral sex. The way Gen Z talks about sex and dating instead involves an explosion of new language, if that's even the right way to put it. The linguistic acrobatics suggest that they haven't just come up with new slang but have also evolved a novel form of communication.

Read: Teens are forgoing a classic rite of passage

In my reporting, including in conversations with about a dozen Zoomers across the country, I learned about the terms sneaky links (people you hook up with in secret), zombies (people who come back after ghosting you), and simps (guys, usually, who try too hard to get a partner). Zoomers spoke of the dangers of "catching feelings" and the imperative to keep liaisons chill at all costs, or "nonchalant," as they put it. They discussed the numerous expressions that have arisen to describe the work that goes into maintaining simultaneous relationships, such as breadcrumbing (offering little bits of attention to keep someone interested) and cushioning (flirtations you keep on the side). I learned about so many different types of casual entanglements--not just the "talking stage" and situationships, but also flirtationships, explorationships, and the scenario that I struggled most to understand: a situationship that is exclusive but between two people who would not, under any circumstance, describe themselves as dating.

My exchanges with Zoomers--as well as with sex educators, psychologists, researchers, and parents--made clear that anything so simple as the base system had essentially become moot. Few of those I spoke with described a typical order to the way physical intimacy or relationships evolve. "From what I know about previous generations, in past times, you could just ask a girl to be your girlfriend, and she'd say yes or no, and that was it," Miles Greene, an 18-year-old student at a liberal-arts college in Massachusetts whose mom I've known for years, told me in a tone of voice that I might use to discuss the baffling customs of the Pilgrims. "It's so much more complicated than that now."

As many Zoomers see sex and dating, it is fine to stay a virgin into your 20s or explore your kinks as a teen. You might have an intense online entanglement with a partner you've never met in real life or a serious, in-person relationship. A situationship can be an end in and of itself--it isn't always perceived as an unsteady state. And although none of these possibilities is new, Gen Zers seem to be more likely than people from previous generations to have metabolized the idea that everybody moves through such matters in their own way, at their own pace. Claudia Giolitti-Wright, a psychotherapist in New York whose clients are mostly young women, told me that, unlike her Millennial clients, her Gen-Z clients never talk about the pressure to hit certain sexual or relationship milestones.

The various options open to Gen Zers, many told me, left more space for them to forge paths shaped by their specific desires and inclinations, rather than external expectations. But I also heard that trying to wade through so many possibilities and timelines could be stressful. And despite how much information Zoomers have access to online, they aren't given much advice about how to figure out what they actually like, sexually or romantically, much less how to handle intimacy. Whereas there used to be a "prepackaged menu," Andrew Smiler, a psychologist in North Carolina who predominantly treats teen boys and men, told me, Zoomers "have a buffet." The challenge, he continued, was that "they don't really get any guidance, to stay with the food metaphor, for how to compose a plate."



Much of the reporting on Gen Z's sex and dating habits has focused on the fact that members of the cohort are having less sex and fewer committed relationships than previous generations did at similar ages. What these findings can obscure is that a large number of Zoomers are still getting into relationships and having sex. One 2024 survey found that about 60 percent of college students reported having had vaginal intercourse; a 2022 Pew Research survey reported that more than half of all adults under 30 were in a relationship at the time. Trying to learn how Gen Z navigates sex and romance, though, turns up a bundle of reports that seem to contradict one another. Zoomers have been framed, in various media, as the generation of incels and tradwives, "puriteens" and porn enthusiasts. The data are all over the place too. One recent survey found that almost 40 percent of young singles are happy being on their own. Another concluded that Gen Z is the loneliest generation: 80 percent of respondents said they had felt lonely in the past year. Some surveys suggest that Gen Z is kinkier than older people, and particularly open to polyamory. It has also been described, broadly, as sex negative, and the most likely to fantasize about monogamy.

To a certain extent, this simply reflects that any large group of same-age Americans has enormous variation. But Gen Z can seem especially heterogeneous; the internet has enabled Gen Zers, since they were old enough to forge friendships, to find like-minded communities through which to solidify their identity. When it comes to sex and dating, I realized, part of why making general observations about how they approach these realms is so difficult is that they're following so many different scripts.

From some of the Zoomers I spoke with, I heard that they and their peers tend to eschew even the most flexible relationship labels. Garrett Bemiller, a 28-year-old New York-based publicist, told me that although he knows a number of people in "ethically nonmonogamous" relationships, they wouldn't necessarily call them that. "I feel like that's kind of its government name?" he said. "It's just like, 'We're open.'" But a number of other young people told me that they and others they know were in clearly defined relationships. And some intentionally seek out conventional labels. The filmmaker Rachel Fleit, who directed the 2023 documentary Bama Rush, about young sorority hopefuls at the University of Alabama, told me that her film's subjects talked openly about their sorority sisters as their future bridesmaids, and considered having an engagement by senior year to be totally normal; they referred to it as having a "ring by spring."

Read: Why are young people having so little sex?

Gen Zers' approach to sex was similarly hard to pin down. From various experts, I heard that, compared with older generations, Gen Z puts more value on "enthusiastic consent," the idea that it's not enough to just listen when someone says no--you need to receive a fervent yes. Some said young people have an increased awareness of female pleasure as well, and are more likely than older generations to recognize that many women enjoy oral sex.

Yet I also heard that certain Gen-Z men, particularly those who spend a lot of time in the manosphere, are apt to believe that giving a woman oral sex demeans their masculinity. And slang used to denigrate women--such as bop or for the streets--has proliferated. One 20-year-old in Iowa, who asked to be identified only by the name she uses online, Melody Votoire, told me that among her female friends and co-workers, "there is almost no slut shaming in that sense of women towards other women, which is wonderful." When men talk about women, though, it's very different, she said. The phrase she has heard a lot is ran through, which initially was used to refer to someone who'd had a lot of sexual partners, but has become "kind of the go-to term for anyone they want to bring down," she said, "even a girl doing a dance on TikTok in a skimpier outfit or posting bikini pictures."

That so much of Gen Zers' early education about sex came from porn and sites such as OnlyFans has brought additional paradoxes. (Only 29 U.S. states plus the District of Columbia mandate sex ed, and of those, 19 stress abstinence. According to a 2023 report by the nonprofit Common Sense Media, however, 73 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds had viewed porn online, and 54 percent had encountered it by age 13.) Some of my sources--both Zoomers and adults who work with them--told me that, thanks to the wide range of possibilities on display in porn, sex doesn't carry as much shame as it did for older generations. Many are also comfortable using anatomical terms such as vulva and discussing their kinks or recent sexual experiences with even casual acquaintances. (By contrast, Donna Oriowo, a sex-and-relationship therapist in the Washington, D.C., metro area, told me that some of her Millennial clients still sometimes refer to sex euphemistically as their "special time.")

Read: The questions sex-ed students always ask

But one Gen Zer also told me the breadth of options porn presents could be overwhelming. And the way it familiarizes young people with fairly extreme scenarios before they have much experience could introduce complications--and sometimes distress. A sexual encounter might start with an earnest request for consent to kiss, another told me, and then abruptly segue into choking and rough sex. "There's a saying in the sex-ed world," said Steph Zapata, a sex educator, "that learning sex from porn is like learning to drive from watching The Fast and the Furious."

Amid this new landscape, multiple Zoomers told me, they sensed that some members of older generations struggled to grasp the particularities of how they navigate sex and dating. Elle Liemandt, a 17-year-old high-school senior in Austin who dispenses teen-dating advice on TikTok and has created an AI-powered dating-coach app, told me that adults seem unable to offer helpful guidance for romantic relationships. "There's a huge disconnect," she said. "Parents can't help, because they don't understand what's going on."



When it comes to sex and relationships, many of the Zoomers I spoke with did agree on one thing: Vulnerability is agonizing. To everyone I asked about this, the idea that a person might engage in an act that they see as indicating emotional investment--such as hand-holding--before engaging in sex upended the natural order of life. Among Gen Zers "it's almost reversed," Greene, the 18-year-old college student, told me. "If you had sex with somebody on a first date, you'd say to your friends, 'Yeah, my date was good; we had sex; it was great.' But if you went on a first date and held hands with somebody? There would be outrage. There would be uproar." Or as Elle put it: "Sex is easy, and emotional connection is hard."

Sexual conversations might be easy for Zoomers to have in the abstract, Choukas-Bradley, the psychology professor, told me, but actually telling a partner one's preferences could be tough. "Talking openly with someone in a hookup context is not part of the script," she said of many Gen Zers, explaining that they feel that they "need to perform not caring," and being frank about their preferences wouldn't be in line with that. The desire to seem disengaged, Musa Hakim Jr., a 26-year-old entrepreneur in Ohio, told me, is why two people who like each other might refer to each other only with an endearment that was originally (and typically) used between buddies: "You're my slime." It's a way of referring to someone as just a friend, he said, even if that isn't an entirely accurate description of the relationship.

Read: What porn taught a generation of women

Giolitti-Wright, the therapist, described all of this as indicative of a profound shift: Older generations tended to believe that security could be found in sticking to certain sexual norms and reaching milestones at certain times, which motivated people to push new relationships toward commitment or some sort of label. Many Gen Zers think it's safer to stay autonomous and unattached. The majority of her work with Gen-Z clients, she said, involves helping people recognize and tolerate the experience of being emotionally invested.

Some of the Zoomers I spoke with suggested that this fear of being vulnerable was inevitable. Their generation came of age amid COVID, protest movements, and political polarization. And so many of them were online as kids, watching events unfold through a steady stream of videos, photos, and outraged posts. They have seen innumerable friends, strangers, and influencers get flamed on social media for what in a different time would have been minor, private missteps. It could make the world seem like a fragile, scary place--and prompt an almost paralyzing self-consciousness. Instead of caring about the person they are pursuing, "we care almost more about what everybody else around us is thinking," Bemiller told me. As a result, if you did something from one of the old rom-coms, like hold a boom box outside somebody's window, "even if it made the person swoon," he said, "everybody else would be like, That's so crazy. He's such a simp." Better to be as cautious as possible, lest a relationship fall apart, publicly, in an explosion of cringe.

Of course, Gen Zers are, at the oldest, in their late 20s--an age when many people are still figuring out who they are. In my chats with Zoomers, it was impossible to know how much of what they were saying reflected definitive elements of their generation, and how much was just a regular part of finding one's footing in the world. Some who spoke most frankly about their generation's fears of vulnerability had already managed to overcome their own anxieties to pursue something more serious. "I have a girlfriend; it's labeled," Greene told me. "I just ended up deciding: I like this person. I might as well just figure out what happens." In such moments--contradictions, confusion, and new language aside--I was struck by how much seems the same as it ever was. Young people, by and large, desire to connect with others. They fear that pursuing closeness might get them hurt. And despite the odds, some are still willing to try.
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Lower Than Cowards

The surrender of America's elites

by Adam Serwer




"We have to speak out against this bully," Jimmy Kimmel said in an emotional monologue after returning to ABC on Tuesday. The network had suspended him, under pressure from the Trump administration, for remarks last week in which Kimmel appeared to inaccurately suggest that Charlie Kirk's killer was a conservative. Kimmel choked up when discussing the violence and praised Kirk's widow, Erika.

But he also warned his viewers--an audience four times larger than usual--that Trump and his cronies are threatening free speech in all its forms: "Our leader celebrates Americans losing their jobs, because he can't take a joke," Kimmel said. But "he's not stopping. And it's not just comedy." True to form, Trump has since threatened to sue ABC for bringing Kimmel back, as if it were illegal not to like him.

Kimmel's refusal to capitulate stands out because so many other well-situated people--those with the resources, platform, and power to stand up to the president, including, initially, the leaders of ABC--have surrendered, withdrawn, or become Trump sycophants themselves. One by one, American leaders supposedly committed to principles of free speech, due process, democracy, and equality have abandoned those ideals when menaced by the Trump administration. These cascading acts of cowardice from the people best positioned to resist Trump's authoritarian power grabs have made Trump seem exponentially more powerful than he actually is, sapping strength from others who might have discovered the courage to stand up. Defending democracy requires a collective refusal to acquiesce to lawless behavior from many different sectors of society. All of these powerful people trying to save their own skin have effectively multiplied Trump's attacks on constitutional government, by enhancing a false sense of inevitability and invincibility.

ABC and its parent company, Disney, had been menaced into suspending Kimmel by Brendan Carr, the head of the Federal Communications Commission. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way," Carr said on a right-wing podcast.

He later attempted to walk back what he'd said--despite what your lying ears may have heard, and despite his gloating on social media. As it turns out, you can't sell your soul to Trump and keep your spine; they're a package deal. Nonetheless, the bullying was effective. Kimmel may have returned to ABC, but two of the network's biggest broadcasters, Sinclair and Nexstar, are still refusing to air him on their stations.

If Trump has been right about anything, it is that there is a deep rot in the upper echelons of American society, among people who have been put in positions of power and leadership. Trump understands that many of these people are weak, that their public commitment to civic principles can crumble under sustained pressure. In many cases, those folding have had ample resources to resist Trump's shakedowns but haven't been brave enough to do so. They are, in a word, chickenshit.

I want to distinguish between chickenshit and cowardice. Fear is part of human existence. Bravery is the overcoming of fear, not its absence. Acts of cowardice can be provoked by genuine danger--think of a deserting soldier fleeing the peril of the battlefield. When you're chickenshit, you capitulate to avoid the mere possibility of discomfort, let alone something resembling real risk. Disney is one of the largest companies in the world, with a devoted following and a market cap bigger than many countries' stock markets. It did not have to cave.

Big companies and their CEOs have cowered before Trumpist intimidation, trying to ease his temper by settling frivolous lawsuits over "bias" or slathering the president in juche-style flattery. Media companies have settled First Amendment cases they were likely to win in order to curry favor or protect their parent company's commercial interests. Newspaper owners have compromised the integrity of their own publications. Elite academic institutions have sacrificed their independence to try to preserve their federal funding. At least one has turned the names of its own students over to the government for potential political persecution. Major law firms with deep pockets and armies of lawyers have shrunk from defending the rule of law because they fear Trump's wrath.

Promoting her book, former Vice President Kamala Harris told the MSNBC host Rachel Maddow, "I always believed that if push came to shove, those titans of industry would be guardrails for our democracy, for the importance of sustaining democratic institutions."  Now we know most titans of industry won't be fighting right-wing authoritarianism as fiercely as they would a tax hike on private equity.

For years the leaders of the Republican Party, with all its tough-guy bravado, have shrunk from standing up to Trump when it matters. But even the opposition party has been less confrontational this time around. This week, the House passed a congressional resolution honoring Kirk in part for "respect for his fellow Americans."

The Congressional Black Caucus rightfully condemned his murder but also opposed the resolution, in part because of Kirk's view that the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed Jim Crow, was a "mistake" that had become an "anti-white weapon." Kirk also called for the most recent Democratic president to be executed, which doesn't seem very respectful, in all honesty. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries voted for the resolution anyway, saying, "I look at it as a two-page resolution that doesn't even have the force of law."

Everyone always has sound, rational reasons for caving to intimidation. They're protecting their reputation, their job, their family, their institution, their investments--the number of reasons to succumb to an autocrat's whims compound until fighting back can feel like a fool's errand. Multiply that decision a thousand-fold, and you have a society in which people who could otherwise fight back collectively choose to surrender individually, thinking themselves alone. But in every case, the act of capitulation compromises the very thing those capitulating say they want to protect. Fighting doesn't always result in victory, but surrendering guarantees defeat. The only people who have preserved their dignity or their rights in dealing with Trump are those who have been willing to stand up to him.

The sheer number of American elites willing to acquiesce to the destruction of democratic institutions is demoralizing. But it's worth noting that many ordinary people seem to be made of sterner stuff. ICE detainees such as the Palestinian-rights activist Mahmoud Khalil, for example, have continued to speak publicly about the administration's abuses. These are people who stand to lose their homes, their freedom, their families, and they are showing more courage than people who have summer homes and trust funds. Protesters continue to show up in the streets, risking being brutalized by armed agents of the state. In Washington, D.C., citizens called to serve on grand juries have refused to indict people accused by the Trump administration of political crimes.

The people, it turns out, are far more courageous than their leaders.
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Patricia Lockwood's Mind-Opening Experience of Long COVID

In her new novel, the author captures the strangeness of ordinary life for the chronically ill.

by Bekah Waalkes




One hundred years ago, Virginia Woolf wondered why, "considering how common illness is, how tremendous the spiritual change that it brings," it had not "taken its place with love, battle, and jealousy among the prime themes of literature." In the century since, Woolf's provocation has been met many times over--in works as varied as Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain, Audre Lorde's The Cancer Journals, and John Green's YA best seller The Fault in Our Stars. More recently, books such as Lisa Olstein's Pain Studies and Meghan O'Rourke's The Invisible Kingdom have examined the uncertainty of chronic illness. What does another entry into the canon of sickness writing have to offer readers?

Woolf wrote in "On Being Ill" that "it is to the poets that we turn" when "illness makes us disinclined for the long campaigns that prose exacts." But she also acknowledged that "some prose writers are to be read as poets." Let me make the case for reading Patricia Lockwood's new novel, Will There Ever Be Another You, which explores the effects of long COVID on a writer, in precisely this way. Lockwood does happen to be an accomplished poet as well as a devotee of internet speak, with its oddly revealing turns of phrase. Here, her deft manipulation of form and language captures how alien--even, perhaps, how interesting--ordinary life with a chronic illness, in some cases, can be.

Read: The novel I'm searching for

Toggling between the first and third person, Will There Ever Be Another You follows a writer named Patricia, who bears a very close resemblance to Lockwood, as she contracts the coronavirus early in the pandemic and deals with COVID's lingering effects for the next four years. (Lockwood has written previously about a number of the events that appear in fictionalized form in the novel.) The narrator has published a lauded book about the internet (what she calls "the portal"), much like Lockwood's first novel, No One Is Talking About This. Also like Lockwood, the narrator is working with a playwright to adapt a story about her family into a television series. (Lockwood's memoir, Priestdaddy, was optioned in 2017 but has not been produced.)

In prose tinged with Woolf's influence (she and Lockwood both love to begin sentences with a conjunction, creating pattering rhythms), the novel begins with the narrator visiting the Isle of Skye, off the western coast of Scotland, with her family. She drinks from the Fairy Pools, a popular tourist attraction of natural water formations, and gets horribly sick; the narrator's sister loses her phone, which holds photos of her recently deceased daughter. These bad omens create a foreboding sense in the narrator that she has somehow misstepped by sipping the water, exacting a price that must later be paid.

To say that the narrator's descent into COVID in the next chapter is the price feels a bit too tidy. But this kind of self-interrogation, even self-mythologizing, undergirds many stories of illness: How did I get here? Did I somehow invite this upon myself? In Lockwood's book, the illness never resolves, neither through healing nor in death. Instead, she dwells in the long middle of being sick. The narrator develops a fever that lasts for 48 days, her memory is shattered, she is unable to recognize faces, and she experiences alien hand syndrome, which she describes colorfully as "the rough pink sensation that she was holding Rasputin's penis in her right hand."

The narrator's experience of long COVID leaves her feeling like a different person than she was before she got sick. Along with being physically ill, she cannot think, read, or write the way she used to. She visits doctor after doctor, reads post after post on the internet, searching for clarity: "Sometimes she sat at the foot of the illness and asked it questions. Had it stolen her old mind and given her a new one? Had she been able to start over from scratch, a chance afforded to very few people? Had it optimized her?" This deep curiosity about what is happening to her makes Lockwood's illness account feel particularly open-minded. It is also what makes a neurologist "recoil" from the narrator after seeing her reaction to her brain scans. "This was a cardinal sin," she reflects afterward. "You could not become interested in the illness. You could not lavish on it the love and solicitation you had previously lavished on the self, even though it was the thing that the self had been replaced by." Like a changeling--a motif that recurs throughout the novel--the old narrator has been taken and replaced by someone new.

Part Two of the novel includes excerpts from the "mad notebook" that the narrator keeps during the pandemic and its aftermath: "'Some days the delirium seems to return. It feels expansive, uncomfortable, as if pathways are trying to break past the outer walls.' 'Solid objects seem to rain.' 'My reading comes and goes like a magic store.'" In one chapter called "Mr. Tolstoy, You're Driving Me Mad," an imagined Beatles song title, the narrator recounts her attempts "to rewire my brain with mushrooms," which instead result in her "becoming temporarily psychic and reading Anna Karenina so hard I almost died."

Long COVID seems to defamiliarize the narrator's relationship to language in ways both fascinating and isolating. In one scene, she invents the word ranchously to describe herself scampering zestily away from a stranger. The odd, sometimes astute connections and ideas her seemingly new brain forms are not entirely unpleasant. But there is also acute loss: After the narrator contracts COVID, her photographic memory for faces disappears. She is able to distinguish faces only when she watches Korean dramas, whose characters are untethered to the English language that confounds her. "The inability to process narrative, my disorientation at fast cuts, the unzipping inside my skull whenever the camera moved diagonally," she reflects--"all of these went away."

Read: Long COVID showed me the bottom of American health care

At the end of Part Two, the narrator and her husband travel to London for an awards ceremony. While they're watching the popular K-drama Crash Landing on You on the plane, her husband doubles over, and once they land, he is rushed from Heathrow to a hospital. He is later diagnosed with multiple hemorrhages. Part Three describes what happens after his medical emergency, and the strange new cadence of their life together. After her husband undergoes several surgeries and returns home, the narrator cares for him, tender and a little maniacal about her duty to "the Wound": "So that's what the inside of her husband looked like," she thinks. "Red layers, a taut opening, and a sort of inner glistening. A shape like a buttonhole, and 'You missed one,' she might have said, had it been anything other than himself." She closely observes the Wound's healing, finding purpose and solidity in her husband's progress.

Late in the novel, the narrator begins taking metalwork classes, hoping to make something out of the items she's always collected--stones, crystals, scraps of silver. In one scene during the early months of the pandemic, she cries while at a crystal shop, watching the clerk disinfect the stones with alcohol: "They don't like that," she pleads, feeling the sting in her own sick body. At the end of the novel, it's unclear how much of that referred sensation has disappeared: The narrator still deals with many long-COVID symptoms. But she learns to melt metal, craft settings for her stones, and enjoy an artistic process that does not demand language. Her husband, healthy again (though dealing with his own chronic symptoms), picks her up from class at night, looking over her metal creations in the way he used to review her poems after the couple had spent a day apart.

One particular challenge of an illness narrative--especially one that's ongoing--is how to conclude. Lockwood, for one, refuses to sum her story up neatly. She doesn't need to: Her narrator's life continues. ("There are things that are happening in her life even now," her TV show's co-writer says when asked about a potential second season of the show.) Lockwood is an alchemist, handling her own experiences with careful attention, ready to fashion them into something new.
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Testing Teachers for 'Wokeness'

A vision of public schools by conservatives, for conservatives. The second episode in a two-part series.

by Hanna Rosin




Updated at 11:09 a.m. ET on September 25, 2025
 Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

For a guy in charge of local schools, Oklahoma State Superintendent Ryan Walters generates an unusual amount of national news. This week, Walters announced a plan to create chapters of Turning Point USA, the conservative organization co-founded by Charlie Kirk, at every Oklahoma high school. Earlier this month, Walters had ordered a moment of silence in honor of the death of Kirk at all Oklahoma public schools, and now the State Department of Education says it's investigating claims that some districts did not comply. Oklahoma Governor Kevin Stitt, who had previously appointed Walters as his secretary of education, once accused Walters of "using kids as political pawns." State Democrats have called for an impeachment probe, and some Republicans have signed their own letter asking for an investigation of Walters. Parents, teachers, and religious leaders have sued Walters, the State Department of Education, and the State Board of Education for injecting religion into schools. And this past summer, two school-board members reported that they saw nude women on a television in his office during a board meeting. (Investigators concluded that the incident merely involved an R-rated movie randomly playing on a preprogrammed channel.) In the meantime, Oklahoma schools are ranked near the bottom for reading and math scores on the Nation's Report Card.

In the second episode of a two-part series on Oklahoma schools, we talk to Walters about what he's trying to accomplish in Oklahoma schools. We ask about the ideological purity test he's announced for teachers coming from "places like California and New York." We ask about his push for changes to the curriculum, including a requirement that high-school history students "identify discrepancies in 2020 elections results." We ask about the television incident. And we hear from two Oklahoma teachers who have taken very different paths in the face of changes under way in their state. You can listen to Episode 1 of the series here.

Note: Hours before this audio episode was published, Ryan Walters announced live on Fox News that he would resign as state superintendent with more than a year left in his term. Walters said he would be taking a position in the private sector as CEO of the Teacher Freedom Alliance (TFA), a nonprofit that describes itself as an alternative to teachers' unions. TFA is a partner organization of the Freedom Foundation, a far-right think tank. Walters's campaign manager and senior adviser told the Oklahoma Voice that Walters expects to step down in early October.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Ryan Walters (from KOKH Fox 25): Pornography. Pornography should not be in our schools. No parent should send their child to school and their child have access to graphic pornography.


[Music]

Hanna Rosin: In our first episode about Oklahoma public schools, we talked about the rise of State Superintendent Ryan Walters and all the changes he's making. In this year's new curriculum, he added dozens of references to Christianity, an instruction to high-school history students to identify discrepancies in the 2020 election--although those standards have just been paused for now by the Oklahoma Supreme Court. Walters announced an ideological purity test for some teachers coming in from out of state. And he tried to make sure that certain books were not on the shelves.

Walters (from Fox News): Hey, when we send our kids to school, we are not expecting them to be able to check out a book from the library that's got explicit pornography in it. And unfortunately, this is a tactic we've seen of the far left.


Rosin: We also talked to a pair of former students of Coach Walters--that's what they called him--who described him as an exceedingly cool history teacher. A secret Democrat, one of them had guessed.

Starla Edge: His whole thing about wokeism, I truly don't understand, because he was woke. He was woke!


Rosin: So we went to Oklahoma City to interview Walters and try to square the circle.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. In this second of a two-part series about Oklahoma public education, an interview with Walters about what he's up to. Also about that weird scandal we mentioned at the end of the first episode, where two State Board of Education members said they saw naked women on a TV in Walters's office.

Turns out that it wasn't really a scandal, but the way Walters handled it revealed maybe a bigger problem for Oklahoma public schools--the actual thing we should be calling the scandal. We'll get into it later.

Ryan Walters: How are y'all doin'?
 Rosin: Hey, how are you?
 Walters: Ryan Walters.
 Rosin: Nice to meet you.
 Walters: Nice to meet you.
 Jinae West: Hi. Jinae.
 Walters: Jinae, very nice to meet you.
 West: Nice to meet you.
 Walters: Oh, man, that's a nice-looking microphone right here. Is this my coffee--


Rosin: Arriving at Ryan Walters's office earlier this summer was not like arriving at the office of a guy who's in charge of a state school system. We were greeted by two staff members who had come from other states to work for him.

Walters has a reputation in young conservative circles as an exciting person to work for--someone who was going places. He'd already teased that he was considering a run for the governor of Oklahoma.

And despite being at the center of an awkward scandal at the very moment we arrived, Walters's energy when he greeted us was the opposite of awkward.

Walters: I am a, like, easily a pot and a half of coffee a day.
 Rosin: Pot?
 Walters: Oh, yeah.  I do have my--
 Rosin: Pot?
 Walters: --blood pressure checked.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Pot.
 Walters: That goes back to my teaching days. I would set it every morning. When I rolled in at 6:30, it was premade there, room smelled like coffee. My kids would come in for tutoring before school, and they'd go, It already smells like coffee. I'm going, It's already made, guys. It's ready to go.


Rosin: Speaking of Walters's teaching days, I started by asking about his time as a history teacher. He said he doesn't think he's changed since then, so I was trying to figure out: Did he just have different rules back then? Like, he used to not think it was ok to talk about Bibles in class, but then he changed his mind?

Rosin: Being a Christian and a teacher, how did you manage that in public school? Did you have rules for yourself? There are things I can mention and can't mention. I'm not gonna talk about the Bible. I'm not gonna talk about my own faith. What were the lines that you drew as a teacher?
 Walters: Yeah, great question. So I taught history and government. So one of the things I always tried to make sure that the kids knew is, first of all, I didn't ever--my kids, it was always an ongoing debate of: What is he? What is his political beliefs? And I would always tell 'em: I'm not gonna talk about mine here in school. I'm not gonna talk about those things. I'm gonna tell you: "This is what some folks believe. Here's what other folks believe. Here's the sources. Sort through it, and figure it out for yourself."
 Now, look, hey, we had a Bible in the classroom. We talked about the role the Bible played in American history. It was always done in an academic setting. It was always done in its historical context. I wasn't pushing religion on the kids. I wasn't pushing a political belief.
 And, like I said, the kids always, you know, they'd: Who'd you vote for? Who'd-- And I'd go, Guys, I don't care to--I'm not trying to keep it from you; I mean, I'll talk about it somewhere else. You'll know if your parents talk to me out at a restaurant or something. I don't mind that. But when we're here, I'm talking about academics. We're gonna talk about, "A lot of people believe different things," and I want you guys to hear all of that, and you guys come to your own conclusion.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. And why? Why was it important not to talk about things in the classroom?
 Walters: Well, now, I will say we talked about things, now, and I--
 Rosin: Not to talk about your own personal belief?
 Walters: I just felt like that was incredibly important when you're talking about: Hey, we'll talk about every political issue; we'll talk about all of it. But I wanted them to know: You're gonna get all sides. You're not gonna have a teacher that's gonna come in and go, "This is the side you should believe." My beliefs are separate from this. You're gonna come in, I'm gonna give you the best education I can, and I wanna see you come to your own conclusion.


[Music]

Rosin: "People believe different things." "You're gonna get all sides." That is a very open-minded approach--which does not at all square with what he's done as superintendent.

In an interview once, Walters said: "If you're going to come into our state, don't come in with these blue-state values." And then right before this school year started, he announced he would administer a kind of purity test to some new teachers coming from out of state.

"Oklahoma's schools," he said, "will not be a haven for woke agendas pushed in places like California and New York. If you want to teach here, you'd better know the Constitution, respect what makes America great, and understand basic biology."

Rosin: So you recently talked about--you called it either an ideology test or a certification test. What's the purpose of something like that?
 Walters: Right, yeah, absolutely. So the purpose is--listen, you know, it's not complicated for us here in Oklahoma. There's two genders: There's male, and there's female. There's not 27. There's not gender fluidity. That's not something that we want left-wing activists pushing on our kids.
 So when I see a state like California come out and say, Now, actually, every teacher, we're gonna teach it that way. That's gonna be a demand, came from the governor himself. That's what we're gonna teach. Okay, well, our standards say otherwise.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm.
 Walters: So if you're gonna come into our state and teach--and we are recruiting heavily. I've recruited more teachers to our state than ever before in history. We had the biggest signing bonuses in the country to bring teachers here. We put teachers on a path to merit pay, where they can make six figures in the classroom, got a thousand teachers on track for that.
 So we are very excited to have the top educators in the country right here in Oklahoma, but we are absolutely not gonna take left-wing activists who have been indoctrinated themselves by a radical state like California. So, listen, you gotta know the difference between male and female. You gotta agree that you're gonna teach that in our standards. And we're just gonna make sure that we're not gonna invite that into the state of Oklahoma.
 Rosin: So if Walters thought that way about gender, how was he gonna handle sexuality?
 Rosin: Now,  I'm gonna ask in a pretty simple way: Let's say I'm a gay parent, and I don't have any particular ideology. I'm a parent. I'm married to a same-gender person.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: I have a child in the schools. Am I welcome in Oklahoma schools?
 Walters: Absolutely. Every child of every background, every parent of every background is welcome in Oklahoma schools. Our goal is to give every single child the best education possible. It doesn't matter your political leanings, doesn't matter your views on anything. It doesn't matter--we want you to have the best education possible. That is, you know, we want every kid to feel welcome. We want every kid to be supported. We want every single child to succeed.
 Rosin: But do you understand how a parent wouldn't feel that way if you, the state superintendent of education, saying, We want people with red-state values in our public schools? Do you see how a parent would feel unwelcome in a school like that?
 Walters: No, I don't. We've been very clear of what the vision is. The vision is-- everyone should agree on this. And I do. And I get people all across the political spectrum--I had Democrats grabbing me all the time on the campaign trail. They may not agree with school choice. They might not agree with everything. But they go, You're a hundred percent right. We should get schools back to teaching the basics. We should all be able to agree on that.
 And it is unfortunate that we've got one party that says--the Democrats have said, Schools are a weapon to be used to push our ideology on kids. They have a political agenda. Our goal is to take that political agenda out. That is what red states, that's what red governors have been doing. And that's what we've been leading the charge on, to say, No, this is the vision. Everybody should be able to agree on this, frankly.
 Rosin: So in your view, it's exclusively the left that has politicized the schools?
 Walters: Absolutely. Absolutely.
 Rosin:  Interesting. I mean, there was a whole period of when there was a Republican agenda to take over state school boards and think about schools--
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: --but to you, that was all responsive, the way you think of it?
 Walters: Absolutely. The teachers' unions have run our schools, the federal Department of Education have run our schools since 1979. They've weaponized the federal government to push an agenda. And listen to the Republican position--it has been: Get back to the basics. Get back to teaching a love of the country's values.
 It's always with a critical eye. It's always a Hey, we want you to do a deep dive into everything. Again, you notice everything--if you look through our standards, we added more about what happened to the Native Americans. We added more about the Tulsa Race Massacre. Hey, we want kids to know the times we didn't live up to our values. That's very, very important. And frankly, as a history teacher, you learn from American greatness and those exceptional times throughout our history; you also have to look at the times we didn't live up to those things, and you have to look at that with an honest eye--
 Rosin: And you mean that sincerely?
 Walters: Yeah, I mean, absolutely--
 Rosin: That is not, to you, a kind of stain on American exceptionalism?
 Walters: Well, what do you mean by that?
 Rosin: I just mean, this is the heart of the controversy, sort of how you teach about America--
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: --what America's founding was.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: It's a very varied view. It's a very varied view.
 Walters: Well, yeah, let me address that. So we live in the greatest country in the history of the world.
 Rosin: That's also a specific view.
 Walters: It is. But, I mean, if you're--
 Rosin: Like, if you're teaching world history and you're teaching many countries' perspectives--
 Walters: Yeah, but if you--I mean, look, as [Benjamin] Franklin said, This is a republic, if we can keep it. And part of the central goal of our education system is to keep the republic, keep an informed citizenry that understands American history, understands American exceptionalism, and understands that if we're not actively involved as citizens, if we don't understand our history, if we don't understand those values--I mean, history, also, to your point, when you look at world history, we know what happens when countries don't abide by some central values, central principles: that it won't be good for the next generations. And that's part of what I believe is so important when you talk about education holistically but, specifically, history in education.


[Music]

 Rosin: So do you even think of yourself as controversial? Do you understand why people describe you that way? Because you are controversial, but you seem to--
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: --think of yourself as neutral.
 Walters: Look--here's what--I don't, you know--
 Rosin: Like, a person in your position doesn't often have enemies and backers and allies and detractors. I mean, are you--
 Walters: Yeah, sure.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Walters: But what I will say is, look, I'm unapologetic. The teachers' unions have been one of the most negative forces in recent American history. I've never seen anything like it--the ideology they've pushed on kids. It's unfathomable to me that they did that.
 So, yeah, I went to war with a group that has an unlimited amount of money, nearly an unlimited amount of political power, that had bought off so many elected officials, that have bought off so many different interest groups. And we took on an education establishment of administrators, school-board associations, teachers' unions.
 I mean, it doesn't surprise me. I think it's unfortunate that the left has become so radicalized, but it doesn't surprise me.


Rosin: There are a lot of parents who came to feel the same way Walters does about schools. The so-called parents' rights movement has exploded since the pandemic. Their origin story goes something like this: During the pandemic, when our kids were doing school from home, we discovered some of the stuff they were learning, and we were outraged.

Now, conservatives were talking about taking over school boards back in the '90s, but the more recent parents rights' movement rocketed their momentum. And it wasn't just Christian conservatives in red states.

In a recent Supreme Court case, the court sided with Maryland parents who wanted to opt out of LGBTQ lesson plans that included books that were similar to the ones Walters complains about: books that mention gay or trans kids. And that was led by Muslim, Catholic, Orthodox Christian, and Jewish parents in a school system with a large immigrant population about 20 minutes from where I live in D.C.

So the parents who don't want what Walters calls the "radical gender ideology" pushed on their kids are everywhere--and they're winning. The difference is: Walters is not just a parent. He runs an entire school system. And his vision is a radical rewriting of what public school in America is and has been for decades.

Rosin: I mean, there is an idea, totally apart from this warfare that you're describing, that public schools are an engine of American democracy precisely because they are a place where people who believe wildly different things--people who are atheists and don't believe in God at all--
 Walters: Sure, sure.
 Rosin: --and people who are evangelical Christians and go to church every day, and people who are Muslims, and people who are Jewish, and people who are gay, and all these different things--are in school together. And that is the teaching ground. Do you not believe that? I mean, is that not an important value for you?
 Walters: It is. Everything--is there anything I've said today that would go counter to that? Because again--
 Rosin: Oh, yeah. Yes.
 Walters: --what I would say is--you think there is?
 Rosin: Absolutely.
 Walters: How?
 Rosin: Absolutely. Absolutely. Because you define what sounds to me like a specific view as the only view, as the universal view: There's a universal view. I mean, our Founding Fathers were influenced by lots of different ideas.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: Some of them were Christian; some of them were deist. It just seems as if you're defining a pretty specific idea as an idea for everybody--like saying that we wanna welcome people with red-state values to our school, that seems specific. That seems exclusive.
 Walters: And I've defined those values for you. The values are: We're going to teach the basics. We're gonna teach academics. We're not going to have this left-wing agenda forced on our kids. It doesn't matter what your beliefs are. You walk into a school; you teach kids this--we should all be able to agree on that.
 Rosin:  You recently added--this might be your most controversial thing--that students should be taught about discrepancies in the 2020 election results. Why did you decide to add that?
 Walters: How do you teach about the 2020 election without that? I mean, notice how the standard was written. They're gonna look at graphs, data charts, everything else, show--look, there were discrepancies. You had more people vote in that election than ever before, and then they went away. What's the reason for that?
 Kids are gonna come to their own conclusion. We're gonna talk about COVID. We're gonna talk about mail-in ballots. They're gonna look at the data. They're gonna look at the statistics. They can draw their own conclusion on what happened with that election. But you're not gonna go teach 2020, one of the most controversial, the most controversial election in American history, and pretend like, Oh, there was no controversy. There was nothing about--we teach the 2000 election very similarly; we teach the 1824 election very similarly.
 Rosin: However, you didn't say, "Identify if there were discrepancies." That seems to me like that would be open-ended questions. You said, "Identify discrepancies in election results."
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: That is not universally agreed upon by American courts. That's a specific political position.
 Walters: No, no, that's a fact. More people voted, and trends were dramatically different in that election. Now, there's a lot of explanations for that that people can give. We never had an election with dramatic changes in mail-in ballots. Okay, well, that's something to look into, right? Why were there so many mail-in ballots? COVID. Election strategies changed on that. Of course they did, right? Now you can get people to mail in their ballots, so the deep dive is into the discrepancies on the vote totals in that election. Kids are gonna come to their own conclusion. That's why we were very particular with that of: Give 'em the sources--let them study that.
 Rosin: So if a kid concludes there were no discrepancies, does that kid fail? Is that kid wrong?
 Walters: (Laughs.) If a kid--okay, so kids are going to see the election totals, the vote totals. They're gonna look at the numbers. They're gonna look at the comparisons between others. That's what they're gonna be sure to study so that they understand it was a unique election. There is absolute--that's undeniable. It was a unique election with the--
 Rosin: It's denied by many, many courts.
 Walters: That it was a unique election? That we've never--
 Rosin: Oh, that it was unique--
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: --but we could say, "Talk about how the 2020 election was unique." That's different.
 Walters: Well, what does that mean?
 Rosin: Oh, that can mean--that's a very open-ended question.
 Walters: That's right. Our standards are there so that parents are ensured: "What do you mean? What are we learning about?" They're gonna learn about the vote totals. They're gonna learn about bellwether states. They're gonna learn about the amount of people that voted. They're gonna learn about the amount of mail-in ballots. And they're gonna come to their own conclusions on that.


[Music]

Rosin: By the way, just weeks into the start of the school year, the Oklahoma Supreme Court issued a temporary stay, pausing Walters's new standards as the court considers a lawsuit challenging them.

Okay, back to the interview. When the press secretary chimed in to say we had only eight minutes left, I finally had to address the elephant in the room.

Rosin:  Okay, so I'm gonna ask you about the news.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: There were board members who say they saw the nude pictures on TV during the board meeting.


Rosin: It would have been truly perfect justice: a politician who endlessly complains about porn caught up in a porn scandal. But it turned out to be trifling. After an investigation, the Oklahoma House speaker concluded that the naked women the board members said they saw were likely from a newly installed TV randomly playing a preprogrammed channel--more specifically, the 1985 R-rated film The Protector, starring Jackie Chan, which has a 44 percent rating on Rotten Tomatoes.

Trailer (for the movie The Protector): He's a cop with his own way of enforcing the law.


Rosin: We know that now. We did not, however, know any of this at the time we were in his office. Back then, Walters could have said he himself was confused, that it was a new TV, or "no comment." Instead, the day we interviewed him, he chose this path.

Walters: Yeah, they're outrageous liars.  And we're about to be able to show that; we just had two independent investigations to show that. So it shows you the lengths at which they will go.


Rosin: They, meaning two board members who said they saw the naked women on the TV, both of whom were appointed by Republican Governor Kevin Stitt, who's recently been at odds with Walters. So preexisting beef.

Walters:  This whole concoction was done to try to stop a board meeting where we were approving a new private school that has American values that they tried to stop in the board meeting. They then tried to hijack the board. They tried to hijack the agenda, the vote, everything else. It became this huge disruption. And then they concocted this, to come up with it the next day, to try to further disrupt the work we're doing here.
 Rosin: So, wait, you're saying there was no pornography on the TV. Or just that you don't know how it got there?
 Walters: It was on a cable TV channel.
 Rosin: And it was just randomly--
 Walters: It was on a cable TV channel, and that is verifiable.


Rosin: Now, all evidence suggests that there were actually nude women on the TV. It was a comedy of errors. But because local schools are the latest live battlefield in our ongoing civil war, we got flamer language, investigations, and a fight over nothing. And at the first state school-board meeting since all this happened, back in late July, Walters was a no-show.

But you know what? There was actually something kind of scandalous that happened on that day. And it had nothing to do with nude women.

Walters was there advocating for this private school he mentions, the one he says has "American values"--that, by the way, has a partnership with PragerU, the same media organization that helped develop Oklahoma's purity test for teachers.

Why is the state superintendent, who is the leader of public schools, advocating for some online private school?

[Music]

Rosin: If all this noise gets in the way of whatever is needed to make Oklahoma schools better--because, remember, they're still ranked near the bottom of America's schools. If it makes it harder for Oklahoma teachers to do their jobs, then that's the real scandal.

Coming up, we'll hear from one of those teachers.

Michael: Honestly, I think the debate just comes down to: Is me compromising, in my view, certain levels of my integrity a couple of times a year worth doing the job that I love?


Rosin: That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Every school year, there's something new for teachers to master: new faces, new names, new textbooks. This year, perhaps the most notable were the changes in the curriculum. And in the summer, when we visited, which was before the court had issued its temporary stay, teachers were working out how exactly they would talk about them.

Michael:  These are the ones that were added in by Ryan Walters, were: "Identify discrepancies in 2020 elections results by looking at graphs and other information, including the sudden halting of ballot-counting in select cities in key battleground states, the security risks of mail-in balloting, sudden batch dumps, an unforeseen record number of voters, and the unprecedented contradiction of 'bellwether county' trends."
 And then the other one is: "Identify the source of the COVID-19 pandemic from a Chinese lab and the economic and social effects of state and local lockdowns."
 Rosin: Ooh, that's real specific, both of those.
 Michael: Yeah, yeah. They are--I mean, correct me if I'm wrong--they are the things that the MyPillow guy talks about.


Rosin: Or at least some of the things he talks about. Anyway, this is Michael, a social-studies teacher at a public high school in Oklahoma. We're only identifying him by his first name because he loves teaching, and he wants to keep his job. And that's the problem.

Remember Summer Boismier, the teacher from Episode 1 who put up a QR code to the Brooklyn Public Library? Like Boismier, Michael was also concerned when the state started auditing books in the classroom a few years ago. But whereas Boismier resigned and ultimately had her teaching license revoked, Michael chose to bite his tongue and stay.

Michael:  I was definitely stressed about it. It's one of those things where I didn't wanna be sensational or overly dramatic, but the conversations I was having with certain colleagues were like, I mean, this is the first step. This is a slippery slope. We start doing things like this, then what's to stop them from pushing further?
 These standards and things that we're talking about in Oklahoma, they were really worried about this "woke left-wing indoctrination" of America's children, and it's one of those things that it's like, okay, sure, you could maybe point to a couple of places that that might be happening. None of them are gonna be in the state of Oklahoma. Every county has voted red for every presidential election since '08. That thing's not happening here.


Rosin: In 2016, Michael was teaching at a mostly Latino school. After Donald Trump won his first presidential election, Michael says he could feel that his students were suddenly more wary of him. So Michael decided to say this: I would never vote for something that would bring harm to you. Which, he said, put them at ease.

Michael:  I felt okay being human in that moment, right, where these are kids who are sad and confused and angry and already don't like going to school, and the first person they see is someone who looks like me, who statistically, on paper, voted for this guy.


Rosin: Looking back, maybe it was a little risky to hint at his personal beliefs. But he did it back then because he is a real hustler when it comes to connecting with students. But given everything that's been going on in Oklahoma these days, Michael says he would never say anything like that now.

(Music plays.)
 Michael: There you go. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Thanks. This is your class?
 Michael: This is my classroom, yup.
 Rosin: Will you give us a little tour--
 Rosin: Towards the end of the summer, we meet up with Michael in his classroom, where he's busy setting up: moving around desks, putting up posters. There are flags for sports teams, flags from every nation, quotes from pop stars, drawings from former students, and right near his desk is a wall of famous figures from history, each with a quote--pretty standard fare for a high-school history class. But here? Possibly dangerous.
 Michael:  I feel like having anybody who's too involved with the civil-rights movement right now is also something I gotta worry about, even though I shouldn't have to be, everything like that. I have a friend who gave me a framed poster of a quote from John Lewis as well, and I worry about bringing that and hanging that up, kind of a thing. I just worry about getting pegged as "woke" or something like that. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Mm-hmm.
 Michael: Just for having certain decorations and things, so.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Is there anything that you didn't put up because you thought, Oh, don't risk it?
 Michael: Not yet. Like I said, I'm still debating about bringing that John Lewis one up 'cause it's really big, and it's about, oh, you know, in times of--If you see something that's not right--it's actually the quote that's over there. That's a smaller version of it there.
 Rosin: Oh, can we read it?
 Michael: Yeah.
 All right: "When you see something that is not right, not fair, not just, you have to speak up. You have to say something; you have to do something."


[Music]

Rosin:  Okay. So let's say that you were faced with a situation where, maybe, a student brings it up--like, COVID comes up or the 2020 election comes up. How would you actually go about this? How would you handle this as a teacher?
 Michael: I would say, "The state standards say that this is the case, and that's what the state standards say." And if they--
 Rosin: You would? That's how you would do it?
 Michael: I feel like I would try to convey, yes, that this is what--I would say, "I'm required by law to tell you that this is what this says," and then just kind of leave it at that. 'Cause if I hesitate, if I say, at least in the point I'm in right now--like I said, I'm still kind of probationary, so one slipup means I can lose my job. Once I get career or tenure, I'll be good. But I think this next year, if something like that comes up, that's gonna be how I have to handle it. And again, I'm being muzzled and hamstrung in kind of doing this, but--and, I mean, I'll lose sleep over it--but this is what I gotta do to keep doing what I wanna do, even if it goes against everything I feel.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. So how does that feel?
 Michael: Awful.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Michael: Yeah. I mean, just really stressful. And I don't know, I pride myself on being an honest person. I pride myself on being transparent and not really lying and definitely all kinda stuff, and this feels like a cop-out. And it feels--it is. It doesn't--sorry, it doesn't feel like it; it is. And that feels bad. And, at a certain point, I'm going to have to have the conversation with myself: Is that worth it?
 Rosin:  Do you think you have--I mean, it sounds like you're really thinking about this, and you've made your compromise for the moment. Do you have a line or a rule for yourself where it's like, Michael, you can't do this anymore. Have you ever, in your head, played out a scenario where, like, This and no more?
 Michael: I try not to 'cause I know there's going to be--I think it's only a matter of time until there is going to be something. I genuinely think that might be, if I find myself saying this too many times, I feel like that's gotta be it for me.


[Music]

Summer Boismier: Hi.
 Rosin: Hi.
 West: Hi.
 Boismier: Come on in.
 West: This is Hanna.
 Boismier: Nice to meet you.
 Rosin: I'm Hanna.
 Boismier: Nice to meet you. Hi, Hanna.
 West: Hi. Jinae.
 Boismier: Hi, Jinae.
 West: Nice to meet you.
 Boismier: Nice to meet you as well.


Rosin: In case you missed the first episode in our Oklahoma education series, Summer Boismier was a high-school teacher who, unlike Michael, made the decision to quit rather than censor herself. And, as a result, it's a couple of weeks before school starts, and Boismier has nothing to do and nowhere to be. Summer Boismier is stuck in eternal summer.

After the State Board of Education voted to revoke her teaching license, Boismier moved back home to Oklahoma, to her mom's house--which is so neat. Like, even a pile of paper napkins from Jersey Mike's--takeout a few weeks ago--is stacked on the kitchen counter with military precision. Signs, painted on wood, hang over everything: This house is a home. Bless this kitchen. Let all that you do be done in love. They are relentlessly upbeat.

Boismier is not.

Boismier: I guess the best way I would describe it is: It's a bit of a lost feeling. It's just--I don't know. I feel like a guest kind of in someone else's space, even though this is my home. This is where I lived before I went to New York, for example. It still feels very temporary, very strange. I have not unpacked.


Rosin: Boismier says she's applied to more than 300 positions--with zero offers. Unclear why. It could be because of the way she lost her teaching certificate, all that controversy. She calls herself "educational kryptonite" in the state of Oklahoma. She's asked a judge to restore her teaching certificate, but that's just more waiting.

So Boismier spends most of her days pacing around her mom's house, sleeping in the guest bedroom with a broken TV and a useless winter coat hanging on a hook. Everything else from her entire adult life is still in boxes, nearly all unopened: dishes, towels, silverware.

Boismier: --unpacked. Everything else is still pretty solidly encased, and I'm a little scared to touch it. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Why are you afraid to open any of them?
 Boismier: That's a great question. I think, for me, if I open the boxes, it means that I'm finished. And I think that scares me, that sort of voice in the back of my head of: I need this to matter. And to me, I'm at a spot where I'm not sure that it does.
 Rosin:  Where are all your books? 'Cause you had described having 500 books. Where are they?
 Boismier: My books are currently boxed up, just as they've been since 2022, in the back of my mom's storage shed.
 (People getting into a car.)


Rosin: So we go to the shed. Boismier tells us that she shares the shed with her mom, who mostly keeps holiday decorations in there, and her sister, who's also a teacher. That sister has been busy getting her school supplies out of the shed because, remember, school's about to start.

(Shed door being opened.)
 Rosin: Whoa.
 Boismier: All right.
 Rosin: So give us the audio tour guide of what is here.
 Boismier: Sure. So pretty much everything at the back of the storage shed, so all these boxes that go almost all the way up to the ceiling, that's my classroom.


Rosin: The storage unit is crammed with sparkly wreaths and smiling elves. And there's a small path to the back.

Boismier: Let's see if I can climb back in here a little bit.
 (Items shift around.)
 Boismier: This rocking horse is not in a great spot.


Rosin: And then, there they are: the 500 books that used to live in her classroom--The Fault in Our Stars,The Hate U Give, the Twilight saga--which might or might not be on some banned-books list that doesn't exist, or offend someone's parents.

Rosin:  I almost feel like there's too much symbolism in this space. There's too much symbolism.
 Boismier: You unpack a lot more than boxes here.
 Rosin: Yeah. This storage shed is one giant metaphor, truly.
 Boismier: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Do you feel like--I don't even know how to say it. If these books stayed in here forever, what would that mean to you?
 Boismier: If the books were back in a classroom, but--
 Rosin: No, no. I mean, forget the books.
 Boismier: --or if they stayed here?
 Rosin: All of it.
 Boismier: Oh, if it didn't change anything? So I can't undo what I did or did not do. But at the end of the day, if I'm really, truly being honest, I hope it matters. I hope it makes a difference. But I don't regret it. I just regret that I had to do it at all.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. It's interesting 'cause I feel like you--I mean, even seeing this has brought it home for me. You keep saying, I'm suspended. I don't know where I am. I'm suspended, which suggests that you're waiting for something. And the something is, like, it could be just a job; it could be a teaching certificate. But it's gotta be something.
 Boismier: Yeah.
 Rosin: Something has to happen.
 Boismier: I say that to myself every day when I wake up: Something has to happen.
 Rosin: Uh-huh.
 Boismier: I really hope it does.


(Shed door being shut.)
 Boismier: All right, where did I put the--oh. All righty. (Locks door.) All right.


[Music]

Rosin: Oklahoma kids started school a few weeks ago. So far, Michael says things are going well, that his students this year are extremely polite, which he says is a nice surprise and a little weird. Boismier is still at her mom's house--no job offers.
 
 Last week, Ryan Walters ordered that all public schools observe a moment of silence in honor of the death of Charlie Kirk. The State Department of Education says it's investigating claims that some districts did not comply. And then just a couple of days ago, Walters announced a plan to create chapters of Turning Point USA--the conservative organization co-founded by Kirk--at every Oklahoma high school.

That ideology test for teachers that Walters promised, it came out in late August, and right at the top: "What is the fundamental biological distinction between males and females?" "Why is the distinction between male and female considered important in areas like sports and privacy?"

The test questions in general got a lot of press--unlike the kind of questions that Walters's opponent raised in the state-superintendent race: about teacher retention, career readiness, and food insecurity.

[Music]

Rosin: Here's a question for the purity test: Is public education guaranteed in the Constitution? The answer is "No, it's not." Schools are an example of civic institutions that evolved in a democracy over centuries, towards the consensus that they should be free, open to everyone, and secular.

But as we're learning lately about those institutions, they can be gone faster than you can fall asleep in civics class.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West with help from Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Jonathan Menjivar and Claudine Ebeid. Original music and mixing by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Will Gordon. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Is This 'America First'?

Trump's political nihilism was on full display yesterday at the United Nations.

by Will Gottsegen




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.

Standing on the United Nations General Assembly dais yesterday, President Donald Trump had a message for the global leaders and representatives in attendance: "Your countries are going to hell."

What for? The "failed experiment of open borders," according to the president. Never mind the fact that some countries represented in the room--such as, say, the Solomon Islands--don't receive very many immigrants at all, and that leaders have profoundly diverging views about the long-term effects of mass immigration. The irony was lost on Trump; his address demonstrated what happens when an "America First" president engages with the rest of the world.

Trump spoke for almost an hour (well past his 15-minute limit) in a speech that oscillated between bombast and blithe nihilism. He grumbled about the building's terrazzo floors, complained that the teleprompter had broken down before his speech, and repeatedly mentioned that an escalator he'd been on had stopped short. ("These are the two things I got from the United Nations: a bad escalator and a bad teleprompter.") He also falsely claimed sole credit for ending seven wars, and at one point suggested that radical environmentalists "want to kill all the cows." Rather than laughing at him, as the assembly did back in 2018, his audience was polite this time, chuckling at some of the ad libs and sitting through the digs.

The address featured many such unrelated and fabricated elements, including the supposed "con job" of climate change (it's real) and the claim that London and its mayor want to institute Sharia law (they don't). The through line was the contrast between America's current "golden age" and the "death" and destruction that Trump argues other nations are facing--support for his general thesis that he's handling the world's most intractable crises better than anyone else is.

So, is the "America First" mentality about investment at home, or is it just about the abandonment of long-held foreign-policy goals? The answer depends on Trump's disposition at any given moment. Take his unpredictable stances on the Ukraine war: When Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky petitioned the White House in February for support in the country's ongoing war against Russia, Trump publicly scolded him, saying that Zelensky didn't "have the cards" to be asking for any more money. But in yesterday's speech, Trump placed the blame for the drawn-out war squarely on Russia. In a follow-up post on Truth Social, he wrote that Ukraine can "WIN" back the territory illegally occupied by Russia since the start of the war, and even said during a post-address press conference that NATO member countries should shoot down Russian planes that enter their airspace.

This apparent 180 is more an abdication than a switching of sides--"one of his tantrums," as my colleague Tom Nichols put it last night. Trump once appeared content to let Russian President Vladimir Putin steamroll Ukraine. "Now," Tom writes, "the president seems to be implying that he'll walk away and let Europe do whatever the hell" it wants.

Trump's disregard for diplomatic norms extended to the UN itself. "What is the purpose of the United Nations?" he asked during his speech, not as an inspiring prelude but as a swipe. The vision of the world the president espoused was one of profound dysfunction, a globe-enveloping chaos that is eating away at the very fabric of society--except, of course, in America, per his telling. Faced with a world on the brink, Trump seems to be throwing up his hands; countries can either follow his cue or fend for themselves.

Related:

	Trump dares the United Nations to mock him now.
 	Why Trump changed his mind on Ukraine




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Ukraine's plan to starve the Russian war machine
 	Jimmy Kimmel ran right at his critics.
 	George Packer: America's zombie democracy
 	The unconstitutional tactics Trump wants to revive in Memphis




Today's News

	One ICE detainee was killed and two were seriously injured in a shooting at an ICE facility in Dallas, according to Department of Homeland Security officials; Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem said that the shooter died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. Officials are investigating the incident and found ammunition engraved with the message ANTI-ICE, according to FBI Director Kash Patel.
 	Russia dismissed President Donald Trump's statement at the United Nations that, with NATO's help, Ukraine could retake all of its territory occupied by Russia. The Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said on a radio interview that Ukraine refusing to negotiate would only worsen its position.
 	The Securities and Exchange Commission recently dropped a civil-enforcement case against Devon Archer, a former client of current SEC Chairman Paul Atkins, who had testified on Archer's behalf before joining the commission. An SEC spokesperson told The New York Times that Atkins had recused himself from the decision to drop the case.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: NASA / Getty.



The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology

By Ross Andersen

To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.
 For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeated by a roiling plasma. It was too hot and chaotic for any structure to cohere. Hundreds of thousands of years passed before a tiny hydrogen atom could even hold itself together. Another 100 million years or so after that, great clouds of hydrogen condensed and stars flared into being. Most cosmologists believe that these stars were the first large, free-floating structures to illuminate our universe, and that black holes appeared later. But some have proposed that it went the other way around.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The MAGA media takeover
 	So much for class-based affirmative action.
 	When child death was everywhere
 	The David Frum Show: Why assassinations shaped the 1960s and haunt us again
 	Helen Lewis: The Gaza left and the gender left




Culture Break


David Wall / Getty



Read. Addie E. Citchens's novel, Dominion, creates a vibrant Mississippi town and a dire morality tale about the suppression of desire, Omari Weekes writes.

Explore. In the world of sorority rush, expensive fashion trends merge with old southern ideals. Caitlin Flanagan asks, "What kind of future (or past) are these young women preparing themselves to enter?"

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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Ukraine's Plan to Starve the Russian War Machine

Negotiations have stalled. Trump keeps changing his policies. Ukrainians, backed by Europeans, are taking matters into their own hands.    

by Anne Applebaum




In one section of a sprawling warehouse in central Ukraine, workers have stacked what appear to be small airplane wings in neat rows. In another section, a group of men is huddled around what looks like the body of an aircraft, adjusting an electronic panel. In makeshift locations elsewhere in Ukraine, workers are producing these electronic panels from scratch: This company wants to use as few imported parts as possible, avoiding anything American, anything Chinese. Jewelers, I was told, have turned out to be well suited for this kind of finicky manufacturing. Ukraine's justly celebrated manicurists are good at it too.

They are not alone in being new to the job. Everyone in this factory had a different profession three years ago, because this factory did not exist three years ago. Nor did the Ukrainian drone industry, of which it forms part. Whatever their job description before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, everyone at this production site is now part of a major shift in the politics and economics of the war, one that hasn't been fully understood by all of Ukraine's allies.

Once almost entirely dependent on imports of weapons from abroad, the Ukrainians are now producing millions of drones, large and small, as well as other kinds of weapons, every year. They are using them most famously on the front line, where they have prevented the Russians from making large-scale gains this year, despite dire headlines, and where they have ensured that any territory occupied by the Russians comes at a terrible price, in equipment and lives. The Ukrainians have also used sea drones to clear their Black Sea coast of Russian ships, an accomplishment that seemed impossible even to imagine at the start of the war.

Finally, they are using drones to hit distant targets, deep inside Russia, and lately they are hitting so many military objects, refineries, and pipelines that some Ukrainians believe they can do enough damage to force the Russians to end the war. On Monday, they once again struck Gazprom's fuel-processing plant in Astrakhan, for example, one of the largest gas-chemical complexes in the world and an important source of both gasoline and diesel. Yesterday, they hit a key part of an oil pipeline in Bryansk. Presumably President Volodymyr Zelensky transmitted this optimism to President Donald Trump, who again upended his administration's previous policies yesterday and declared that Ukraine is "in a position to fight and WIN all of Ukraine back in its original form."

The company that I visited, Fire Point, specializes in weaponry for these long-range attacks, producing large drones that can travel up to 1,400 kilometers and stay in the air for seven hours. Fire Point recently attracted attention for its newest product, the Flamingo cruise missile, which can hit targets at 3,000 kilometers, and the company is testing ballistic missiles, too. These capabilities have put Fire Point at the cutting edge of Ukraine's most ambitious strategy: the campaign to damage Russian refineries, pipeline stations, and other economic assets, especially oil-related assets. Trump has still never applied any real pressure on Russia, and is slowly lifting the Biden administration's sanctions by refusing to update them. By targeting Russia's oil and gas industry, the Ukrainians have been applying "sanctions" on their own.

Read: Ukraine's most lethal soldiers

This campaign is not new. I spoke with a Ukrainian officer responsible for helping coordinate the long-range-bombing campaign, and he told me that "sporadic" attempts to hit targets deep in Russia began immediately after the start of the invasion. After the Ukrainians received some American drones under the aegis of a program called Phoenix Ghost, their efforts became more serious. Made for different kinds of wars, the American drones were susceptible to Russian jamming, and the U.S. imposed restrictions on their use. One former soldier now involved in drone manufacturing told me that the Ukrainians weren't necessarily prepared to use them either. He and some colleagues found boxes of drones in a warehouse along with some other U.S. equipment in the first year of the war, and figured out how to use them from videos they found on the internet. Only later did they receive real instruction. (I agreed not to identify the officer or the former soldier, who fear for their security.)

Whatever their faults, these American donations did inspire the creation of long-range-drone units. Some are part of the military; others are connected to Ukrainian intelligence. As they grew to understand the technology, the commanders of these units, just like the teams deploying battlefield drones and sea drones, concluded that they needed their own drones, as well as their own drone research and development, with a constant feedback loop between the operators on the front lines and the industrial engineers. As the officer told me, "Everything interesting started a year ago, when the Armed Forces of Ukraine started to receive mass numbers of Ukrainian-made drones." Once their own production lines were in place, they were not trapped by technology invented somewhere else, and they could continually update it to counter advances in Russian tactics and electronic-warfare technology: "What we had two years ago or a year ago," the officer said, "it's dramatically different from what we are operating right now." A weapon that worked last winter might no longer have been useful over the summer.

As a result of both new technology and expanded capacity, the numbers of attacks inside Russia have increased. The officer told me that Ukraine's long-range-drone units now launch several dozen strikes on Russia every night.

Until recently, the impact of the long-range-drone campaign was hard to measure. The Ukrainians do not always admit to hitting targets deep inside Russia, and many of the targets are in obscure places, where no one is around to record the strike on a cellphone. Russian authorities also make a major effort to hide these strikes and the damage they do, both from their own population and from the rest of the world. On one occasion, Ukrainians learned from satellite pictures that their drones had successfully struck a military airport. They could see debris, oil spills, and other evidence of a successful attack. Just three hours later, all of that evidence was gone: The Russians had cleared the airfield and cleaned the tarmac.

Sometimes evidence emerges anyway, usually via a home video, posted to Telegram, made by a Russian who happens to be near a burning factory or exploding refinery and is shouting for his wife to come and look. But even so, it can be hard to know whether these dramatic fires are caused by drones or by Ukraine's even more clandestine sabotage campaign inside Russia, alleged to have both Russian and Ukrainian participants. The vacuum has left the field open for what the officer called "fake experts," and sometimes false claims from those who want to steal credit.

But the Ukrainian military does keep careful track of the damage being done, and has thought carefully about how to prioritize certain targets. It has disrupted airports and hit weapons factories and depots. The Ukrainian officer told me that, early on in the war, his colleagues realized that the Russians are not deterred by the deaths of their soldiers: "Russia can sustain extremely high levels of casualties and losses in human lives. They don't care about people's lives." However, "it is painful for them to lose money." They need money to fund their oligarchy, as well as to bribe their soldiers to fight: "So naturally, we need to reduce the amount of money available for them." Oil and oil products provide the majority of Russia's state income. This is how the oil industry became the Ukrainians' most important target.

The campaign against the oil industry has been helped by the degradation of Russian air defenses, which had been moved closer to the border of Ukraine and at the moment aren't numerous enough to cover every possible economic target across a very large country. Since August, 16 of 38 Russian refineries have been hit, some multiple times. Among them are  facilities in Samara, Krasnodar, Volgograd, Novokuibyshevsk, and Ryazan, among others, as well as oil depots in Sochi; an oil terminal at Primorsk, in the Baltic; and pumping stations along another pipeline that supplies crude oil in Ust-Luga, in the northern part of the Baltic. In August, the Ukrainians also hit the Unecha pumping station, a crucial part of the Druzhba pipeline that links Russia and Europe and still supplies oil to Hungary and Slovakia, the two European countries that have sought to block or undermine sanctions on Ukraine (and the only two European NATO states who, alongside Turkey, import Russian oil at all).

Read: Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces

The result: Russian overall oil exports are now at their lowest point since the start of the war, and the Russians are running out of oil at home. The commander of Ukraine's Unmanned Systems Forces has said that more than a fifth of Russian refining capacity has been destroyed. The regime has banned the export of refined oil products, because there isn't enough for the domestic market. Gas stations are closed or badly supplied in areas across the country, including the suburbs of Moscow and St. Petersburg. Telegram accounts post videos of cars waiting in enormous lines. Earlier this month, Izvestiya, a state-owned newspaper, actually admitted to its readers that severe fuel shortages are spreading across central and eastern Russia, as well as in Crimea, a problem it attributed, laughably, to "the seasonal increase in fuel demand and the growth of tourism activity."

Quietly, Europeans are backing Ukraine's strategy. The Germans will invest $10.5 billion in support for Ukraine this year and next, a large chunk of which will be spent building drones. Sweden has pledged $7.4 billion. The European Union's decision to invest $6 billion in a "Drone Alliance" with Ukraine is mostly designed to build anti-drone defenses along Europe's eastern border, but that money will also accelerate production and benefit Ukraine as well.

Both the Ukrainians and their European allies are also looking harder at the so-called shadow fleet, the oil tankers now traveling around the world under flags of convenience, fraudulent flags, or no flags at all, carrying illicit Russian oil. Many are old, dangerous boats, with inexperienced crew and little or no insurance. Some have been involved in accidents already, and they could do real environmental damage in the Baltic Sea. Sweden, Germany, and Denmark have all announced that they will check the papers of these shadow tankers and sanction those that aren't insured, adding them to a growing list of sanctioned ships. The point, for the moment, is not just to protect the environment but to raise the costs of Russian oil exports and thus to reduce the amount of money flowing into Russia and back up Ukraine's air campaign. More extreme measures, including banning these unmarked, uninsured ships from the Baltic altogether, are under consideration too.

But that will take time, which no one in Ukraine wants to waste. No one wants to wait for Trump to impose new sanctions on Russia either. Drones, which can defend the front line and take the battle deep into Russia, can do more. In an address to the nation on September 14, Zelensky put it very clearly: "The most effective sanctions--the ones that work the fastest--are the fires at Russia's oil refineries, its terminals, oil depots." In the absence of an American policy that offers something other than rhetoric, the Ukrainians, backed by Europe, will pursue their own solution.
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The MAGA Media Takeover

Trump and his powerful friends are creating a dangerous moment for free speech.

by David Karpf




American mass media has been transformed in these early months of President Donald Trump's second administration. We're about 35 weeks into a term that will last for 173 more, and in that time, we have seen a tech titan gut a once-great newspaper in an apparent act of capitulation to the commander in chief, government accounts gleefully spreading hateful memes on X (the far-right platform owned by a billionaire tech oligarch), a defamation lawsuit filed by Trump against The New York Times (and quickly dismissed by the judge as "superfluous"), and, of course, the assault on free speech carried out by Trump's Federal Communications Commission chairman. Big things can happen very quickly.



Here is what seems to be next: TikTok's U.S. operations are reportedly on the cusp of being sold to a group that includes Trump allies, led by yet another tech baron, Larry Ellison. Although the deal is not yet complete, the White House has told reporters that the arrangement will result in the social app's algorithm being leased to a consortium led by Ellison's company, Oracle, and by the investors Andreessen Horowitz and Silver Lake. This promises to resolve long-standing concerns that the Chinese-owned TikTok might give an adversarial foreign government the capacity to influence and monitor the social-media behavior of U.S. residents. But at the rate things are going today, we should be far less worried about what foreign governments could do with our social-media information than about how our own government might abuse it. (A spokesperson for the White House did not respond to my request for comment.)

Martin Baron: Where Jeff Bezos went wrong with The Washington Post

Five years ago, Trump signed an executive order warning Americans about the potential for TikTok to be used as a dangerous surveillance tool. He wrote then that the app's "data collection threatens to allow the Chinese Communist Party access to Americans' personal and proprietary information--potentially allowing China to track the locations of Federal employees and contractors, build dossiers of personal information for blackmail, and conduct corporate espionage." This warning is warranted, to a degree. President Xi Jinping would probably have a hard time engineering the downfall of America through the media served on TikTok, where it's always been more likely that you'll encounter waves of brain rot rather than anything that seems like genuine mind control, but the potential for digital surveillance through social media is very real.



Apart from its Chinese ownership, TikTok is not much different from Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and X. Each of these platforms has an opaque algorithm that determines the content that users will see. The algorithm manipulates users, but primarily with the goal of keeping them on the platform and seeing more advertisements. The platforms also gather compendiums of data on what we view, like, share, and comment on. The U.S. has taken the position that these practices are a massive threat when a social-media platform is under foreign ownership, but it has been willing to allow them when the manipulation and surveillance take place within our own national boundaries.



There has been no indication that Trump or his administration would have direct control over the platform. But with close allies in command, it would seem that there's a clear line for the president to influence and bend the platform to his will. One thing that social-media platforms are already tremendously adept at is building "look-alike" models of users. This was Facebook's big advertising breakthrough a decade ago--the 2016 Trump campaign figured out how to acquire donors by showing campaign ads to people with similar social-media likes and preferences as the existing base of MAGA supporters. What happens if social media's data-gathering and profiling engine is turned not to selling merch or promoting political rhetoric, but to profiling enemies? Just this week, Trump issued an executive order designating "Antifa" as a domestic terrorist organization (despite the fact that antifa is not an organization at all). Imagine if the administration asks its newly anointed TikTok leadership to pinpoint a set of supposedly hateful, far-left media outlets, and then generate lists of social-media users who view, share, and comment on such media. Or imagine if it asks Ellison et al. to identify clusters of people who view and share videos attacking ICE, criticizing "Alligator Alcatraz," or protecting the undocumented. Look-alike models are a danger in the hands of a budding authoritarian state.



Oracle did not immediately respond to my request for comment, and Ellison will certainly not be the only one in charge of TikTok if the deal goes through as planned. His company is just one of three named investors, and there would be a board of directors--but it's a safe bet that anyone given power here would be viewed by the Trump administration as friendly. And Ellison has offered some relevant perspectives on key issues. Last year, he boasted to Oracle investors about the potential for harnessing artificial intelligence for panoptic surveillance: "Citizens will be on their best behavior because we're constantly recording and reporting everything that is going on," Ellison, who serves as the company's chief technology officer and executive chairman, remarked. "It's unimpeachable." Ellison has also said that countries should try to "unify" as much data as possible to allow that information to be used by AI; the Trump administration appeared to be making such efforts earlier this year through DOGE.

Read: American panopticon

The protections of the First Amendment are supposed to guarantee that Americans have little to fear from U.S. government surveillance and manipulation. But that is an ever-quainter assurance. Just look at how many public officials responded to social-media chatter over the assassination of Charlie Kirk. Secretary of State Marco Rubio said that the country would deny visas to anyone "celebrating" Kirk's death. Deputy Secretary of State Christopher Landau directed government officials to "take appropriate action" against anyone "making light of" Kirk's untimely demise. And ABC abruptly suspended Jimmy Kimmel Live after FCC Chairman Brendan Carr appeared on a right-wing podcast and declared, "We can do this the easy or the hard way," in response to Kimmel's insinuation that the alleged shooter may have been part of the "MAGA gang." (Kimmel's show is now back, though Nexstar and Sinclair, major broadcast-station owners, said that they would not air it.) As the Atlantic staff writer David Frum put it on X, "It's not about 'cancel culture' because it's not about 'culture.' It's about a threat of legal retaliation by a government agency for not obeying a government edict. It's state repression, not social sanction."

The Onion had a joke headline last week: "Report: You to Be Fired for Reading This Headline About Charlie Kirk." The U.S. government cannot currently target you for watching the wrong programs or laughing at the wrong jokes. It does not currently have the capacity for that sort of surveillance at scale. But it sure seems that it would like to.

In an ideal world, Congress would establish a regulatory framework for all online platforms, regardless of ownership, requiring algorithmic auditing and placing reasonable limits on digital surveillance and data collection. This should have happened a long time ago. But we don't live in an ideal world. We're stuck living in this one.
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America's Zombie Democracy

Its trappings remain, but authoritarianism and AI are hollowing out our humanity.

by George Packer




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

We are living in an authoritarian state.

It didn't feel that way this morning, when I took my dog for his usual walk in the park and dew from the grass glittered on my boots in the rising sunlight. It doesn't feel that way when you're ordering an iced mocha latte at Starbucks or watching the Patriots lose to the Steelers. The persistent normality of daily life is disorienting, even paralyzing. Yet it's true.

We have in our heads specific images of authoritarianism that come from the 20th century: uniformed men goose-stepping in jackboots, masses of people chanting party slogans, streets lined with giant portraits of the leader, secret opposition meetings in basements, interrogations under naked light bulbs, executions by firing squad. Similar things still happen--in China, North Korea, Iran. But I'd be surprised if this essay got me hauled off to prison in America. Authoritarianism in the 21st century looks different, because it is different. Political scientists have tried to find a new term for it: illiberal democracy, competitive authoritarianism, right-wing populism. In countries such as Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela, and India, democracies aren't overthrown, nor do they collapse all at once. Instead, they erode. Opposition parties, the judiciary, the press, and civil-society groups aren't destroyed, but over time they lose their life, staggering on like zombie institutions, giving the impression that democracy is still alive.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: Authoritarianism feels surprisingly normal--until it doesn't

The blurred line between democracy and autocracy is an important feature of modern authoritarianism. How do we know when we've crossed it? These sorts of regimes have constitutions, but the teeth are missing. Elections take place, but they're no longer truly fair or free--the party in power controls the electoral machinery, and if the results aren't desirable, they'll be challenged and likely overturned. To keep their jobs, civil servants have to prove not their competence but their personal loyalty to the leader. Independent government officers--prosecutors, inspectors general, federal commissioners, central bankers--are fired and their positions handed to flunkies. The legislature, in the hands of the ruling party, becomes a rubber stamp for the executive. Courts still hear cases, but judges are appointed for their political views, not their expertise, and their opinions, cloaked in neutral-sounding legal terms, predictably give the leader what he wants, endorsing his most illiberal policies and immunizing him from accountability. The rule of law amounts to favors for friends and persecution for enemies. The separation of powers turns out to be a paper-thin gentleman's agreement. There are no meaningful checks on the leader's power.

Does an ideology drive these regimes? Would they sacrifice everything for the survival of some almighty ism? Doubtful. Instead of ideologies, they have slogans without much content. Fascism, like communism, was a serious ideology--one that mobilized populations in some of the most advanced countries of the 20th century to throw away their freedoms, go hungry and work themselves to the bone, give their lives in struggle and war. Fascism was serious enough to produce a mountain of corpses.

Today's authoritarianism doesn't move people to heroic feats on behalf of the Fatherland. The leader and his cronies, in and out of government, use their positions to hold on to power and enrich themselves. Corruption becomes so routine that it's expected; the public grows desensitized, and violations of ethical norms that would have caused outrage in any other time go barely noticed. The regime has no utopian visions of a classless or hierarchical society in a purified state. It doesn't thrive on war. In fact, it asks very little of the people. At important political moments it mobilizes its core supporters with frenzies of hatred, but its overriding goal is to render most citizens passive. If the leader's speech gets boring, you can even leave early (no one left Nuremberg early). Twenty-first-century authoritarianism keeps the public content with abundant calories and dazzling entertainment. Its dominant emotions aren't euphoria and rage, but indifference and cynicism. Because most people still expect to have certain rights respected, blatant totalitarian mechanisms of repression are avoided. The most effective tools of control are distraction, confusion, and division.

These regimes thrive on polarizing the electorate into us and them. Us is defined as the "real" people--often working-class, rural, less educated--who think of themselves as the traditional backbone of the country and the victims of rapid economic and social change: globalization, immigration, technology, new ideas about race and gender identity. Them are the elites who benefit from these changes, who have no loyalty to the country and its traditions, along with the aliens and minorities whom the elites use to undermine the national way of life. The leader speaks directly for the people and embodies their will against the people's enemies. As defender of the nation, he claims the right to override any obstacles, legal or otherwise. Whatever he does is the rule of law.

Over time, society is hollowed out. Civic organizations that engage in public affairs hesitate to get too political for fear of drawing unwanted attention. Universities, churches, NGOs, and law firms mute themselves to stay in the good graces of the state, which has tremendous financial and regulatory power over them. The press isn't silenced, but it is intimidated by demagogic rhetoric, investigations, and lawsuits, so that journalists are constantly asking themselves what the negative consequences of a particular story or opinion will be. Over time, the major media fall under the control of the leader's friends, leaving a few independent outlets to struggle on in pursuit of the truth.

Authoritarian regimes and their allies flood the internet and social media with such a tide of falsehoods, so much uncertainty about what is true, so much distrust in traditional sources of information, that the public throws up its hands and checks out. While partisans on both sides use incendiary language in the endless battle for algorithmic attention, normal people who aren't particularly engaged or informed grow numb and exhausted. And this social context allows authoritarians to exert control without resorting to terror. Unable to know the truth, we risk losing our liberty. "If everybody always lies to you, the consequence is not that you believe the lies, but rather that nobody believes anything any longer," the political philosopher Hannah Arendt said near the end of her life. "And a people that no longer can believe anything cannot make up its mind. It is deprived not only of its capacity to act but also of its capacity to think and to judge. And with such a people you can then do what you please."

These are the features of the modern authoritarian state. Every one of them exists today in this country. Checks on President Donald Trump's power, whether in the framework of law and constitutional government or in the broader society, have grown so weak that he can do pretty much what he wants. He sends masked police to pick people off the streets without probable cause for arrest, disappear them into secret prisons, and ship them off to random countries. He fires experienced, patriotic civil servants and replaces them with unqualified toadies. He takes open bribes from foreign countries and American business interests in the form of a luxury jet or a meme coin. He tells media companies to stop criticizing him, or else--and many of them do.

Some of these acts have been temporarily blocked by lower-court judges, but in case after case the Supreme Court has made itself the firewall against presidential accountability, while the Republican-led Congress embraces its own impotence. It sometimes seems as if the only check on Trump's power is his own attention span.

Steven Levitsky: The new authoritarianism

A small incident can reveal a larger truth about a country's real condition. Last week I was in Ohio to give a talk, and at dinner a professor mentioned a recent letter from the Department of Education announcing that federal work-study funds will no longer cover nonpartisan civic jobs, such as voter registration, because they are "political activity." The government rationalized the ban by stating that work-study jobs should provide "real-world work experience related to a student's course of study whenever possible." But as the professor put it to me: "Nonpartisan voter engagement is 'real-world work experience related to the course of study' of someone majoring in political science--or anyone studying to be an active citizen in a free society." The Trump administration isn't just withholding federal money to blackmail institutions of higher education into suppressing ideas and policies it doesn't like. It also wants to discourage any civic activism it doesn't control.

The next morning, a local librarian told me of a disturbing change at work. The town library was generally a noisy place, but in the days following the assassination of Charlie Kirk, people had suddenly begun speaking in whispers. Across the country, Republican elected officials and online enforcers were creating blacklists of speech criminals. Vice President J. D. Vance suggested that the First Amendment should be suspended for academic wrong-thinkers. Trump threatened journalists and comedians for insufficiently respecting Kirk and him. A palpable chill set in, and even the patrons of a small-town Ohio library worried about being overheard.

This mental atmosphere reveals as much as anything happening in Washington. You can feel the onset of authoritarianism in your central nervous system: shock, disbelief, fear, paralysis. Familiar norms and rules disintegrate every day, but the ultimate consequences remain unclear, and Americans don't know how to assess the danger. We haven't lived under authoritarianism. We haven't experienced this level of sustained polarization and vitriol since the run-up to the Civil War. During the McCarthy era, careers and lives were ruined, but the White House didn't lead the pursuing hounds.

Yet the Founding Fathers warned over and over about the arrival of an authoritarian demagogue. They wrote a Constitution that they thought would be the best defense against one. In 1838, a young Abraham Lincoln said that the republic would never be overthrown from abroad: "If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide." How did it come to this? How have we let it come to this? Because it's not just being done to us. We are doing it to ourselves.

Alexis de Tocqueville, the French aristocrat who came here in the 1830s to study this new form of government, wrote that the key to maintaining democracy in America, beyond the country's physical advantages and wealth, beyond the wisdom of its Constitution and laws, was the "mores" of its people: their customs and ideas; their choices; their active participation in civic life; their emotional capacity for restraint, responsibility, and tolerance--what Tocqueville called their "habits of the heart." These habits have to be acquired and practiced, and they're just as easily lost as learned. In many ways democracy is not a natural form of government. Throughout human history it's been the exception. Most societies have been ruled, have allowed themselves to be ruled, by a single class, faction, or person. Self-government by the whole people is counterintuitive, just like freedom of speech for repellent ideas, and it's hard. Walter Lippmann once wrote: "Men will do almost anything but govern themselves. They don't want the responsibility."

Today, in public life, and especially in the hellscape of social media, our habits of the heart tend to be unrestrained, intolerant, contemptuous. With the help of Big Tech's addictive algorithms, we've lost the art of self-government--the ability to think and judge; the skills of dialogue, argument, and compromise; the belief in basic liberal values. Five years ago, in the midst of the George Floyd protests, I helped write a rather anodyne statement in defense of open inquiry, signed by more than 150 writers, artists, and intellectuals. Without using the phrase, it criticized cancel culture. Almost immediately upon its publication in Harper's, the statement became the "notorious" Harper's Letter--the object of furious condemnation by journalists and academics as the pearl-clutching of elites and an excuse for bigotry. This torrent of abuse came from the left, which no longer believed in open inquiry. Those on the right raged against left-wing puritans and declared themselves militants for free speech, even--especially--hatred and lies.

Since Trump's return to office, and with Kirk's murder, the roles have completely reversed. The left, which not long ago perfected mob-sponsored silencing, is (rightly) outraged at the Trump administration's top-down cancel culture. Meanwhile, those former free-speech absolutists Trump, Vance, and Stephen Miller have become lord high executioners of thought crime. If a new Harper's Letter defending the value of open inquiry were written today, many of the original letter's fiercest critics would rush to sign it. Free-speech hypocrisy is a symptom of the democratic decay that makes authoritarianism possible.

Graeme Wood: The cowardice of open letters

At the same time, political violence is rising like a dark storm around the country--in Pennsylvania and Minnesota, in Washington and San Francisco and Atlanta, and now in Utah. The shot that killed Charlie Kirk as he debated a crowd of college students represented the worst kind of failure in a democracy--a bullet silencing speech. Only the shooter bears the guilt. In a text to his roommate and partner, the suspect wrote about Kirk: "I had enough of his hatred. Some hate can't be negotiated out." So he erased the line between word and deed that keeps us from destroying ourselves.

The relation between our degraded discourse and this epidemic of attacks is not simple or direct. A public square in which a minority of Americans, separated into mutually hateful camps under the malign spell of power-hungry leaders and profit-seeking influencers, routinely dehumanize one another is an obvious setting for a few lost souls to cross the line into murder. But most Americans still know the difference between words and violence. Most responded to Kirk's assassination with horror and grief, along with the dread of an impending downward spiral. Most people are still sane, still decent, don't want to see their opponents killed, don't want a civil war.

Adrienne LaFrance: Strawberries in winter

Yet the logic of algorithmic polarization seems inescapable. Within hours of the assassination, some individuals predictably justified, even celebrated, Kirk's death online. Then the Trump administration did what never happened after JFK and Martin Luther King were killed or Reagan was shot. It used a terrible crime as a pretext to silence dissent and crush the opposition--exactly what you would expect from an authoritarian regime. Last Sunday, when tens of thousands of people from around the country gathered in Arizona to remember Kirk, a religious service turned into a state-sponsored rally for hard-edged Christian nationalism. Kirk's tearful widow, Erika, forgave his killer--but Miller, the president's senior adviser, snarling and flexing his neck, promised revenge against nameless evil "enemies," and Trump himself proudly declared his hatred for his opponents. Whose words mattered more? Was it all just an ugly show, or the start of a campaign of widespread repression?

Perhaps what we're seeing, in this country and around the world, is a return to the norm. Perhaps it shouldn't surprise us that, after two and a half centuries--about the length of the Roman republic in its glory--American democracy is disappearing. As we approach the 250th anniversary of the Declaration, the universal ideas of the founding documents no longer seem to have their hold on many Americans, especially younger ones.

For many years prominent figures on the left, especially in colleges and universities, have dedicated themselves to revealing all the ways in which those ideals were never universal: The abstract truths of the Declaration were falsehoods, covers for structures of oppression that endure to this day. On the populist-nationalist right, the greatest words in political history--"all men are created equal"--are now qualified with so many reservations that they might as well be deleted. Vance wants to "redefine American citizenship" as a hierarchy in which the universal ideas of the Declaration count for less than the number of dead generations lying in your family plot. This makes me want to say, as Lincoln said of the reactionaries of his time: "I should prefer emigrating to some country where they make no pretense of loving liberty--to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocrisy."

The philosopher John Dewey believed that democracy is not just a system of government but a way of life, one that allows for the fullest realization of every human being's potential. I was granted more than half a century to benefit from it in the country that practically invented democracy. It makes me heartsick that my children might not have the same chance. What can we do to prevent authoritarianism from becoming our way of life? How can we change the habits of our heart and our society?

Foreigners are baffled that Americans are allowing an authoritarian to rob them of their precious birthright. I'm baffled, too--but I also recognize that we have no experience resisting this kind of government. So we can study what ordinary people living under other modern authoritarian regimes have done. Witness, protest, speak out, and mock in creative ways that catch the popular imagination. Politicians can run for office, lawyers can sue, journalists can investigate, artists can dramatize, scholars can analyze. Americans are already doing these things, but so far none of it has made much difference because the public isn't engaged, and without the public on their side opponents of authoritarianism are too weak to win.

The greatest temptation and danger is to withdraw into some private world of your own and wait it out.

Sam Altman, a co-founder and the CEO of OpenAI, recently appeared on The Joe Rogan Experience. When Rogan floated the idea of an AI president, Altman envisioned a system that would be able to talk to everyone, understand them deeply, and then "optimize for the collective preferences of humanity or of citizens of the U.S. That's awesome."

I'm suspicious of anyone who suggests being governed by a machine that's made him a multibillionaire. I remember Mark Zuckerberg's utopian dream of a platform that would create a more open and connected world, uniting humanity across tribal lines, perhaps even ending wars in the Middle East. The unforeseen damage that social media has caused democracy seems likely to be dwarfed by that of artificial intelligence. It won't just substitute an algorithm for our ability to make decisions. It's coming to replace us--to be our therapist, our doctor, our teacher, our friend, our lover, our president. But if one day a chatbot writes a poem better than Frost or Bishop, it will still be worthless--because it's only the human intention, the search for meaning and effort to reach others, that give a poem its value. There's no art without us.

Chatbots feed on some longing we must have to be relieved of our humanity, as if being human is too hard, too much trouble to have to think and judge for ourselves, to define who we are and what we believe, to suffer the inevitable pain of consciousness and love for another human being. This longing seems especially acute today.

So artificial intelligence promises to do what an authoritarian regime does: take our place. They're two sides of the same coin--one political, the other technological--both forfeitures of human possibility. We're surrendering our ability to act as free agents of a democracy at the same moment we're building machines that take away our ability to think and feel.

Listen: AI and the rise of techno-fascism in the United States

The Declaration of Independence and the other founding documents were based on a philosophical faith in human reason and freedom. Near the end of his life, Jefferson wrote in a letter, "I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of the society, but the people themselves: and if we think them not enlightened enough to exercise their controul with a wholsome discretion, the remedy is, not to take it from them, but to inform their discretion by education. This is the true corrective of abuses of constitutional power."

What does it mean to be educated for a free society? This used to be the mission of American schools--to produce a special kind of person, a democratic citizen. In many ways our colleges and universities have failed at this task. They've become prohibitively expensive, while creating a new aristocracy of the credentialed that has worsened economic inequality and political polarization. They've spent their money on administrators and fitness centers while cutting whole programs in the humanities and social sciences. Those programs share some of the blame for their own demise. They grew so opaque and politicized that they seemed irrelevant, if not hostile, to the larger society. Some things are true even though the Trump administration says they're true--the academy has become inhospitable to conservative views. When more than half of your classmates are afraid to say what they think, there's too much orthodoxy and not enough free expression.

To be educated for democracy means hearing different, even disturbing views--seeking them out, engaging and arguing with them, learning from them, maybe letting them change your mind, without giving an inch of ground to democracy's erosion. It takes practice, and I believe it's likeliest to happen when we come face-to-face with friends, strangers, and even enemies. There's no getting away from our phones, just as AI will soon seep into every fold of our lives, no doubt doing both good and harm. But we have to resist their tyranny, which threatens our freedom as much as the authoritarian regime now taking hold.

*Source: Graphica Artis / Getty; Herbert Ponting / Royal Geographical Society / Getty
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Why Assassinations Shaped the 1960s and Haunt Us Again

Geoffrey Kabaservice on political violence and assassinations in the 1960s. Plus: Is Trump making a massive political miscalculation?

by David Frum
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On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum argues that President Donald Trump is making a miscalculation in his second term. Instead of consolidating power before plundering the state, Trump has reversed the sequence, imposing massive tariffs that raise prices on ordinary Americans, flaunting foreign wealth, and enriching his inner circle at public expense. Frum speculates that by impoverishing the public before securing control, Trump is exposing himself to serious political risks and that Americans must resist the temptation to be passive, hopeless spectators.

Then Frum speaks with the historian Geoffrey Kabaservice about political violence, the assassinations and upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s, and what those episodes teach us about the threats facing America today. They revisit the murders that reshaped the era, consider how violence changed the course of politics, and draw out the parallels and differences between then and now: from polarization to technology to the shifting role of institutions.

Finally, Frum closes with a book talk on Emily Bronte's Wuthering Heights, reflecting on its enduring power and dark insights into human nature.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Geoffrey Kabaservice, a great historian of American life in the 1960s and 1970s, and we'll talk about how the shocking recent events in American life--the tumults and the threats of violence--compare and contrast with America's experience of polarization and violence in the 1960s and 1970s. In the space of the years from 1968 to 1972, we saw the assassinations of Martin Luther King [Jr.], Bobby Kennedy, and the attempted assassination against George Wallace. How does our time compare to theirs? What is different, and what, what is done and how people react?

Before my conversation with Geoffrey Kabaservice, I want to offer some few preliminary thoughts about a way to feel about the dangers that everyone who cares about free institutions must be feeling during this Trump era. Every week, it seems, brings some new outrage, some new attack on the essential institutions of a free society by the president and his supporters. It's easy and maybe even natural to succumb to some kind of feeling of despair, hopelessness. What can be done? What, if anything, will matter? So I'm not here exactly with an action plan. That's not my topic this week. I want to instead talk a little bit about the psychological mood we should bring to the crisis of our times.

Hopelessness is a resource for the tyrannical. Hopelessness is a resource for those who seek to abuse power, and hopelessness is a great danger. As long as we retain our capacity to feel shock at what is being done, there is some hope, and I want to talk about what that hope would look like.

Now, as I observe President Trump in this first year of a second term, I see him making one big mistake. And it's a mistake that is going to have him, and is going to exact, I think, a very big price. Look--there's a basic recipe for anybody who's trying to convert a formerly free society into a less free society, and that is: Consolidate power first. And only after you have consolidated power, plunder the state and impoverish the subjects. If you get the order wrong, if you do it backwards, you're in danger of losing power before it can be consolidated. Now that's exactly the program that [Hungarian Prime Minister] Viktor Orban did in Hungary. He achieved a lot of economic benefits for the ordinary Hungarian early in his tenure, and that became the basis for his consolidation of power. And by the time things began to go wrong for the ordinary Hungarian, it was a little bit too late for anybody to raise their voice. You can tell a similar story about [Russian President] Vladimir Putin and other kinds of people who've converted more free into less free societies, as Donald Trump seems to be wanting to do in the United States.

In Trump's first term, Trump mostly got it right. Trump made important economic mistakes. He got into trade wars with China that crashed the stock market in the second half of 2018. Between the fall of 2018 and the early winter, the Standard & Poor's index lost almost 20 percent of value. During Trump's first term, Brazil definitively overtook the United States as the world's largest exporter of soybeans and other important agricultural products because of Trump's trade wars with China that resulted in Chinese power and American retreat. But most people remember that at least the first three years of Trump's term--first term--as good years, and that created a lot of permission for him to do a lot of bad things during that first term. And that created the possibility for him to--and that memory of the three good years before the catastrophe of COVID, which he made so much worse by his mismanagement, that memory became a powerful aid to Trump's bid for return to power in 2024. And this time he returned to power with a really clear understanding of what to do and how to do it. This time he surrounded himself not with people who got in his way, as happened often in the first term, but with enablers, people who are determined to wreak his will and more than his will on anybody who stood in his way. And those enablers have done a lot of things for him. In the areas of mass media, in the areas of the courts, we have seen this striking again and again and again.

But Trump has been a much worse economic manager in the second term than in the first. He, early, introduced massive tariffs, which are massive tax increases on everybody and have driven prices higher and higher and higher. In the present quarter of 2025, we can see that the American economy is seriously weakening. We're not in a recession yet. Although it may feel that way to many Americans, the economy has been buoyed by massive investment in artificial intelligence. And that investment may continue, and the benefits to the economy of that investment may continue, and we may be able to avoid a technical recession. But for the typical American, things don't feel so good right now. The job market is softening, prices are rising, and people are noticing the effect of Trump's tariffs in their grocery bins. They're feeling that upon themselves--and they know that Trump did it and did it on purpose. It wasn't a miscalculation. It wasn't the unintended consequences of other acts. Trump is deliberately making things more expensive in order to transfer the tax burden from those best able to pay to those least able to pay.

A way to dramatize this point, a figure that I try to keep in mind is, this no-tax-on-tips gimmick that you've heard about, that expires in 2028. Over the life of the gimmick--from today until to the end of 2028--it purports it will deliver approximately $30 or so billion of relief to Americans who get the benefit of the tax break over the entire period from today to the end of 2028. In the month of August alone, Trump's tariffs extracted that much money--the same amount of money as the whole tax-on-tips benefit in one month, August, of this year--and he extracted that overwhelmingly from middle-income and lower-income Americans, who are paying more for so many different things, and as we enter the Christmas season, who will pay more for many more things than that. Every kind of gift, every kind of decoration. Even their clothes, the Christmas trees, everything: They'll be paying more for all of it. And Trump did that on purpose in order to make them pay the cost of the other benefits he's getting. So he began the process of plundering the state and impoverishing the people before he had consolidated power.

Now, how you stop him from consolidating power, that's a trickier matter. But Trump is casting a lot of hostages to fortune. This big, multibillion-dollar digital-coin thing he's doing--people don't maybe understand exactly what these coins do or how they work, but they are aware that the president is a vastly wealthier man than he was before he took office. And a lot of that money is coming from foreigners. And a lot of those foreigners seem to have received other kinds of benefits from Donald Trump. They notice, and they've heard of, that he got a gift of a plane from a foreign emirate, that foreign emirates are pouring money into his pocket, in the pockets of his children, of other people in his administration, his negotiators. And they know they're paying more. Trump did it in the wrong sequence, and I think he's in real danger of losing at least the House of Representatives and maybe the Senate. And it may be a wave too big to rig. Although certainly there are projects to gerrymander and to use the military in a way to suppress the vote.

He's doing it in the wrong order, and he's exposing himself to tremendous risks. And as he makes these mistakes, we all need to keep in mind: We're not spectators to this drama. Every one of us has some potential to be an active participant in the drama. There was a saying in the first Trump term: LOL, nothing matters. But the truth is: Everything matters. There's just a lot of everything, and it's up to each and every one of us to do our little part, whatever that is. To say, You know what? We don't accept what is being done. And simply keeping alive the feeling that it's not acceptable is itself the beginning of something.

So I'm not here with the playbook. We'll be talking about that in later episodes of the show--what specifically to do about what particular heinous action. But begin with courage, begin with self-belief, begin with the determination to act, begin with the determination never to stop being shocked by the shocking, and understand that Donald Trump is making mistakes that contain the potential of his own undoing. He is in a society with a lot of resources for freedom. He's trying to do a very big and bad thing, and he has to get a lot of things right in order to get away with the big and bad thing, and he's doing a lot of things wrong.

And now my conversation with Geoffrey Kabaservice.

[Music]

Frum: Geoffrey Kabaservice is [a] vice president of the Niskanen [Center] and host of its podcast The Vital Center. He is by training a historian, with degrees from Yale and Cambridge University in the United Kingdom. He's the author of an acclaimed biography of Kingman Brewster, president of Yale during the Vietnam era, and Rule and Ruin, a history of the decline and fall of moderate Republicanism.

Geoffrey is an especially astute observer of the tumults of the 1960s and 1970s, and, therefore, the perfect guest to discuss our topic today: How is the tension and polarization and dissension of America in the 2020s like and unlike the terrible experiences of the 1960s and 1970s?

Geoff, welcome to The David Frum Show.

Geoffrey Kabaservice: Thank you, David. It's good to be with you, even in troubled times.

Frum: So let's start by recalling some of the horrors of those days. In the 1950s and early 1960s, there was a terrible spasm of violence in the United States. Resistance to the civil-rights movement, bombings, murders, assassinations, but mostly localized to the southern United States. Americans in the North and West thought this had very little to do with them. Nineteen-sixty-four and '65 come the first of the urban riots that spread beyond the South into the great cities of the West and the North, and then the new left expands into a nationwide movement of bombings and other kinds of political attacks.

Martin Luther King [Jr.] is assassinated in April of 1968 by a white supremacist; Bobby Kennedy in June of 1968 by a Palestinian gunman, although acting independently, not under the control of the international Palestinian-terrorist movement; and in May of 1972, George Wallace, the segregationist governor of Alabama, who was running for president, was shot and crippled by a gunman who seems to have been a kind of loser seeking fame rather than somebody with a political agenda.

So looking back at that period, looking back at now, you remember the emotional intensity of those years. You are living the emotional intensity of now. How are we alike? How are we unlike that different period?

Kabaservice: Oh, thank you, David. That's a very good question, and it's not an easy one to answer.

The 1960s has always fascinated me, because the difference between what American society looked like at the beginning of that decade and what it looked like at the end of that decade were so radically different. I can't think of another period, except maybe the 1860s, of which that would be true. And it also--I think, one has to keep in mind--was an extraordinarily hopeful decade. Because it was a time when America was still relatively recently removed from having won World War II, as most Americans saw it, and having emerged undeniably as the really global superpower in the Cold War with the Soviet Union. And for most Americans--even including its African American citizens--the decades since the 1940s had seemed to be decades of progress and promise.

And then starting really in about the late 1960s, it became apparent that America was a victim of structural trends beyond its ability to control, as well as having maybe an excessive amount of change for many Americans to deal with. And people began to think that something had gone terribly wrong. And also at that time, the people who had been maybe the most idealistic in their hopes for the changes for the decade, the idea that everything would change for the better, began to see the limitations of that. And they began to become disillusioned, and sometimes that delusion expressed itself in violence. There also began to become a kind of chaos in American society, a disorder that was really foreign to most Americans' experiences. And the most vivid expression of that chaos and disorder was the assassinations of leading American political figures, including the ones you'd mentioned, but also I would say figures like Malcolm X and then people who actually were in politics in other capacities.

Frum: Well, let's try to bring this home to ourselves. I can dimly remember--I was born in 1960, and, of course, I grew up in Canada where all of this seemed like noises outside the window--but I can remember in the feeling of the grown-ups around me that things just seemed to be spinning out of control. And as I try to think about how it's different now, you put your finger on something that is very--it was the feeling of hope. That if, you were a northern liberal-ish American in the year 1965, you thought of violence as something, Yeah, the South is a violent place. Always has been. Maybe always will be. And of course, when the federal government tried to return to its equalizing mission that had abandoned a century before, and it came back to life in the 1950s and 1960s, yes: There was violent resistance, as there had been in the 1860s and 1870s. But outside of that special zone, this is a country that is moving ever faster toward ever-greater progress. And as tragic as the death of President Kennedy was in 1963, as shocking as that was, it didn't seem to interrupt the trend toward progress. In fact, in some ways it was followed by the spasm of the greatest liberal progress ever: the Great Society programs of '64, '65, for which John F. Kennedy's death became a kind of act of martyrdom and an act of permission. And then suddenly the King death and the Bobby Kennedy death.

The difference between then and now is maybe we didn't start with that feeling of hope. This just feels like the country's been on a cycle of radicalization that began maybe with the Great Recession, and now worse than ever.

Kabaservice: Yeah. You know, it's an interesting thing. Americans like to feel that their society's evolving toward something better. The reality of evolution, as I understand it from my scientist friends, is that evolution rarely happens in a gradual progression. It's usually an extreme leap forward followed by a consolidation, or maybe even a regression. And I think that's often been the case with American history, as well. It has not been a linear progression from low to high. There have been significant interruptions to that trajectory of progress, whether that be the Civil War, the failure of Reconstruction, the violent reaction against the capitalist system, but also against immigration that we saw in the 1920s, which then was followed by the Great Depression and the outbreak of World War II.

These are all eras of change. Every era has been an era of change in American history. But often people get to a point where things feel normal and they want to stay there, and they see change as a threat, and I think that was very much the case in the 1960s. Up to a point, Americans began to reckon with the fact that African Americans had been left out of the promise of America and its promises of equal opportunity--and that this was the case not just in the South but really across the entire country, although it was most vivid in the South, where it was written into law. And therefore Americans were very supportive; I would say the majority of the population, of the earliest civil-rights movement. But then when it came to the question about how far this equality would extend, how--whether through the government or through gradual societal change--then we began to see a reaction. And at the same time, the radicals, as radicals often do, caught a glimpse of utopia and proceeded to push that further. And I think that was the case, both on the political right and the political left. One might even say that the Goldwater movement around Barry Goldwater's 1964 Republican presidential candidacy was actually the first to take part of this millenarism.

And this is, I think, where we are right now. You know, we've come from what Americans thought was a good period, maybe in the 1990s, through the spasms of of 9/11, and then the financial crash of 2007-2008. The kind of recession of neoliberalism, if you want to call it that, and the rise of populism here and around the world, the reaction on part of many Americans against immigration. And it's a great deal of change for people to sort out, and we're not always sorting it out in wise ways. And again, not to bury the lede here, but you know, we have now seen the assassination of Charlie Kirk, a 31-year-old Republican activist, who founded Turning Point USA, one of the great organizers in the Republican Party. And his life has been cut short in such a tragic way, and yet reactions have been quite polarized, again, both on the Republican side and the left.

Frum: We're having this strange debate--I find it strange--about, is political violence more common on the right or the left? And the vice president, with his self-appointed mission of Are things bad? What can I do? I myself, I'm just one man, but what can I personally do to make the situation worse? Is there anything I can do or say to make things even more terrible than they are now? Because I don't want to look back on my life as vice president and say, I missed a chance to make things worse. And here's my chance today; it's just one day of a long--but today, this is going to be my chance. I will appear on Charlie Kirk's show. I'll bring one of America's leading spreaders of extremist, deranged conspiracy theories, Tucker Carlson, along with me, and we will say, What can we do to make it worse? 

And one of the things he did to make it worse was issue--and emphasize again and again--that it's a statistical fact that political violence is more common on the left than on the right.

And I listen to this and think, How would you even make such a statement? Because when people try to--and we're seeing now all these charts--you've got three variables, all of them completely subjective. What is the extreme left? What is the extreme right? And what is political violence? Look--if somebody shoots up a campaign office because he hates Democrats or Republicans, that's obviously political violence, probably, unless he's a schizophrenic and mistakes the campaign office for a confederacy of demons out to get him. But if somebody shoots up a school because he hates women, is that political? Sort of? Yes? No? If somebody shoots up a church to make a statement about immigration, is that political?

So that's one undefined variable. What is political violence? And what's the right and what's the left? The man who shot Bobby Kennedy in June of 1968 was a Palestinian nationalist gunman acting, as I say, for Palestinian reasons, but without direction. Is Palestinian nationalism a left-wing or a right-wing movement? You know, it often uses the language of the left, but it's also a kind of blood-and-soil nationalism driven by reactionary social ideas, so maybe it's right. I mean, just, see--once you begin to really press on this, when, you know, we have an impression that '68 to '71 was a moment of left-wing violence, and the anti-desegregation violence of the '50s and '60s was sort of right wing. But, you know, Arthur Bremer--the man who shot George Wallace--was he right wing? Was he left wing? Was he neither? Was he both? Maybe he's outside these categories.

Kabaservice: Yeah, I completely agree with you that no political persuasion has a monopoly on political violence. No group, no set of individuals. Political assassins are, by their definition, unusual figures throughout the course of history. Sometimes they're attached to a cause. One might point to, let's say, Francois Ravaillac, who assassinated the French King Henry IV in 1610. He was a Catholic fanatic. He didn't like the edict of Nantes and other attempts that Henry had made to bring about a religious settlement. But often--

Frum: John Wilkes Booth.

Kabaservice: John Wilkes Booth, another case in point--but often, political assassins are people who are mentally unwell, driven by their own demons.

In the case of Arthur Bremer, he had become alienated from his parents. He'd moved out; he'd dropped out of college after one semester. In his case, he seemed to have been driven by a desire for fame. He initially wanted to assassinate Richard Nixon when he was on a visit to Ottawa, Canada. Fortunately, the Canadians did the United States great service by having too-tight security to allow him to get close to Nixon, but eventually he found his chance and shot George Wallace and paralyzed him. In, I believe, it was Laurel, Maryland, in 1972.

But really all he wanted was to become famous, not to become a nobody. And I think that sense of powerlessness--particularly for young men, in a society with access to guns--is a large part of what drives political assassinations, more than any political persuasion we could think of.

Frum: Yeah. I sometimes think that one of the ways to understand what's going on now is: We're in a kind of race where the technologies for getting people agitated are spreading faster and faster and wider and wider. So much of the debate we're having this week--or the week that you and I record--is, people open their social media and someone they had never previously heard of, far away from them, has said something unfeeling, insensitive, reprehensible, callous. That they would, before social media, never have known about and never have had an opinion about or a reaction to because they would never have heard it. And now there's this technology to say, There's someone 2,000 miles away, whom you didn't know, who just said something you wouldn't like. Here it is. How do you feel? Well, I'm mad. So we have a race between spreading the technologies of upset, easier and easier access to ever-more-lethal weapons, because assassins in the 1960s had to use pretty crappy handguns. That's why Gerald Ford survived the two assassination attempts on him; the weapons just weren't that good. At the same time the policing is getting better and better and better and more professional and more comprehensive. And so we have the sense of the world coming apart, the technologies of violence getting better, but the police intercepting many attempts because of their superior capabilities as well.

Kabaservice: Yeah; I think you have pointed correctly to technological change driving instability. After all, it was the printing press that made possible the wars of religion that wiped out something like a third of Germany in the Middle Ages. Of course, the coming of radio was instrumental to the rise of dictatorships in Europe. And now we are dealing with the as-yet-untapped potential, for good and ill, of social media and artificial intelligence. You know, one of the things about social media that I would add to what you said is: It's not just people you've never heard of whose reprehensible opinions you now know about. Unfortunately, it's some people close to you who have been given this platform that, for whatever reason, they're making use of to spread just distasteful views of what are often tragic situations. It's pushing us apart. And, you know, I suspect in ways we haven't really delved into, that social media may actually be what's driving immigration from the less-developed countries to the developed countries, because people can now see for themselves people much like themselves living much better lives away from the country of their origin. So we're struggling to deal with this technology, and we're also struggling to deal, I think, with the fact that social media brings out often the worst aspects of us humans. And it blinds us to the better aspects.

Frum: And there are bad actors, foreign and domestic, who sometimes are creating these things. I mean, many of the things you are seeing aren't even real; that is, they're not human. They exist, but they're created by a program, an algorithm, and brought to you by an actor, a bad actor, foreign and domestic, who wants to work on you and people like you.

One of the ways we can see how things were different is to look back at the movies that come to us from the period, the late '60s and '70s, and see how dark they were, and their message is one of official indifference and corruption. The cities seemed to be decaying. Death Wish, the [1974] Charles Bronson movie in which Charles Bronson is radicalized by an attack on his family, and he becomes a vigilante assassin and guns people down. And people found real meaning in the--by the way, you're supposed to think he's--the director doesn't want you to identify with. Well, maybe; it's complicated. Directors have complicated motives. But theoretically, the theory of the movie is that Charles Bronson is bad, but the reaction of people to the movie was, Yeah, go get 'em. Go shoot down; go do one more vigilante act of violence. But that sense that society was spinning out of control: I wonder if people now have that same sense, or whether there's something different when you can escape the feeling of "out of control." If you could just put your phone away, you wouldn't have those feelings that things are out of control.

Kabaservice: As always, David, you're raising some fascinating questions. You know, the 1960s was a decade where radicalism didn't penetrate to the mainstream, but as you yourself have written about in an excellent book, the 1970s was the decade when that dark, conspiratorial view really penetrated to the mainstream, and it did so particularly through what I consider to be some great works of American art from that period. In films like not just Death Wish, but, let's say, Three Days of the Condor, The Parallax View: you know, these dark, sinister movies about wider conspiracies and powerless individuals caught up in them. And I think, again, that sense of powerlessness is something that I keep coming back to as what drives violence, and the desire to see these people taken down a peg. Maybe through the political process, but maybe not through the political process. Maybe through violence and assassination. And yet it's also the fact, I think, that that was part of what brought Ronald Reagan to power in the 1980s: a sense that this isn't who Americans wanted to be. We didn't want to be in this unsettled state. We wanted more certainty. We wanted to return to what we thought of as tradition and stability.

And so there's an ebb and flow in these forces as well. And we may be--it looks right now like we're in a period when we're really coming apart, but maybe it will be precisely that feeling that things have gone so far that brings us back together.

Frum: Well, I want to say, people will often say, this will often be set up for interviews that you see: We've never been so polarized. And you think, That's not true. We've never been so aware of being polarized; maybe that's true. But the big difference now, the thing I would say is the role of the government. So, Donald Trump, when he ran for president the first time, often compared himself to the Richard Nixon of 1968--that is, a figure of law and order. Ha ha. But that's how he was positioning himself, and that's very much how they're doing it right now in 2025: This represents law and order against chaos.

But one of the things that was striking about Nixon is--whatever he said when he had some booze and pills and the privacy of the White House that we only find out about through diaries after the fact--what he would say in public was very unifying. In 1968, I'm going to paraphrase this, I won't have the quote exactly, but in his nomination acceptance speech in 1968, he said, There could be no justice without order and no order without justice. And he nodded left. He nodded right. His message was: Bring us together. That was the slogan in 1968. That is, we want to leave behind. Whereas the Trump administration seems to regard ill feeling as a resource. Something they can use in every way they're trying to inflame, that the people who are making things worse are--it is not just the adjunct professors of English at some community college that you only know about courtesy of Instagram or TikTok. It's the president of the United States and the vice president and their most senior officials who want Americans to be angry at each other as a resource for power for themselves. That's different from the '60s and '70s.

Kabaservice: Yeah. You know, a number of people have pointed out that, although America went through these convulsions in the 1960s, that in some sense we were a stronger and more cohesive society then, and that was part of what is allowed to get beyond the convulsions. And Richard Nixon is a fascinating figure for biographers, precisely because he is so evidently caught between the angel on his shoulder and the devil on his shoulder: these conflicting impulses of dark and light. And you had a feeling that Nixon was always haunted by the figure of his saintly Quaker mother, who wanted him to bring peace to the world. And yet he understood that power actually lay through populism and positive polarization, in the phrase of his vice president Spiro Agnew, and demonizing people whom he could mobilize a majority of people against. Again, the Pat Buchanan phrase is kind of famous: If we tear the country apart, we'll end up with by far the larger half.

So these impulses have always been there, I would say, on both sides of the aisle. But it's only recently--

Frum: I hadn't heard that. I didn't know that quote.

Kabaservice: Oh, it's terrible. It's terrible. But clearly that playbook has been followed, if not with direct inspiration from Buchanan, by the Trump administration, and it's only getting worse now that the adults are no longer in the room.

Frum: Trump now wants to give a presidential medal--or many of the people around Trump--want to give a presidential medal of freedom to Buchanan. So maybe it's kind of deserved, because he showed the way to Trumpism.

But it does need to be said that the actual toll of violence in the country was surely greater in the 1960s and '70s, and whatever definition of political violence we have, the numbers of people hurt and killed would've been much greater, 1967 to '72, than today. Bombs did go through the mail, and most of them were unsuccessful, but some of them reached their target; some of them did harm. In one spectacular case, the bombmakers themselves were the people killed. They blew up the townhouse in Greenwich Village where they were making the bombs they sent around the country.

You did have incidents like Kent State, where the National Guard opened fire on students. I think four people were killed, if I have that right. And urban rioting that was much more costly in life and property in the 1960s than any of the worst incidents of 2020.

Kabaservice: Yeah; that's right. We tend to forget about the violence of that era. We look back mostly to our edited version of what we would like about the 1960s, whether that's the better music or the more stable culture. But the fact is that the reaction, by the tail end of the 1960s and into the 1970s, was really quite severe. and I believe that it was 1972 or '73, where there were 1,900 bombings a year. And as you say, yes--some of the Weathermen blew themselves up at their Greenwich Village townhouse, but there also was a fatality at the University of Wisconsin, where a scientific researcher was killed in a bombing. And this kind of level of violence drove Americans to think that everything that was stable had come unstuck, and people actually were looking for a dictatorial figure in that period. And there's, again, some similar impulses that you see nowadays.

Frum: One of the things that is an American habit is always to put things into legal categories. And we've had this flurry where the attorney general said Hate speech is not free speech. And many of the people around Trump have suggested that people who say things they don't like should be put in prison. And obviously, that's completely unconstitutional. They may still try, but it's completely unconstitutional. It's illegal. American law is quite clear about how wide the bounds of speech that is protected from government retribution is.

But, you know, we're also human beings. And the fact that someone can't be arrested or prosecuted for saying something hateful doesn't mean that you have to say, Well, I disagree with your--I personally am going to go out of my way to not react to what you just said. Because we also have human reactions, and there's this whole social realm, and that's really where a lot of the fights took place. I mean the moments between 2014 and 2022--and, for lack of a better term, cancel culture seemed to be at zenith--were moments where in liberal institutions, people who were further left sort of used judo powers against people who were less far left. In hope of both punishing people they didn't like but also asserting control over the institution, changing the way universities worked, changing the way art institutions worked, changing the way publishing houses worked. And for a time it seemed pretty successful. Now we're watching the counterpart of that, where people on the right are trying to say, Look--maybe even if I can't put you in prison for speaking unfeelingly of the death of Charlie Kirk, perhaps I can cost you your job, especially if you work in some kind of governmental institution.

Kabaservice: Yeah. You know, David, we're living through a period when liberal democracy is under threat and under stress. Not just here, but all around the world. And I'm reminded of a G. K. Chesterton quote that you may know, about Christian idealism. He said it "hasn't been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult and left untried." And liberal democracy is a very demanding creed, and it's one that's very hard to live up to, because I think we're fundamentally tribal creatures. We want what we want, and we want to bring pain and punishment to our enemies, even as we bring good things to our side. And this means that many people who profess a belief in liberal democracy just often don't uphold the creed or live up to it. And that's what cancel culture is about. It's trying to change the norms of civilized society in a way to punish your enemies, whether through the loss of their jobs or loss of their associational status or expulsion from university or whatever.

And yeah; we're coming to the end of a period, one hopes, where we've seen a lot of this cancellation taking part from the left. And unfortunately, this is a moment when the right is just trying to imitate the left in its illiberalism. And what we don't have that I think we did have in the 1960s was a group of prominent leaders who could hold themselves to that more demanding creed and implore Americans to live up to what they know to be our best ideals.

Frum: Right. And the central text is the speech that Bobby Kennedy improvised in April '68 in Indianapolis on the night that Martin Luther King was killed--maybe the greatest improvised speech in American history. And you can watch it. It's actually, you missed the first couple of seconds, but somebody had the wit to turn the camera on. So it was caught in the strange Kodachrome color of those days, in which he said, We have to ask ourselves: What country do we want to be? Do we want to find peace? Do we want to find rage? Who talks in those terms today? Nobody, certainly nobody in the Trump administration, talks that way.

Kabaservice: Yeah. I can't think of anyone in American life, frankly, who would quote Aeschylus to a largely working-class and African American crowd of people, and use the insight of the ancients and the pain that Kennedy himself had felt in the loss of his brother--his brothers--as a way of bringing peace and order.

David Frum: Yeah, well, the thing about that Aeschylus quote, I, again, I won't have it exactly. But it was something like, Pain falls drop by drop upon our heart until through the grace of God--through the awful grace of God, I think is the phrase he used--we discover acceptance and submission to God's will.

Now, I'm sure I bungled the quote, but it was not something that he just happened to have in his pocket. That had been a phrase that he had been thinking about the death of his brother for five years, or nearly five years at that point. And he had been writing about it, and that phrase had been the talisman that he had found and it was just in his mind all the time. I'm not even sure if it's an accurate quote from Aeschylus, actually; I should have looked that up before we did this podcast. But at this point you might as well give it to Bobby Kennedy, because that's how we know it, is through him. And it's so powerful. That music--who can sing that music? I think there's some people at the state level who try. Some people in positions of private responsibility who try, but it is kind of a sobering thing. Maybe this is why we feel that things are spinning out of control. Even though there's less violence--it's less chaotic, you can avoid a lot of it by putting away your telephone--it's the leaders of the country who are the people who are most grimly trying to make things worse when they ought to be trying to make things better.

Kabaservice: You know, one of the people that I wrote about quite extensively at the beginning of my scholarly career was John Lindsay, who was the Republican mayor of New York, while he later became an independent and ran on the Liberal ticket. But, he was mayor of New York on the night that Martin Luther King was assassinated, in 1968. And his response was to go to Harlem, with barely any kind of security, and talk to the people in the crowd, try to persuade them that he shared their horror and sorrow, that the powers that be were listening to them, and that it was in the interest of everyone that they not give in to the urge to violence and revenge. And Lindsay then went on to become really, I think, the guiding voice behind the Kerner Commission, which came out with its famous warning about America dividing into two societies: one Black, one white, separate and unequal. And there was a speech I came across from Lindsay in that period, more or less, where he pointed out that the Kerner Commission was one of several elite commissions in that era--most of the members of whom were white, male, Christian, straight, successful--and they came to some surprisingly radical conclusions. Not because I think they were infected by radical chic, but because, as Lindsay put it, change doesn't come from calling for change; it comes from a society where both the leaders and the participants and the average citizens are engaged in the long, difficult struggle to try to bring a society in line with its professed ideals. And I think that's what's missing right now--that we've given into tribalism. We've given into the urge to revenge. We're not looking to the wisest among us and cooler heads in this particular moment.

Frum: Yeah. And crime from that period that I think is reminiscent of what is happening now. There are people who admire Charlie Kirk more than I do, who want to compare him to Martin Luther King, which is not accurate, to put it mildly.

But he is--I think, the figure from that period he reminds me more of is Malcolm X. A person who also was capable of great eloquence, great power, meant a great deal to many people, who also said reprehensible things, is not an uncomplicated character. You don't do him justice when you try to idealize him into something that he wasn't. You have to take him as he was, where there were obviously great talents, as there were with Charlie Kirk, and there were great flaws. And murdered in a way that, again, in a very public setting, in a way that was witnessed by many people and was terribly shocking and dismaying. And became a kind of complicated martyr, in a way that I think Charlie Kirk will become a complicated martyr.

This is maybe the core of the wisdom that some of the Charlie Kirk, the collective--what happened with Malcolm X is we sort of have domesticated him. We've brought him into the American story. There's a movie made about him that sort of suppresses some of the darker aspects, and highlights, while he was in the process of change, he was going to become a different person maybe. That emphasizes the quotes that were empowering and uplifting, and suppresses the parts that were bigoted and defamatory. And we make him, we pull him into the American story by tidying up a little bit. And maybe that's what's going to happen with Charlie Kirk.

Kabaservice: You know, the comparison of Charlie Kirk to Malcolm X has occurred to me as well. And obviously it's not exact, in so many ways. But, you know, as the saying goes, history doesn't repeat itself, but it does rhyme.

There was considerable speculation that Malcolm X was killed precisely because he was moving in a direction toward liberalism and some kind of integrationism, and therefore that was a threat to people further to his extreme who therefore removed him. And Charlie Kirk, for all these flaws and the difficulties that we both have had with him, was actually somebody who was under pressure from his extremes. The Groypers, for example--basically neo-Nazis, who called him a sellout and a traitor because he was not willing to drop his support for Israel, and also because he basically was trying to counsel the young men in his orbit away from that kind of nihilism and conspiratorialism and violence that he found threatening to the republic. And instead he was encouraging them to drop their excessively online existence, to touch grass, to get married and have kids and join a church.

It's fascinating to me that the response to Malcolm X on the part of good liberals was actually pretty similar to their response nowadays to Charlie Kirk. There's the line from the Phil Ochs song "Love Me, I'm a Liberal." These people who shed copious tears when John F. Kennedy was assassinated, when Medgar Evers was shot, and yet would say, Well, Malcolm X got what was coming. He got what he asked for this time. I think there's a lot of that reaction to Charlie Kirk, and it really obscures our humanity.

Frum: There's a line in Shakespeare, that If we got what we deserved, who would escape whipping. We're very flawed creatures. All of us, every one of us. We all want to be treated a little better than maybe we deserve. We want to be treated as our humanity entitles us to be treated, not as our faults called for. We don't want to be judged by, you know--that's such a standard, where would you be? And I think one of the things that I think we all need to think about is: If you didn't admire Charlie Kirk, think about someone you do admire. And if they met this terrible end in front of the world on film that their family would see, in this gruesome way, what would you want your neighbors to say? That's what you should say.

Kabaservice: Yeah. We all should hope for that kind of charity. But we are likelier to get it if we extend that charity to others, particularly those with whom we disagree most intensely. And that is difficult. And that's where institutional supports come in; that's where norms of civilization and democracy come in; that's often where religion comes in, as well. But it's difficult. It runs counter to our nature.

Frum: The spasm of violence, of anti-war violence, was of '68, '71,'72 came to an end when the draft ended, the Vietnam War ended, when the economy got a little softer. And so people began to think a little harder about questions, about, How do I, as a soon-to-be college graduate, how do I personally make a living? Not assuming, as you did in '67, that there would be no problem making a living. And it did seem to bubble down. And then Watergate was this kind of catharsis, after which you had leaders who were less polarizing than Richard Nixon was: Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. And society seemed to put it out of its system for a time.

What would be the equivalent today? How can we imagine if we are looking back on 2025 from the perspective of 2030, and we tell a good story about how America sort of calmed down. What would that look like? Do we have to ban TikTok and break the algorithm? What would be the way by which we came to a kind of greater sense of social peace?

Kabaservice: People who spend most of their time looking backwards are very poor guides to what's going to happen moving forward. And to be honest, we don't even really know what brought the cycle of violence to a close in the 1970s. Student, campus unrest came to an abrupt end after the Kent State killings, and most of America actually was on the side of the people who did the shooting rather than the people who were killed. And I think that was sobering. Richard Nixon's landslide reelection in 1972 was quite sobering to the left, some of whom reacted in violence, but others of whom retreated, I guess. And some of whom then tried to think about better ways to reinvent the Democratic Party and liberalism in a way that would make it more broadly appealing.

And there's also the fact that the United States in the late 1960s was coming to the end of its monopoly position, so to speak, when much of the developed world lay prostrate from World War II. By the late '60s and early '70s, you had other countries being able to produce more efficiently and at lower cost, and, in some cases, better than the United States could. And this was what led to the Rust Belt and our industrial decline. And I think a lot of people looking from 15, 20 years in the future will think to themselves, Why didn't Americans take the threat of China more seriously? I'm not saying whether we're in a cold war or should be in a cold war with China, but we've allowed China to really pass us by far in its manufacturing capability, its defense capability. And they'll think, Why didn't Americans actually see that it was in their best interest to preserve the way of life that benefited them so much, to be on the forefront of technological and scientific breakthroughs? To come together as a country from both sides, both partisan parties, to really invest a lot of resources in keeping ahead of that all-important race? I think the answer to whether the future will be happy or unhappy depends on whether we can actually see these larger interests or not.

Frum: Yeah; I think there's a kind of stripped-down, simplifying, streamlined version of American thinking. What history that goes like this: While the revolution looked pretty grim, the United States was fighting against the odds, but there was George Washington, and so everything turned out all right. And the Civil War could easily have been lost or gone, but there was Lincoln, so everything turned out all right. And the Great Depression and World War II. So I guess that's it. You got lucky three times. I guess we're always going to be lucky. And it may be that one way to look at it, like, say, you know: At exactly the moment that, as you say, the challenges were needed, the United States had leadership that divided the country against itself and alienated the United States from its friends. And that made a big difference.

One of the teachers who had the most influence on me was a historian whom you may know, Conrad Russell, who taught the 17th century. And Russell's big theme was: Do not assume that because something has big consequences, that it must have big causes. That often things that could easily have gone different ways happen and that have large and enduring consequences. And if people had made slightly different choices at moment one, the whole world would've been different at moment one plus 15 years. And it may be something like that now. If the United States has been making--has been led by leaders who make--very bad choices. And maybe this time the costs really do endure, and maybe this time they do. I think one of the things that we are going to be left with after the Donald Trump years is: From Gerald Ford to Joe Biden, presidents lived with the FBI director they inherited. The FBI director had a set term, and unless the FBI director was shown to have done something very, very wrong--this happened at the beginning of the [Bill] Clinton administration with an FBI director who was accused of abusing his expense accounts--the president left the FBI director in place. Ronald Reagan I don't think appointed an FBI director until he'd been in office for seven years. Trump fired an FBI director at the beginning of each term. In fact, at the second term, he fired the FBI director he had himself appointed during his first term, because he wanted someone who was even more compliant.

So if Kash Patel is still FBI director in 2029, and there's a Democratic president, obviously you have to fire Kash Patel--and not for fiddling the expenses or for anything else or for abusing the plan. You just say, You know what, you're an unworthy person. You are too political. And the tradition of apolitical FBI enforcement is over. I wonder if any Democrat is going to look back at the Merrick Garland experiment and say, We need to do that again with the next attorney general. Or whether the Democrats will say, We're going to make sure the next attorney general hunts down all of these criminals and make sure that every corruption case, real or suspected, is investigated to the fullest power of the state. And whether Trump has just changed the rules--not just for his party, but for both parties.

Kabaservice: You know, as always, David, there's a loft in what you say that takes time and thought to unpack. Let me come at your question somewhat obliquely. There's a phrase attributed to the German leader Otto [von] Bismarck, which is that God looks after fools, drunks, and the United States. And the United States has had that kind of providential streak in much of its history. But maybe it's also relied on its luck for too long, and maybe that luck is running out as we give into the darker angels of our nature. But the fact that there are darker angels means that there are also better angels of our nature. And Americans historically have been a fairly pragmatic people, and they don't like wallowing too long in error. And they seek to recover from the mistakes that they've inflicted upon themselves.

I can't believe that Donald Trump's program of revenge and unfettered populism and turning against the rest of the world is going to lead to the kind of material successes that Americans have become used to. Think of as a necessary concomitant of progress. There's that phrase by Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, "the narrow corridor," that societies pass through for success, neither becoming too statist nor too anti-statist. I tend to think of moderation the same way. There really is only one way; it's the relatively moderate way. We either thrive together or fall separately. And I have to feel that most Americans who have their country's best interests at heart, who even have their own material interests at heart, are not going to be content with a political pathway that leads us into division and economic, cultural, social downfall.

You know, we joke about living through the waning days of a dying empire. But the reality is that people hate being in a society that feels like it's in decline. And they come to feel, as Charles Krauthammer put it, that decline is a choice--which means getting out of decline is also a choice. And you know, I think a Democratic president, if there is one in 2028, will probably engage in what used to be called lustration, the process of removing the worst actors from political life and banning them from political participation. I don't see how the Democrats won't give into that level of revenge. But at the same time, the Democrats have to realize that Donald Trump is in office, in part, because they damaged their own brand with so much of the American public, and they need to find a way back toward the center. They need to find a way to recover both the working classes and the middle classes, not just the college-educated classes, if they're going to have a chance of becoming the leaders that the country needs right now and that the world needs, frankly.

So I have hope, but I'm not optimistic, if that makes sense. But I think we have to proceed as if the things that we're seeing right now in the Trump years--the damage that we're seeing to society--ultimately will be reversible.

Frum: Let that be the last word. Geoffrey, thank you so much for joining me today.

Kabaservice: Thank you, David. It's a real pleasure.

[Music]

Thanks to Geoffrey Kabaservice for joining me today. I promised I'm going to go with a finale about a book I've recently been reading or rereading. In this case the book is a venerable classic of English literature, Wuthering Heights, published in 1847 by Emily Bronte.

The book was called back to my attention because, as you may know, there's a new movie coming out in 2026 that remakes Wuthering Heights. The novel has been made into a movie at intervals since 1939, the classic with Laurence Olivier and Merle Oberon. Of course, I have no idea what's in this new movie. I can hazard some guesses. The novel is often assigned to high-school students because it is this intense tale of thwarted romance--doomed, thwarted romance--exactly the kind of thing that high-school students are supposed to appreciate. But of course, the book is much more than that. It's a story about multigenerational child cruelty. It's a story about religious hypocrisy. It's a story of class prejudice and class resentment. It's a story that also teaches us more about the art of reading, because the central narrator of the story is a childhood nurse and lifelong servant of one of the principal characters, and this narrator is a woman of extraordinary spitefulness and unreliability. And so, one of the things the novel teaches the young reader to do is to read with suspicion, to understand that you can't just trust the person because they're the narrator, because they tell you things have happened in a certain way. And as you may have heard if you listened to my discussion of Frankenstein, I think one of the great merits of the study of literature is to understand, not to trust; that it teaches us not to trust narrators. Or anyway, to ask ourselves: What is a narrator's agenda? Why am I hearing the story that I'm hearing?

For this occasion, I want to go back and reread Wuthering Heights more naively, the way we invite high-school students, in fact, to read it. As a story of love and romance.

In case you don't know the plot: A prosperous Yorkshire landowner brings home a foundling child--that's the famous Heathcliff--and the landowner then raises this child as almost his own. The landowner's decision to bring Heathcliff into his family polarizes the family and creates tremendous rippling effects. One of the landowner's two children, a son, instantly hates the newcomer and becomes his lifelong enemy. The other, the daughter, Catherine, becomes an intimate friend and play-fellow of young Heathcliff, and gradually they become lovers of a kind of almost incestuous kind, as they've been raised together since quite early childhood.

When I say lovers, the relationship is never consummated. This is a great story of sexual frustration, but the passion they feel for each other begins in adolescence and lasts as long as they both live and beyond, as we'll see. As Catherine reaches marriageable age, the class differences that are such a theme of the novel reassert themselves. Heathcliff is a person with no family, no origin story, no money at the time. And Catherine is pressured, or feels herself obliged, to break off with him and marry instead the son of a nearby landowner even more prosperous than her own family is.

Catherine's decision to marry another man sets in motion a complex cycle of revenge, which brings catastrophe upon just about everyone. Ultimately, Heathcliff marries the sister of the man Catherine marries. So the former semi-incestuous Heathcliff and Catherine are now bound together in another complicated brother-sister relationship: each married to a brother and a sister of this other neighboring family.

Now, as I said, when I studied this book in high school, our excellent English teacher, who was a veteran of Canada's Normandy campaign, urged us to look past the love story, to read for the other themes. And I imagine that may happen when the new movie is made. After all, Margot Robbie, who's one of the two stars of the movie, came to global fame--she was famous before--global fame playing Barbie, a movie whose underlying theme was mistrust and even antipathy to male-female romantic pairings. In Barbie, the only way to become a fully actualized human woman was by stepping away from the feminine role epitomized by the doll that gave the movie its name. And if some of the themes of that Barbie movie--the director of the new Wuthering Heights is another character from the Barbie movie, another actress in the Barbie movie--if those themes are carried over, you would expect this new Wuthering Heights to do, as my English teacher in high school did, and say, Let's go get beyond the love story and get to all these other dark themes of social criticism.

But I kind of think that today's audience needs a story of intense sexual love. Our modern relationship scripts are based on a lot of skepticism about romantic love. We have a lot of pornography, obviously, and that is one kind of sexual relationship, but it is the opposite of romantic. And pornography, any person will do for any other person. But otherwise, most of our relationship stories are based and advise a kind of low-temperature amiability that we recommend as the best foundation for long-term companionship between any two persons of any two sexes. The idea that a man and a woman might choose one another once and forever, and suffer and die if they cannot have that exact person that they chose, that seems to our modern sensibility somewhere on a scale from impossible through unhealthy to outright dangerous.

Look--we can agree that too much of a cult of passion is dangerous. There's a lot of criticism of the romantic idea, and Wuthering Heights itself is not exactly a romantic novel. It doesn't recommend the passion of Heathcliff and Catherine as the path to a happy life or even a fulfilling relationship. They die tragically, and their only hope is to be reunited as ghosts flitting about the moors together. But the readers of Wuthering Heights have glimpsed in that relationship some possibility that they might apply to their own lives. And as we recommend to others this low-temperature amiability instead of sexual passion, I think we are not teaching the next generation something about what to look for and what to want.

Rereading this book reminded me of a passage from C. S. Lewis, from his Screwtape Letters. So I went and looked it up, and I'm going to quote it. Now this is from one of his demonic characters to another. The character in Screwtape Letters writes: "The use of fashions [in thought] is to distract the attention of men from their real dangers. We direct the fashionable outcry of each danger of each generation against those vices of which it is least in danger, and fix its approval on the virtue nearest to that vice which we're trying to make endemic. The game is to have them running about with fire extinguishers whenever there's a flood and all cry crowding to that side of the boat, which is already nearly gunwale under. Thus, we make it fashionable to expose the dangers of enthusiasm at the very moment when they're all really becoming worldly and lukewarm; a century later when we are really making them all Byronic and drunk with emotion, the fashionable outcry is directed against the dangers of the mere 'understanding.' Cruel ages are put on their guard against sentimentality, feckless and idle ones against respectability, lecherous ones against Puritanism; and whenever all men are really hastening to be slaves or tyrants, we make liberalism the prime bogey."

We're in an age where sexual passion, the call of man to woman, of woman to man, they're deeply mistrusted. It would be an antidote to read a book from a different era that shows us a different possibility. I think our movies may, however, provide us more of the sickness we're struggling from and less of the antidote we need. So, unless I'm grievously mistaken about the direction in which the new Wuthering Heights movie goes, go back to the original: Read the book, and feel a pang of sympathy, understanding, and admiration for the doomed Heathcliff and the doomed Catherine.

Thank you so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. Thank you to Geoffrey Kabaservice for joining me. I hope you'll share and listen and subscribe on whatever platform you use to view or listen to this program. Please remember that, as always, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. Thank you so much for viewing and listening. See you next week.

Goodbye.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology

Astronomers see a mysterious object shining in the deep sky. It could be older than the stars.

by Ross Andersen




To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.

For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeated by a roiling plasma. It was too hot and chaotic for any structure to cohere. Hundreds of thousands of years passed before a tiny hydrogen atom could even hold itself together. Another 100 million years or so after that, great clouds of hydrogen condensed and stars flared into being. Most cosmologists believe that these stars were the first large, free-floating structures to illuminate our universe, and that black holes appeared later. But some have proposed that it went the other way around.

In the deep sky, beyond the most ancient fully formed galaxies, astronomers have now found a mysterious and colossal object that may be a primordial black hole. Earlier this month, a team of them posted an analysis of the object based on observations made by the James Webb Space Telescope. If their account holds up, the standard view of how the universe evolved will need serious revamping.

Long before black holes were ever glimpsed in reality, they were theoretical objects, products of the scientific imaginary. In 1783, the English natural philosopher John Michell proposed the existence of "dark stars," objects of such concentrated mass that light cannot escape their gravity. Michell was reasoning from Newton's laws. More than 100 years later, Karl Schwarzschild and Robert Oppenheimer brought his dark-star idea into alignment with Einstein's theory of general relativity. They showed how an ultradense star could keep collapsing until space-time curved back on itself, sealing off its light in a black hole.

All of this work was done on chalkboards and in notebooks. Black holes would remain notional until 1972, when astronomers confirmed that they'd actually detected one. In the decades that followed, more of these exotic objects were found in every part of the sky. People have now seen small ones and big ones. They have picked up the tiny space-time ripples that emanate outward from two merging black holes. They have learned that most, if not all, galaxies have a black hole at their center. The supermassive one in the middle of the Milky Way shoots out jets of particles that expand into enormous bubbles. These bubbles appear to help regulate star formation and other cosmic processes here in the only galaxy known to host life.

Read: When a telescope is a national-security risk

Most of the black holes that astronomers have identified appear to be collapsed stars. But some theorists, including Stephen Hawking, have suggested that there might be other kinds in the universe. During inflation--an expansive process that theoretically took place just after the Big Bang--quantum fluctuations could have caused large parts of the cosmos to spontaneously buckle inward, forming black holes before any stars had yet appeared. But cosmologists have had trouble imagining the mechanisms that could generate such large fluctuations. If the mysterious object that the James Webb Space Telescope has found really is a primordial black hole, they will have to go back to their chalkboards and notebooks.

That we can even get a peek at something from the early universe is a technological miracle. The Webb telescope spotted this object way out in the dark realm beyond the last visible galaxies, where the only things that glow are likely proto-galaxies and other cosmic bits and bobs in various stages of formation. Even when black holes are close to us, they can be difficult to detect, because they trap light. To see a black hole, astronomers rely on the wrenching violence that it inflicts on nearby matter, which throws off sparks in the form of electromagnetic radiation. But if this object is a black hole too, then not much matter is surrounding it, so it isn't throwing off so many sparks. (In cosmology terms, it's nearly "naked.") Most of what astronomers see in its vicinity is hydrogen and helium left over from the Big Bang--not what you'd expect from a black hole that had formed from a collapsed star.

Read: Yes, a moon base

We will need many more observations, and probably a larger space telescope, to know for sure whether it's a primordial black hole. After all, our images of this object were taken from clear across the observable universe. They barely qualify as blurry snapshots, and the analysis of them hasn't yet been peer-reviewed. Peter Coles, a theoretical cosmologist at Maynooth University in Ireland, has noted that the object might be some other kind of strange, celestial body instead. Other cosmologists suggested to me that it could be a black hole that formed directly from a gas cloud without having first become a star. It could be something else entirely. At the frontier edge of astronomy, tantalizing new observations have a tendency to be mirages.

We might learn that this one has been misinterpreted. We might find definitive proof that stars are older than black holes, just as cosmologists had long supposed. But even so, black holes would still retain some claim to ontological primacy, because they last so much longer. From their perspective, a star is just a transitory stage, a chrysalis. If the universe continues to expand as cosmologists predict, a day will come when star formation will cease altogether. Tens of trillions of years after that, the final stars will burn out. When that last stellar ember cools and darkens, the age of black holes will still be in its early days. Black holes will exist far, far longer than the entire illuminated age of stars. Of all the forms that this cosmos assumes, they will be among the most enduring. In a deep sense, this universe is theirs.
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The Unconstitutional Tactics Trump Wants to Revive in Memphis

The president's plans resemble the aggressive, showy, and ultimately failed crime-fighting strategy once used by the city's police.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




When President Donald Trump describes his plans to deploy the National Guard to Memphis as a "replica" of what he's done with federal troops in Washington, D.C., he's attempting to make two points: first, that it's appropriate for him to deploy the military in American cities at all, and second, that doing so effectively reduces crime in cities that just happen to be run and disproportionately populated by his perceived political foes. But the vision he has laid out to "make Memphis safe again" is familiar in another key way: It looks a lot like the crime-fighting strategy the city tried just a few years ago--one that ultimately failed.

The president signed an executive memorandum on September 15 directing federal agents to combat street crime in Memphis through "hypervigilant policing," "aggressive prosecutions," and "strict enforcement of applicable quality-of-life, nuisance, and public-safety laws." The memo called for "large-scale saturation of besieged neighborhoods" and highlighted issues such as graffiti, noise, public intoxication, and traffic violations as areas of focus for federal agents set to descend on the city.

All of this sounds remarkably similar to what Memphis tried previously--an effort that, according to the Department of Justice, had disastrous results. "We have reasonable cause to believe that MPD and the City engage in a pattern or practice of conduct that violates the Constitution and federal law," DOJ investigators wrote in a December 2024 report on the Memphis Police Department's activities, sharply rebuking a policing style that managed to antagonize local residents while doing little to solve or prevent violent crime. "First, MPD uses excessive force. Second, MPD makes unlawful stops, searches, and arrests. Third, MPD unlawfully discriminates against Black people when enforcing the law."

In response to that report--which found that crime had worsened despite the city's constitutionally questionable crackdown--Memphis leaders said they had already intervened to stop the most egregious abuses. But with the support of Tennessee's Republican state leaders, Trump now appears eager to return to the "saturation-style enforcement" that the Justice Department said was effective at arresting thousands of Memphians for traffic violations and nonviolent offenses but abysmal at catching the gang members and other criminals driving the city's high violent-crime rate.

From the July/August 2008 issue: American murder mystery

As Trump redirects his anti-crime crusade to Republican-run states--St. Louis and New Orleans have been floated as targets for future troop deployments--the president is finding little resistance from their governors. This removes a significant obstacle that had complicated his plans to send Guardsmen into Chicago and Baltimore. But Memphis, like other blue cities in conservative states, is a fraught target for other reasons. Although Trump's threats to send Guardsmen into states with a Democratic governor tend to spark unified opposition from state and local leaders, his recent pivot has exposed tensions between state and local officials over race, local control, gun laws, and tax dollars.

JB Smiley Jr., a member of the Memphis City Council, told me he feared that Trump's federal surge would disproportionately target Black residents and undocumented immigrants for petty violations, while doing little to solve serious crimes and address gun violence. "If your goal is to send troops there hoping something goes wrong so that you can send in a more aggressive military occupation, then I think this is what you do," he said.

Most of the people I spoke with in Memphis acknowledged that the city does have a serious crime problem. Although violence has decreased significantly this year--overall crime is at a 25-year low, police said this month--Memphis ended 2024 with the highest rate of violent crime in the nation, according to FBI data. In recent years, homicides have regularly topped 300 a year in the city of about 630,000--a murder rate that the White House recently noted was four times higher than that of Mexico City. When I asked officials in Memphis why the city's crime rate had remained so high, several pointed to a 2021 state law allowing for permitless open carry of firearms, saying that it has exacerbated gun violence. In November, Memphis residents voted heavily in favor of a referendum opposing permitless gun ownership, although the superseding state law has blocked the city ordinance from going into effect. More than 90 percent of recent murders in the city involved a firearm. Trump's memo on "Restoring Law and Order in Memphis," however, does not mention gun violence.

Bill Lee, Tennessee's Republican governor, has already begun dispatching dozens of state troopers into Memphis ahead of the expected arrival of federal troops. Lee, who went to the White House last week to personally thank Trump for the troop deployment, said he hoped the effort would result in "sustained crime lowering." But Lee and the National Guard are still sorting out the details, which has delayed what had been expected to be an imminent deployment. It could be weeks before troops are in Memphis, a Pentagon official speaking on the condition of anonymity told The Atlantic. Among the challenges are federal budgetary concerns due to the end of the fiscal year and a possible government shutdown, the official said.

In the meantime, the state troopers have focused on traffic stops, issuing hundreds of tickets in recent days, local officials told me. The push is reminiscent of a strategy Memphians have become accustomed to--and, in many cases, annoyed with--even as their city has become more violent. Over a five-year period ending in 2023, officers in Memphis issued three times as many tickets as did their counterparts in the more populous city of Nashville, making 800,000 traffic stops and issuing 300,000 tickets, according to the Department of Justice. During that same period, murders in the city increased from 186 to 348 annually.

The strategy resembles one of the tactics federal agents have employed in Washington, D.C., during the surge that began last month. Police checkpoints were set up to stop people for traffic infractions, and officers tended to use the stops as an opportunity to check drivers' immigration status or search for outstanding warrants. White House officials credit the highly visible efforts with bringing down rates of carjackings and other crimes, although criminal-justice experts have suggested that such decreases are likely to be short-lived. "There's certainly literature out there that says increased police presence, in terms of the volume of law-enforcement officers, can reduce crime--but sometimes it doesn't," Nancy La Vigne, the dean of the Rutgers Newark School of Criminal Justice, told me. "And even if it works in the short run, it can do so much damage to community trust that it's going to hurt in the long run."

Trust between Memphis residents and law enforcement is already strained, said La Vigne, who led the Justice Department's National Institute of Justice during the Biden administration. She cited the 2023 police killing of Tyre Nichols, who was beaten by several Memphis police officers after a traffic stop. Video footage of Nichols crying for his mother while being punched, kicked, and hit with a baton led to nationwide protests and ultimately forced MPD to disband a street-crime unit that had been known for escalatory practices.

The killing of Nichols, by members of that unit, also drew the attention of the Justice Department. Investigators launched a 17-month investigation of the Memphis police, which culminated in the aforementioned report. It found that Memphis officers would violently retaliate against people who mouthed off at them, punch and kick suspects who were already handcuffed, and engage in stop-and-frisk searches without probable cause. Black Memphians such as Nichols, the department found, were disproportionately targeted for abuse. In May, Trump's DOJ closed its investigation into MPD and retracted the report's findings. The five officers involved in Nichols's death, who are also Black, have each either pleaded guilty or been convicted of various federal and state charges related to the killing. A Tennessee jury acquitted three of the officers on additional charges, including second-degree murder, in May.

Trump has regularly complained that departmental guidelines and constitutional restrictions force police officers to be less "tough" than the criminals they are pursuing. Speaking to New York City cops in 2017, Trump urged them to "please don't be too nice" when making arrests. In recent days, he has repeatedly complained about police officers who stand still and accept a verbal onslaught from protesters yelling in their face. "I say when they spit, you hit," Trump said at the White House last week, describing his advice to federal officials set to deploy to Tennessee. "You can do whatever you want. You do whatever the hell you want."

In a statement, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson pointed out Memphis's elevated crime rates and asserted that Trump's efforts would reduce them. "Following the President's highly successful operation to combat violent crime in DC, which objectively drove down crime rates across the board, numerous Tennessee officials have applauded the President's decision to address crime in Memphis next," she wrote. "Just as we did in DC, the Administration will work closely with local law enforcement to ensure the success and sustainability of the operation. Addressing crime will benefit all who live in and visit Memphis."

The Memphis Police Department and Lee's office did not respond to requests for comment. Trump's push to send what he has called "rough-looking" federal troops into cities such as Memphis raises complex questions of race and class, Russell Wigginton, the president of the Memphis-based National Civil Rights Museum, told me. The museum, located at the site where Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, has been a gathering point when the majority-Black city has faced racial tension, he said. "For people of a certain age in Memphis, the connotation of the National Guard is traumatic--because they go straight back to imagery of Dr. King on that balcony in front of room 306," he said, noting that thousands of Guardsmen deployed to the city before and after King's murder, in 1968.

Read: The murders in Memphis aren't stopping

Memphis's mayor, its police chief, and most of the city's officers are Black. The group of leaders Trump assembled last week at the White House to announce the "Memphis Safe Task Force" and discuss the city's future--Lee, Senators Marsha Blackburn and Bill Hagerty of Tennessee, and a cadre of Cabinet officials--were almost exclusively white. Several Memphians I spoke with flagged the dynamic as troubling. Wigginton called it "jarring."

City leaders have said they would welcome federal help to combat violent crime, particularly to address Memphis's low clearance rates for the most serious offenses. Memphis police arrested a suspect in only 28 percent of murders in 2022 and 14 percent of murders in 2023, well below the national rate of 50 percent, according to FBI data. The clearance rates for nonfatal shootings have been even lower. Given the seriousness of the crime problem, Trump's memo highlighting "public intoxication" and "unpermitted disturbances and demonstrations" has led to a fair share of eye rolling among local officials, Tami Sawyer, the general-sessions court clerk for Shelby County, which includes Memphis, told me. "They're going to come arrest people for vagrancy and loitering and noise and graffiti, but they're not going to take the guns out of circulation," said Sawyer, who oversees much of the operation for the misdemeanor court cases and the jail in downtown Memphis.

She said that the jail is already overcrowded and the air-conditioning in one of the buildings went out earlier this month, leaving those inside to broil during 90-degree days. "We're lucky that we haven't had a riot yet," she told me.

The Trump administration has done little to coordinate with local officials. Whereas Trump had the power to seize control of the D.C. police department and could rely on federal prosecutors to embrace his approach to charging crimes, the president's authority is more limited outside the nation's capital. A spokesperson for Shelby County District Attorney Steve Mulroy, who would be responsible for deciding whether to charge many of the people swept up in any crackdown, told me last week that he was still waiting to receive a briefing from the Trump administration.

Memphis Mayor Paul Young said he learned of Trump's decision to deploy troops when the president made the announcement on Fox News. Young has said he opposes the idea. Several officials have pointed out that the Trump administration abruptly cut a $1.7 million grant for a local nonprofit focused on violence prevention, and will likely spend many times that amount on the troop deployment.

Meanwhile, residents told me that they have little choice but to wait and see whether the presence of soldiers once again marching through their city will deter crime or only further inflame tensions.

"Memphis has its problems just like any other city--but we're not just this dystopia of foolishness and violence and crime," Justin Brooks, who handles student recruitment for Christian Brothers University in Memphis, told me. "I hope that while the Guard is stationed here, that it actually benefits us. That's the biggest thing. We fought enough about Is it going to happen? Now it's going to happen, and it's like, What now?"

Nancy A. Youssef contributed to this report.



*Illustration Sources: Drew Angerer / Getty; Valerie Plesch / Bloomberg / Getty; Brad Vest / Getty; Al Drago / Bloomberg / Getty; Houston Cofield / Bloomberg / Getty.
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Winners of the 2025 Natural Landscape Photography Awards

The winning and honored images from this year's contest, designed to "promote the very best landscape photography by digital and film photographers who value realism and authenticity in their work," selected from more than 11,000 entries

by Alan Taylor


Intimate Landscape, Winner. Jurassic World. "This type of woodland is quite tricky to photograph, as it is so busy, and generally needs mist or thick fog to do it justice. For this particular trip, I didn't have those conditions and decided to scout the area rather than focus on the photography. However, just as I was about to start the long trek back to the car, the sun came out and lit up this scene, leaving me scrambling to get 'something' before it disappeared again." (David Shaw / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Grand Landscape, Highly Commended. Hidden Gem. "I took this photo while flying over New Zealand's Fiordland National Park, one of the most spectacular landscapes on Earth. I shot it in hazy, late-afternoon light, the layers of the fjords stretching off toward the horizon." (Joshua Cripps / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Projects, Winner. Living Landscapes. One of a collection of 10 photos. "Ever since I first traveled to Sapmi, I've felt deeply connected to its landscapes and culture. It has become my part-time home--a place of incredible beauty but also of fragility, facing threats from climate change and exploitation. Through this project, I hope to share its unique diversity and invite others to reconnect with nature and the values it carries." (Hanneke Van Camp / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Projects, Fifth Place. Realms of Reptiles and Amphibians. One of a collection of 10 photos. "Reptiles and amphibians are fantastic animals with breathtaking adaptations in order to call all of the diverse landscapes and habitats of our incredible planet home. However, they live cryptic, secretive lives, hidden from all but the most curious eyes." (Joshua Wallace / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Desert Landscapes, Third Place. Snow Globe. "In January of this year, I had planned a trip to Bryce Canyon. There was no forecast of snow, but I hoped for fog instead and went anyway. On this freezing morning, I was greeted with snow flurries instead." (Prajit Ravindran / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Seascapes, Third Place. Curves. "A photograph captured at the end of a summer's day on the Isle of Harris, Scotland. The light was fading and a long exposure time of two minutes was used to smooth the ocean and clouds, which seemed to complement each other perfectly." (Robert Birkby / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Sixth Place. One of a collection of eight photos of ice formations and landscapes. (Magnus Reneflot / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Winner. One of a collection of eight photos from Tasmania, Australia. (Joy Kachina / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Intimate Landscape, Highly Commended. Frozen Silence. "Amid a snowstorm in the Japanese mountains, this ancient tree stood veiled in frost and silence. I was drawn to its enduring presence, revealing a quiet strength within the winter mist." (Yuya Wakamatsu / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Fourth Place. One of a collection of eight photos in Yosemite National Park. (Scott Oller / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Rocks and Geology, Winner. Creation of Earth. "The enigmatic patterns of these marble caves struck me as telling a story of creation: growing trees, ancient mountains, swirling galaxies. After taking this photo, I learned that the marble in this scene was saved from mining only because it is considered 'low quality.' I wonder, then, how many other remarkable scenes have vanished in service of our countertops?" (Spencer Cox / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Sixth Place. One of a collection of eight photos of ice formations and landscapes. (Magnus Reneflot / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Rocks and Geology, Runner-Up (Doug Hammer / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Winner. One of a collection of eight photos from Tasmania, Australia. (Joy Kachina / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Mountains, Third Place (Lukas Vesely / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)



To see the full list of winners and honored images, be sure to visit the Natural Landscape Photography Awards website.
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A Portrait of Southern Sexual Repression

In her debut novel, Addie E. Citchens creates a vibrant Mississippi town and a dire morality tale about the suppression of desire.

by Omari Weekes




Dominion, a fictional town in the Mississippi Delta, is shot through with Black church culture and an outsize reverence for high-school football. At the turn of the millennium, it is a community in which sexuality flourishes despite, or perhaps because of, efforts to suppress it. Addie E. Citchens's debut novel, which takes its setting as its title, follows two women yoked together by their love for a teenager named Emanuel, who more commonly goes by "Wonderboy" or "Wonder": Diamond, his girlfriend, and Priscilla, his mother and the "first lady" of the local church. Both women, over the course of the novel, desperately try to dislodge themselves from their difficult pasts while confronting a swelling sense of wickedness in Wonder.

Diamond has to grow up quickly when, at 8 years old, she is abandoned, along with three siblings, by her mother. As she enters her senior year with Wonder's baby on the way, she struggles to figure out her identity outside of her relationship with this mysterious boy, who makes increasingly reckless decisions. Priscilla, meanwhile, manages five sons, a philandering know-it-all husband, and a bad hip with the help of brown liquor and what she calls her "fulfillments" (read: pills).

Read: The novelist who truly understood the South

The characters in Dominion are bombarded with religious scripts about what a proper erotic life should look like. But if we know anything about intimacy and desire, we know that they often hold dominion over us rather than the other way around. Many official and informal directives come from Reverend Sabre Winfrey Jr., Priscilla's husband and Wonder's father. The longtime leader of Seven Seals Missionary Baptist Church, he insists on seeing a malignant sexual deviance everywhere. In one of his sermons, he posits that the Bible's "first seducer" altered "the course of human history," urging his followers to consider what Jesus can tell them about how to "best resist temptation." Wonder, who sings and plays music at Seven Seals, masters the trumpet rather than his preferred instrument, the saxophone, because, as his father puts it, "a man never oughta put nothing in his mouth but food." Wonder also confesses that he murdered the family's dachshund because it "kept making my daddy mad." As Priscilla recalls, the reverend "wasn't too keen on his boys playing with an animal shaped like a ding-a-ling."

These counterproductive attempts to control sexuality affect the women of Dominion as well. In an early scene, Priscilla walks in on Diamond and her son in an intimate moment. Contemplating where the boy could have learned such impropriety, she recalls the reverend telling her "that because Eve ate the apple, I would have to 'eat the snake.'" Later, as Diamond registers her embarrassment, she recalls meeting Priscilla years earlier at an event for Finer Womanhood Week that taught young girls "about pads and cramps, how to sit with our ankles crossed, what to wear to keep our bodies from moving under our clothes."

The book primarily unfolds through first-person observations, toggling between Priscilla and Diamond, both of whom live in awe of Wonder. Diamond sees her relationship with him as "creating something all our own, something I inherently belonged to"--a rare feeling after her family was ripped apart. Priscilla, meanwhile, is disturbed by her son and the "energy that radiated off of him," which "felt nuclear, dangerous, like someone I didn't and couldn't ever know." The book also includes church bulletins, church histories, obituaries, and records of Wonder's other dalliances marked by case numbers. These brief accounts of his escapades provide unvarnished views of his often hazy motivations--his search for the "plumpest, most unruly breasts he'd ever come across"; his delight at discovering that another girl's "panties were scratchy and fancy. Harlot red."

Wonder might have continued to live a more or less nondescript life of church, football, and teenage sex if not for a sudden queer encounter with a man he meets at his school's football stadium. When the stranger catches him off guard with a kiss, Wonder reacts with anger and revulsion. He then violently assaults a homeless man who happened to witness the whole thing. Citchens frames this moment, perhaps the novel's most pivotal, as a high-resolution wide shot from up in the nosebleeds. She tightly choreographs the chance meeting: Wonder "saw and felt lips on his, accepted the tongue crashing about in his mouth. Dude had one hand cradling Emanuel's head; his palm resting on the stranger's strong rippled belly, struggled to decide whether to touch or shove." Citchens barely describes this other man, giving no sense of who he is or where he's come from. He's simply dark and muscular.

Many readers will want more details on the identity of this shadowy figure who changes the lives of Wonder and the women who love him. But these facts are irrelevant; the man is portrayed as a manifestation of the aberrant sexuality that Dominion's Christian culture seeks to suppress. The kiss causes Wonder to spiral; he reflects on every moment of innocuous intimacy he has shared with a man, "the locker rooms and fanny slaps and chest bumps he'd participated in most of his life." His vicious outburst warns that when erotic desire is oppressively regulated, it can erupt into something destructive.

Read: The country that tried to control sex

Not long afterward, Wonder and Diamond run away from home, drive six hours to the Mississippi coast, and hole up in a motel room. This interlude is cut short when Diamond finds Wonder sprawled on the ground after having ingested too many pills. She spends the next few days sitting by his hospital bed, vowing to love the incapacitated young man beside her forever.

What Diamond doesn't know at that moment is that the choice won't be hers to make. After his suicide attempt, Wonder starts to pull away from her. Panicking, she wonders how she might emulate what she calls "dangerous women"--those who "had the power to make men risk it all; they brought men to their knees." When she asks Mrs. Kathareen, a "brown and juicy" woman who is having an affair with the reverend, how to channel the kind of power that will keep a man, the woman ripostes, "Nooooo, baby girl, my only power is that I won't give my power away."

Diamond isn't immediately sure what Mrs. Kathareen means. But the dam that's been holding back the passions of Dominion has already broken beyond repair, and she'll soon find out. Priscilla tastes liberation first when her husband steps down from the pulpit in a public admission of his extramarital affairs, freeing her to leave him and face her own desires. She urges Diamond, too, to leave her son. "He is no good for anyone, I promise you," she tells her. "No good for you or a baby."

Soon after Wonder wakes up from his overdose, Diamond observes: "People rarely just snap and do crazy shit. What looked like a snap to other people was actually an erosion of the surfaces that we built up for protection, and unfortunately people would rather dwell on the snap than the wearing." Because Dominion takes place over the course of just a few months, the reader witnesses the snaps, but yearns for more of the wearing. Priscilla laments difficult moments in her marriage, but we scarcely see her husband divulge more than phallic anxieties and churchy platitudes. Her drastic decision to leave her old life behind certainly feels warranted, but I would have delighted in a more elaborate depiction of the circumstances that led to her choice.

This quibble arises because I simply wanted more of this book. To paraphrase one of Priscilla's more vivid characterizations of her son, the novel's cabbage feels done, while its cornbread is soft in the middle. Although Dominion is certainly not a romp, it reads perhaps too briskly: The novel's message is clear, but its characters, at times, could use more fleshing out. Then again, this is what makes it a parable--albeit a complicated one, rooted not in dogma but in messy reality.
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So Much for Class-Based Affirmative Action

<span>The Trump administration considers even race-blind admissions policies illegal if they're intended to achieve diversity. </span>

by Rose Horowitch




When the Supreme Court struck down race-based affirmative action, it included some words of comfort for Americans worried about declining diversity at the nation's most selective universities. Chief Justice John Roberts, writing for the majority in the 2023 case Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, described the goal of creating a diverse student body as "commendable" and "worthy." He wrote that universities could still consider applicants' stories of how race had affected their lives. Even Justice Clarence Thomas--one of the Court's most ardent opponents of racial preferences--suggested in his concurrence that universities still have numerous paths to maintaining racial diversity, citing the experience of states that had already banned affirmative action. "Race-neutral policies may thus achieve the same benefits of racial harmony and equality without any of the burdens and strife generated by affirmative action policies," he wrote.

Everyone seemed to be in agreement: Racial preferences were illegal, but promoting diversity by focusing on nonracial factors, such as income or geography, were fair game. The Trump administration, however, feels differently: It argues that even race-neutral admissions policies are illegal if they are intended to achieve racial diversity. And this interpretation is already starting to have an effect.

Earlier this month, the College Board--the nonprofit that administers the SAT--shut down its Landscape tool, which had offered universities detailed data about applicants' environment, including socioeconomic information and educational offerings at their high school. In a vague statement, the organization cited evolving "federal and state policy" as its rationale for the decision. (David Coleman, the CEO of the College Board, declined to answer further questions about the decision.) Edward Blum, the president of Students for Fair Admissions, the group that took down affirmative action, praised the removal of what he called a "disguised proxy for race in the admissions process." The Trump administration doesn't appear to have the law on its side, but if universities start following the College Board's lead, what the law says might not matter. The era of race-neutral diversity efforts could be over before it begins.

Basing admissions preferences on socioeconomic or geographic factors rather than race was supposed to be the compromise that appeased everyone. In polls, most Americans simultaneously say they support efforts to increase universities' racial diversity but oppose the use of race or ethnicity in admissions. Class-based preferences, in contrast, earn wide support and can further both racial and economic diversity while sidestepping the constitutional issues involved in explicitly considering race. (The Constitution doesn't include any prohibition on treating people differently based on family income or where they grew up.) After Texas banned affirmative action, in 1996, the state's public universities famously began admitting any in-state applicant who graduated in the top 10 percent of their high-school class. (At the flagship University of Texas at Austin, the number will drop to 5 percent next year.) Because Texas's high schools remain largely de facto segregated by race, the program has helped maintain a diverse student body.

In the first admissions cycle after the SFFA ruling, class-based preferences seem to have blunted the impact of the Court's decision. Several top universities managed to keep their demographics roughly the same. (Only the most selective schools had used affirmative action to begin with.) This result was surprising; in briefs submitted to the Court, the universities themselves had predicted catastrophic declines in minority-student enrollment. Richard Kahlenberg, an expert witness for SFFA and a longtime advocate for class-based affirmative action, believes that the universities got their results by placing a greater emphasis on socioeconomic status. Yale, for example, started using data from the Opportunity Atlas, a database run by researchers at Harvard and the U.S. Census Bureau that measures the potential for upward mobility of children who grew up in a given neighborhood. Some schools, including Duke and Dartmouth, reported greater shares of low-income students than before the ruling and relatively stable racial-diversity results, Kahlenberg told me.

Richard Kahlenberg: The affirmative action that colleges really need

Some other observers aren't convinced. Peter Arcidiacono, a fellow expert witness for SFFA, told me that he suspected several universities had flouted the Court's ruling. Blum, the president of SFFA, has suggested that Yale, Princeton, and Duke might be continuing to consider race while pretending not to.

The Trump administration has taken the position that colleges might be breaking the law either way. In February, the Education Department issued a "Dear Colleague" letter outlining its interpretation of the SFFA decision. The letter argued that universities cannot use race-neutral proxies in an effort to boost diversity. For example, it claimed that schools' eliminating standardized testing in order to achieve greater racial diversity would be illegal. Organizations including the ACLU sued, arguing that the interpretation in the letter infringed on academic freedom. Courts have since blocked the department from enforcing its interpretation of SFFA.

But the Trump administration has pressed on. In July, Attorney General Pam Bondi released a memo warning universities against the use of race-neutral proxies. "These are not mandatory requirements but rather practical recommendations to minimize the risk of violations," Bondi wrote. Even so, the memo goes on to declare that the use of "facially neutral criteria" is "legally problematic" if those criteria "are selected because they correlate with, replicate, or are used as substitutes for protected characteristics." In other words, according to Bondi, a college that chooses to implement place- or income-based preferences in order to help preserve racial diversity would be running afoul of the law.

The Department of Education followed Bondi's memo with a demand for new admissions data on the racial makeup, standardized-test scores, and GPA of applicants and admitted students for all institutions that receive federal student aid. Justin Driver, a Yale Law professor and the author of The Fall of Affirmative Action, told me that he expects any elite college that doesn't start enrolling fewer Black students to be accused by the Trump administration of breaking the law.

The court system has so far been loath to accept the Trump administration's interpretation of SFFA. Last year, the Supreme Court declined to take up two cases that challenged race-neutral proxies in high-school admissions. And proving that race-neutral policies are intended to advantage students of color could be very difficult, Peter Lake, a Stetson University law professor, told me. Universities have shifted toward touting their socioeconomic diversity and test scores, rather than the racial makeup of their incoming classes, he said.

Rose Horowitch: The era of DEI for conservatives has begun

But whether universities would prevail in a hypothetical legal battle may be beside the point. The Trump administration has shown that it is willing to wield the government's formidable power against educational institutions based on a mere accusation of wrongdoing. It has frozen universities' funding for biomedical research and threatened Harvard's nonprofit status without any official investigation. Columbia and Brown have proved themselves willing to settle with the administration even when they probably could have won a court fight. To enact its vision, all the Trump administration needs is for universities to be unwilling to risk government retribution. "It is overpowering for most schools to even imagine taking on the federal government on these issues," Lake told me. "So the long and the short of it is that their interpretation is the one that drives outcomes."

Or perhaps universities will find themselves all but forced to fight the executive branch. In May, the Trump administration informed Harvard that the university was under investigation to determine whether it was adhering to the SFFA decision. Last week, the Education Department gave Harvard 20 days to provide documents about its admissions process. Based on settlements with Columbia and Brown, in which those schools agreed to provide data on the race, grades, and test scores of all applicants, the Trump administration appears to be appointing itself the arbiter of what counts as the right and wrong racial makeup of a student body. Universities are always reluctant to go to battle with the federal government. But if the alternative is appointing President Donald Trump as their de facto dean of admissions, they might have no choice.
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Jimmy Kimmel Ran Right at His Critics

The late-night host returned from his week-long suspension with a wry, emotional defense of free speech.

by David Sims




Jimmy Kimmel returned to late-night yesterday after nearly a week off the air with a monologue that largely dispensed with laughs. Instead, over the course of almost 20 minutes, he ran right at his critics, and stated plainly what many commentators have argued since production of Jimmy Kimmel Live was suspended this past Wednesday: "Our government cannot be allowed to control what we do and do not say on television."

It was a forceful beginning to the episode, but also a fairly sober one--a speech that underlined the surreality of recent events, during which an irreverent talk-show comedian became a government target and a chilling, public example of the erosion of constitutional rights under President Donald Trump. Kimmel, who has spent most of his late-night career as a flippant but not particularly scandalous figure, acknowledged just how scary things had become that the White House might take aim at him. "This show is not important," he said. "What's important is that we get to live in a country that allows us to have a show like this."

Carr's threat--and the resulting removal of Jimmy Kimmel Live from broadcast--quickly raised alarm bells around Hollywood, where hundreds of Kimmel's peers signed an open letter by the American Civil Liberties Union, expressing support of the host. Officials in Washington, including those from both sides of the aisle, also expressed frustration with the commissioner.

"It is unbelievably dangerous for government to put itself in the position of saying, 'We're going to decide what speech we like and what we don't, and we're going to threaten to take you off air if we don't like what you're saying,'" Senator Ted Cruz remarked on his podcast. Senator Rand Paul also called the commissioner's comments "absolutely inappropriate."

Read: An escalation in every way

During his monologue, Kimmel acknowledged his surprise and appreciation for people like Cruz, a frequent punch line on the show, coming to his defense. "Maybe most of all, I want to thank the people who don't support my show and what I believe, but support my right to share those beliefs anyway," he said, before playing the clip from Cruz's podcast. Kimmel's punch line: "I don't think I've ever said this before, but Ted Cruz is right."

Cruz and Paul were among the rare elected Republican voices among a chorus expressing similar concerns--that the pressure being put on ABC set a concerning precedent for free speech. Even Carr, who initially seemed to celebrate Jimmy Kimmel Live's indefinite hiatus, attempted to walk back the idea that the FCC had been responsible. "Jimmy Kimmel is in the situation that he is in because of his ratings, not because of anything that's happened at the federal-government level," he claimed on Monday, while speaking at a forum in New York.

Kimmel was plainly scornful of Carr upon his return, calling the commissioner's behavior "a direct violation of the First Amendment" and poking at his approach: "If you want to hear a mob boss make a threat like that, you have to hide a microphone in a deli and park outside in a van with a tape recorder all night long. This genius said it on a podcast." Later in the show, the host did a segment with Robert De Niro, who appeared in character as a new, even more threatening FCC commissioner making naked threats to Disney.

Kimmel's strident stance last night made clear that he had prevailed in his week-long power struggle with Disney; he was addressing the controversy on what seemed to be his own terms. While the comedian did acknowledge his comments about the man suspected of killing Kirk, he offered no direct apology. (He also avoided discussing the substance of his joke; some had interpreted it as implying that the murder was an act of right-wing violence, which available evidence contradicts.) But Kimmel choked up as he insisted, "I do want to make something clear, because it's important to me as a human. And that is, you understand it was never my intention to make light of the murder of a young man."

He continued, "Nor was it my intention to blame any specific group for the actions of what was obviously a deeply disturbed individual. That was really the opposite of the point I was trying to make. But I understand that to some that either felt ill-timed or unclear. Or maybe both. For those who think I did point a finger, I get why you're upset." In his monologue, however, Kimmel was uninterested in further litigating those comments, preferring to focus on the First Amendment threat he saw in the FCC's behavior.

Read: David Letterman's Jimmy Kimmel reaction: 'We all see where this is going, correct?'

In all, suspending Kimmel stood to do more harm than good for Disney. The late-night host's contract at ABC isn't up until May 2026; removing him from the airwaves permanently would not have saved the network much money. That's why Stephen Colbert remains at CBS through next May, even if his show has become unprofitable--his contract as the host of The Late Show has to be honored either way. Beyond that, the public reaction to Kimmel's pre-emption was strong enough that it seemed to be costing Disney just as dearly. Its stock price briefly declined in the days after the news, hundreds of celebrities campaigned on Kimmel's behalf, and even some Disney influencers were calling for organized boycotts of the company. Kimmel himself mocked the backlash on last night's show, producing a piece of paper and reading a statement on his bosses' behalf that instructed viewers on how to reactivate their Disney+ subscriptions.

After Kimmel's monologue, the episode proceeded as Jimmy Kimmel Live tends to do, with some more political jabs (largely aimed at Trump) and a glitzy celebrity interview with the actor Glen Powell. The host's tone was less triumphant than resolute: He seemed convinced of the glum realities of our political moment. He criticized Trump for calling for his show's cancellation, and for that of the NBC shows hosted by Jimmy Fallon and Seth Meyers, pointing out that hundreds of employees at each program would be affected along with the hosts. "Our leader celebrates Americans losing their livelihoods because he can't take a joke," Kimmel said. "Let's stop letting these politicians tell us what they want and tell them what we want."

Kimmel has frequently pondered retirement of late; "I think this is my final contract," he mused to the Los Angeles Times in 2024. More recently, he equivocated, acknowledging the crew that relies on him for employment: "I've realized that there's no point in talking about it. It upsets the people I work with," he said in an interview with Rolling Stone earlier this year. But it seems doubtful that Kimmel's reign as the longest-tenured late-night host still working will last much longer.

What was clear last night, though, was that Kimmel did not want to just vanish from ABC. His presence on TV is still inspiring panic and outrage, with the local TV affiliates Nexstar and Sinclair refusing to broadcast his show pending further discussions with ABC. But the bellicosity surrounding Kimmel's comments has also receded: Sinclair dropped its idea of airing a special about Kirk in Kimmel's time slot (a rerun of Celebrity Family Feud aired instead). Late-night on network television, as a medium, has an outdated business model, and some companies may not go to the trouble of offering it as the media landscape continues to shift. But when Kimmel steps away from the desk, it'll likely be his decision.
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When Child Death Was Everywhere

RFK Jr.'s health policies stem from the idea that the past holds the secret to health and happiness.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




The way we respond to the disappointments, dangers, and defects of the present helps determine our political affiliations. If you think the answers lie somewhere in a future condition we've yet to achieve, then you may be persuaded by progressive politics; if you think the resources for rescuing society lie somewhere in the past, you may be attracted to conservative politics.

This general pattern helps explain the recent alignment of conservative politics and the anti-vaccine movement, despite its long-standing association with crunchy, left-ish causes. Today, the two tendencies have joined in mutual agreement about the wholesomeness of natural health versus modern medicine, indulging in nostalgia for a world before the widespread use of vaccines.

The past does contain its share of treasures, and it can be hard to accept that a world so rife with pain and despair is in certain ways the best it has ever been. But the idea that the past held a secret to health and happiness that we've lost somehow--especially with respect to infectious disease--is a fantasy with potentially lethal ramifications.

Read: The neo-anti-vaxxers are in power now

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the vaccine-skeptical current secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, originally shared politics with the older anti-vaccine advocates, back-to-the-Earth types who themselves demonstrated a conservative impulse in their search for a primeval Eden. (Plenty of left-leaning people persist in that tradition, though it seems better fit for today's right, which has a certain appreciation for the pastoral.) A Democrat until 2023, Kennedy entered public life as a champion of environmental protection, battling against corporate interests in court to keep harmful waste out of the air and water. Over time, this overall concern with modern impurity destroying pristine nature evidently extended to other areas of his thinking. As his career progressed, Kennedy adopted several controversial opinions regarding healthy eating, condemning, among other things, meat issued from factory farms, seed oils, and processed food. In a 2024 campaign video from his presidential-primary run, Kennedy promised to "reverse 80 years of farm policy in this country," harkening to a time before synthetic pesticides and chemical additives to animal feed.

If a conservative is, as William F. Buckley Jr. famously wrote, someone who "stands athwart history, yelling 'Stop!'" then Kennedy certainly fits the bill. A proper conservative fights to preserve the status quo. But the most reactionary members of the right won't settle for protecting the ground their party has already staked out; their project is to return to the status quo ante, the way things were in the (sometimes distant) past. The slogan "Make America Great Again" manages to disparage the present while promising a return to an era in which Christianity was nationally dominant, manufacturing jobs were the bedrock of the economy, and the country was ever expanding. Kennedy's positions on processed food and pharmaceuticals fit perfectly into that picture.

"Today's children have to get between 69 and 92 vaccines in order to be fully compliant, between maternity and 18 years," Kennedy said during a recent Senate hearing about Trump's 2026 health-care agenda, by way of comparison with children of the past, who were required to receive fewer vaccines (if any at all). Likewise, Kennedy has rejected the introduction of fluoride into drinking water, a practice initiated in the mid-1940s to help prevent tooth decay, as well as the pasteurization of milk, which began in the late 19th century. "When I was a kid" in the '50s and '60s, Kennedy said earlier this year, "we were the healthiest, most robust people in the world. And today we're the sickest."

Read: How RFK Jr. could eliminate vaccines without banning them

This is in some respects true, but in other ways dangerously wrong. Kennedy is quick to point out the relative rarity of chronic conditions such as childhood diabetes and autoimmune disorders in the past. But he is apparently hesitant to acknowledge that mid-century America came with its own share of serious health problems, including a high rate of cigarette smoking and horrifying infant mortality rates compared with the present. When Kennedy was young, vaccine-preventable childhood illnesses such as measles routinely killed hundreds annually. So far this year, only three people in the United States have died of measles--largely the result of an outbreak of the disease caused in part by declining vaccination rates. And if modern innovations in food and medicine have come with their share of hazards, it would be wrong to conclude that their predecessors were superior. Raw milk allegedly caused the hospitalization of a toddler and the miscarriage of an unborn child as recently as this summer.


 At the center of the "Make America Healthy Again" crusade is a high degree of trust in the wisdom of nature. But the contemporary appeal of unadulterated nature springs from human successes in controlling the elements; it's hard to romanticize a relatively recent vaccine-free past while considering photographs of children's bodies ravaged by smallpox, a disease that persisted well into the 20th century. Likewise, long before COVID-19, America experienced cholera and flu pandemics with hundreds of thousands of associated deaths, as well as lesser outbreaks of illnesses such as diphtheria, polio, and pertussis, all three of which were notorious child-killers. Today, the rarity of those conditions has fostered a false sense of security, and a naive assessment of the natural world. Relinquishing the successes of general vaccine coverage, however, is guaranteed to belie the idea that untainted nature contains all the keys to health and wellness. Our historical moment has enough strife without revisiting past battles fought and won.



*Illustration sources: The New York Historical / Getty; GHI / Universal History Archive / Getty; Bettmann / Getty.
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The Gaza Left and the Gender Left

Can groups with different values work together against Britain's far right?

by Helen Lewis




At first, the recent collapse of Your Party--a new British grouping of socialists, progressives, and opponents of the war in Gaza--brings to mind a classic Onion headline: "Left-Wing Group Too Disorganized for FBI Agents to Infiltrate." But Your Party's descent into infighting and recrimination offers an insight into the challenges faced by the left on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean.

Although the fledgling organization was designed to challenge the ruling Labour Party from the left, its troubles began even before it had a name: The sign-up page referred to "Your Party," but journalists who referred to it as such were told that this was merely an interim description. In the best tradition of left-wing grassroots democracy, its members would decide the final name. Sadly, no one knows what this is yet.

Before its official launch, the two co-founders of Your Party fell out, with one accused of hijacking the mailing list and the other of running a "sexist boys' club." The future of the organization--which has claimed more than 800,000 sign-ups--is now in doubt.

Many of the party's struggles are uniquely British. But the larger tension that has paralyzed Your Party will be familiar to watchers of American politics. In both countries, the political left has been caught flat-footed by the rise of an insurgent populist right that the center-left establishment has proved inept at resisting. As the rest of the left plots its resurgence, how big should the tent be? What matters most--foreign policy, social issues, or economic populism? Who should be prepared to compromise on their beliefs for the sake of cohesion?

In the United States, these tensions often play out within the Democratic Party, where the opinions of its most vocal supporters--predominantly white, professional liberals--frequently diverge from those of organized labor and socially conservative minority voters. In Britain, though, the parliamentary system means that smaller parties, even single-issue parties, can actually win seats and seek leverage by acting as a spoiler. With the center-left Labour government deeply unpopular--and Nigel Farage's populist-right party, Reform, leading in the polls--the political left has sensed an opportunity. If, that is, its members can avoid falling out with one another long enough to seize it.

Read: The left's self-defeating Israel obsession

Your Party exists because of the Israel-Palestine conflict. Currently, the pro-Palestine cause is one of the biggest protest movements in Britain, not least because popular opinion here--as in the United States--is well to the left of the main center-left party. Since October 2023, opposition to the war in Gaza has brought young, social-justice-minded progressives together with British Muslims, who are more socially conservative than the general population and have traditionally leaned toward voting Labour. (Muslims make up about 6 percent of the British population.) Both groups are opposed to what they see as Israel's genocide against Palestinians. But beyond that particular issue, the alliance of "rainbow and crescent"--as the historian James Orr, a friend of J. D. Vance, has described it--is extremely fragile. Gay marriage, abortion, and transgender rights are obvious flash points, but other issues can be equally divisive. For instance, many British Muslims support fee-paying schools, which can offer students a more religious curriculum than government-run institutions. The traditional left-wing position, however, is that private schools are engines of privilege and should be abolished. Can these groups happily coexist in a left-wing movement in the long term? The experience of Your Party suggests not.

One of its two leaders is the 76-year-old Jeremy Corbyn, a lifelong anti-war, anti-colonialist leftist who was unexpectedly elevated to lead Labour in 2015. Corbyn performed above expectations in the 2017 general election but flamed out spectacularly in 2019, when his Conservative opponent, Boris Johnson, managed to turn the vote into a referendum on "getting Brexit done."

His successor as Labour leader, Keir Starmer, initially presented himself as part of the Corbynite tradition, but he pivoted soon after winning the leadership into attacking the party's hard left and taking the party to the center. In 2020, Labour suspended Corbyn for refusing to acknowledge the extent of anti-Semitism within the party under his watch. He was later expelled altogether. Since then, Corbyn has sat in Parliament as an independent, and last year he began working closely with the "Gaza independents," a group of four men elected in 2024 in constituencies with significant Muslim populations: Shockat Adam, Adnan Hussain, Ayoub Khan, and Iqbal Mohamed.

The other prospective co-leader of Your Party is 31-year-old Zarah Sultana, who is also a former Labour member of Parliament. Her politics are anti-austerity, pro-Palestinian, and--here comes the tricky part--socially progressive. (The closest analogue in the U.S. would be Zohran Mamdani.) "The rollback of LGBT rights--especially trans rights--is global, bankrolled by billionaires and the far-right," she wrote on X in April. When the boxer Imane Khelif competed in the female category at the Olympics last year amid questions about her eligibility, Sultana posted a picture of Khelif on Facebook with the caption: "If you come for the Queen, you best not miss!" (Boxing authorities have instituted new requirements for sex testing, which Khelif has challenged. She has not competed professionally since they took effect.) With 490,000 followers, Sultana is said to be the second-most-followed British politician on TikTok, after Nigel Farage.

Sultana speaks for a large section of the youthful British left, for whom gay marriage is a settled issue and gender self-identification is a human right. Corbyn, on the other hand, has always cared principally about foreign policy. He vocally opposed apartheid in South Africa and George W. Bush's war in Iraq. As Labour leader, he gamely announced his pronouns--he/him--and supported gender self-ID rules, but he never gave any sense of being deeply motivated by the issue.

Sultana was the one to announce the formation of the new party on July 3, with a post on X that implored disaffected Labour supporters to "join us." Behind the scenes, Corbyn was reportedly furious--he did not want to be a co-leader with someone else and felt that he had been forced into a decision. The Times of London printed WhatsApp messages showing his longtime fixer, Karie Murphy, removing dissenters from the group chat organizing the new party's launch. Corbyn eventually welcomed the creation of the new party in public, albeit grudgingly.

A month later, the split between the social progressives and those focused on foreign policy--the gender leftists and the Gaza leftists--became impossible to deny. In August, Hussain, one of the independent members of Parliament, posted an announcement for a Your Party event with Corbyn on X. A commenter who endorsed a "material analysis of sex" urged the new left-wing party not to "parrot the same neoliberal idea of gender ideology." Hussain replied: "I agree, women's rights and safe spaces should not be encroached upon. Safe third spaces should be an alternative option." After all, he went on to say, trans women were "not biologically women."

This ignited, if not a firestorm, then certainly a small but lively conflagration. Sultana gave an interview saying that it was "really important that, from the outset, we are loud and proud about the values that we have" and there was "no space for transphobia" in Your Party.

In public, the issue then simmered down for a month, until last week, when Corbyn posted a message on X warning supporters that "an unauthorised email" trying to convince them to pay a PS55 annual fee to join Your Party had been sent to the mailing list. The email had come from allies of Sultana. A further statement referred to Sultana's "unilateral launch" of the party.

That is not how Sultana saw it. She said that she launched the membership portal after being "sidelined" by Corbyn's allies. She also attacked the "sexist boys' club" whom she said had "refused to allow any other women with voting rights on the Working Group." On September 19, a third faction arose, demanding that all six independents step back from leadership roles because "the people should take things forward from here."

Again, the Onion headline comes to mind.

Those on the left who are dismayed by the turmoil inside Your Party have been consoling themselves with the fact that another left-wing party exists--the Greens. "Maybe that's the vehicle that will take off as a result of this," one of Corbyn's former aides, Andrew Fisher, told the BBC.

Unfortunately, the same struggle for precedence among foreign policy, economic populism, and social justice is also present in the Greens. Ostensibly an environmentalist party, the Greens are also socially progressive and economically left wing. When the Scottish branch was a minority coalition partner in the Scottish government, its politicians pushed hard for gender self-identification; last year, a conference motion rejected the findings of the Cass report, which described the evidence for youth gender medicine as shaky.

The Greens also believe that Israel is committing a genocide in Gaza, and the new leader of the party in England and Wales, Zack Polanski, called for Israeli President Isaac Herzog to be arrested on his visit to Britain as a "potential war criminal." The second signatory on that statement was one of Polanski's deputy leaders, Mothin Ali, a local councilor for a northern English suburb and a devout Muslim. (He described his election as a councilor as a "win for the people of Gaza" before shouting "God is the greatest" in Arabic.) His statement condemned the decision to let Israeli weapons manufacturers exhibit their wares at an arms fair in London.

Read: The real reason American socialists don't win

On the subject of Israel, the Greens are unified. But Ali's candidacy for the deputy leadership over the summer was nearly derailed by his refusal to sign a pro-LGBTQ pledge. (He said that he was not signing any pledges, because they can "create pressure, turn allyship into performance politics, and even exclude those who are already doing the work.") In an interview with a transgender activist within the party, Ali was asked if he believed that "trans women are women," and he gave a classic politician's nonanswer. He spoke about how both Muslims and trans people, as marginalized groups, were targeted by the far right. He suggested that before colonialism, "Eastern cultures" were much more sympathetic to transgender and intersex people. Notably, he did not say "yes" or "no." This strategic ambiguity appears to have served him well, because Ali won the deputy leadership on September 2.

Theoretically, the Greens could be the big winners from the meltdown in Your Party. If so, either Ali will have to maintain his policy of sticking to vague generalities about his social views, or his progressive comrades will have to expand the range of acceptable beliefs within the party.

The trouble here is that the British left--the part beyond the Democrats and Labour--has two shibboleths that potential leaders are required to utter. The first is that Israel is committing a genocide. The second is that "trans women are women." But the groups that hold these two positions do not neatly overlap.

For the moment, when bombing and starvation in Gaza is regularly in the news, that doesn't always matter. But the experience of Your Party suggests that, in the longer term, the British left and its U.S. counterpart will have to decide how broad their coalition can be. Which faction--the progressives or the moderates--will give ground in the service of an effective movement? That answer will define the fight against the ascendancy of the populist right.
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Trump Dares the United Nations to Mock Him Now

The president made clear that he's done "standing up for the world."

by Jonathan Lemire, Missy Ryan




The world laughed at Donald Trump.

Seven years ago, Trump was just a few sentences into his annual United Nations General Assembly address when most of the gathered leaders of the 193 countries represented began to chuckle--and then outright guffaw. A visibly startled Trump had been boasting about his administration's successes; he had long claimed that other nations mocked his presidential predecessors, and now it was happening to him. Trump later publicly downplayed the moment. But aides at the time told us he was seething.

No one is taking him lightly now.

Trump returned to the United Nations rostrum today for the first time since he reclaimed the White House. The moment underscored how dramatically his relationship with the world has changed. Trump has led a campaign to upend the global order that the United States built following World War II. He has bent foreign leaders to his will while antagonizing allies by musing about a return to an age of American imperialism, when the U.S. could simply seize the territory it wanted. He and his advisers have launched trade wars and aligned themselves with movements that have eroded democracies and supported rising authoritarians.

In his meandering, grievance-filled speech today, Trump belittled the threat of climate change, warned about excessive immigration, and touted his role as global peacemaker even though the wars in Ukraine and Gaza have escalated in recent months. He mocked alliances and the United Nations itself, outlining something of a Trump Doctrine that prioritizes individual nations' sovereignty and a transactional approach that rewards only those nations that can do something for the United States--or him personally.

"During the campaign, they had a hat, the best-selling hat: 'Trump was right about everything.' And I don't say that in a braggadocios way, but it's true," he said. "I've been right about everything."

Trump: 'I run the country and the world'

Trump, in some ways, has withdrawn the United States from the world. He has weakened ties with traditionally close allies, derided globalism and curtailed U.S. soft power by slashing everything from foreign aid to overseas government-funded media. Since returning to office, Trump has heralded America's exit from the UN's global health agency, its human-rights council, and its cultural organization. He has also cut funding for a wide array of UN activities, including food assistance and aid to refugees and children. As a result of this major reduction from its biggest funder, the UN has secured funding for only a fifth of this year's required budget for humanitarian activities, a top UN official said this month.

Matthew Kroenig, vice president of the Atlantic Council, told us that Trump's approach reflected a Republican Party consensus that global institutions like the UN have long been broken, allowing Russia the power to thwart Security Council measures on Ukraine or enabling decades of General Assembly resolutions critical of the U.S. ally Israel.

Although Trump has always been suspicious of the United Nations and other organizations of "global governance," his approach was tempered during his first term by a staff who hoped to exercise American leadership in a more traditional way. In his 2018 address, Trump emphasized his commitment to not just championing American interests but also "standing up for the world." In his second term, Trump is unapologetically America first, leaving allies scrambling to reorient their global blueprints as he hews to more of a lone-dog approach. Not only is the United States no longer the world's sole superpower; it is less interested in bringing the world along in pursuit of its priorities.

That is visible in the decision by Canada, France, Britain, and other close allies to move forward with recognizing a Palestinian state, leaving America and Israel ever more isolated. Trump warned against recognition again today, suggesting that it rewards Hamas for its October 7, 2023, terror attack. But he has also privately fumed that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu continues to expand the war.

European nations, meanwhile, are attempting to provide security aid and guarantees to Ukraine to compensate for the unpredictability of future American support. And other reordering is under way as well. Richard Gowan, an expert on the UN at the International Crisis Group, told us that other nations are moving ahead without Washington on issues including the environment and pandemic preparedness. (That strategy won't work on matters of security, where Washington remains the sine qua non.)

"There was an assumption that Trump was an aberration and that the next president would come back and reset the clock," Gowan said. "That's no longer the case. So people are taking it much more seriously this time around."

Rather than a forum for international cooperation, the United Nations has turned into another arena for global competition. "The purpose is to muscularly advocate the American view and push back against the bad guys," Kroenig told us of Trump's approach. (Although Trump in a post-speech meeting with UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said he was behind the organization "100 percent," aides have told us he believes that the organization is feckless and easily ignored.)

George Packer: The Trump world order

Trump's shifting strategy for the Ukraine conflict took another turn today when, following a meeting with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, he posted on social media his belief that Kyiv could eventually recapture much of its territory from Russia, given Moscow's economic woes. This was perhaps Trump's most pro-Ukraine statement yet--he previously largely deferred to Russia in the conflict--and it comes just weeks after he insisted that Kyiv would have to give up territory. But Trump still emphasized that the primary support would need to come from the European Union and NATO: Although the U.S. would continue to sell weapons to NATO, it would not increase its aid to Ukraine, and he made no mention of further cease-fire talks.

As Trump spoke, he kept mentioning "peace." Driven by his desire to win a Nobel Peace Prize, the president has invested heavily this year in brokering peace deals. He repeated his claim today about having ended seven wars, though some of the affected countries dispute his involvement. He also warned European allies that they must stop buying Russian energy before he makes good on his promise to sanction Moscow over its Ukraine invasion. Many in Europe see that challenge as a nonstarter; Russia-friendly EU countries such as Hungary and Slovakia have refused to stop doing business with Moscow, as has Turkey, a key NATO member. Some diplomats feel like Trump knows it will go nowhere but will still use their noncompliance as an excuse to, once more, back down against Vladimir Putin.

Trump's new tack also means that stalwart U.S. allies are rethinking their economic and security reliance on the United States and finding new partners on climate change and other priorities. Trump today declared that the concept of a "carbon footprint" is a "hoax," and that climate change is the "greatest con job that's ever happened to the world." (China may eventually fill the vacuum on the issue, including in renewable-energy development.) Although no nation can afford to walk away from America's political and economic might--meaning foreign leaders must woo Trump to get the best possible deal on tariffs--the president's threats to violate allies' sovereignty represent a before-and-after moment for countries such as Canada, Denmark, and Panama. Trump also boasted about his recent military strikes against boats that he has claimed were being steered by Venezuelan drug dealers, saying, "There aren't too many boats that are traveling on the seas by Venezuela."

The rapid global reordering has left allies unsettled. "This is not a transition," Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney said at a Council on Foreign Relations event yesterday. "This is a rupture."

As Trump was introduced in the famed Turtle Bay assembly hall today, his fellow world leaders applauded. They then took his insults, sitting stone-faced when Trump declared not just his greatness but that their "countries are going to hell." And only when Trump teased them about a busted teleprompter and broken escalator did they chuckle. They laughed with Trump, not at him.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/archive/2025/09/trump-united-nations-ukraine-russia/684346/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The People Who Are Still Convinced Kamala Won

The left is dabbling in 2024-election-fraud theories.

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.


Stop me if you've heard this story before: Partisan claims of fraud in the presidential election. Elaborate statistical analyses. Reports of shadowy, closed-door doings. All of this, they say, points to one conclusion: The results were compromised, and the real winner was kept out of the White House.

That sounds like the aftermath of the 2020 election, but it's also what's happening right now. Kamala Harris's loss in last November's presidential election produced few prominent claims of fraud, and nothing like the concerted effort, using both lawsuits and force, to keep President Donald Trump in office that followed his defeat nearly five years ago. In the past few months, however, spurious allegations that fraud helped Trump win back the White House have been flourishing more online, elections experts told me, though why they're so popular right now--other than the left's compounding anger with the Trump administration--is not clear.

The parallel to fraud theories about the 2020 presidential election is more than superficial, Justin Grimmer, a political scientist at Stanford who has studied election-conspiracy theories, told me. "The most remarkable thing is the similarity in the analysis that we're seeing from the bad claims made after 2020 and these similarly bad, really poorly set up claims from 2024," he said.

One popular example alleges that an NSA audit of the 2024 election found that Harris, not Trump, had actually won, according to a former CIA officer who allegedly participated in the audit. On July 31, an anonymous Substack newsletter called This Will Hold, which claims to offer "the truth they're not telling you," published a post stating, "In an exclusive interview, former CIA operative Adam Zarnowski laid out pieces of an intricate network of bad actors and covert operations behind transnational organized crime and the stolen 2024 election." It adds that "none of his revelations are classified" and that Zarnowski "is prepared to testify under oath." The implication of this bombshell is clear to the author: "We have the authority and the obligation to remove this entire unelected, illegitimate regime."

The theory has many problems. No evidence exists for Zarnowski's claims about his background other than his own word. Elsewhere, a LinkedIn profile calls him a "former CIA paramilitary operations officer" and an expert in the subject of human trafficking, but nothing suggests his statistical or elections expertise; a self-published book is full of oddball claims. I attempted to reach Zarnowski using a couple of different methods but received no response. (Snopes, which was able to contact Zarnowski, reported that he did not provide definitive proof of his professional background or the alleged audit.)

Moreover, nothing in the Substack post actually supports Zarnowski's claims; instead, it offers innuendo about voting-machine failures and the companies that sell elections equipment. Neither the NSA nor any other federal agency conducts elections audits, nor is there any plausible explanation for why they would do so. The absence of an actual audit here or anywhere else is notable: As with the claims offered by Trump and his allies in 2020 and 2021, the theory relies on implication, with hard evidence seemingly always just out of reach.

But there are more fundamental issues of logic in the theory. States actually do conduct audits of their votes, and unlike the supposed NSA audit, the process and results of those reviews are public. The theory appears to suppose that Democratic officials in key swing states conspired to help Trump and hurt Harris, for whatever unstated reason. These claims "ring as hollow and grifting as nearly identical claims made by those who profited off the Big Lie that Trump didn't lose the 2020 election," David Becker, the executive director of the Center for Election Innovation & Research, a nonpartisan nonprofit, wrote in an email.

The post from This Will Hold mentions another group peddling similarly bogus claims of fraud. The Election Truth Alliance, which describes itself as nonpartisan, offers a different spin on fraud claims--less cloak-and-dagger, more regression-analysis-and-spreadsheet--but ultimately not one that is any more convincing. The ETA argues that "patterns consistent with vote manipulation are present in 2024 U.S. election results," a conclusion "based on analysis of publicly-available state and local election data using multiple evidence-based methodologies." This is more promising than the Zarnowski chimera, but only on the surface. One of the ETA's methods involves analyzing how Harris fared compared with down-ballot candidates. For example, both the ETA and another group called SMART Elections have zeroed in on Rockland County, New York, noting that Harris got many fewer votes there than did Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, a fellow Democrat.

Like so much other purported evidence for fraud, the disparity can be explained in mundane terms: Many people don't vote in every contest, and although presidential candidates tend to receive more votes than down-ballot contenders, the rule isn't firm. Former Senator Joe Manchin received more votes than did Democratic presidential candidates in West Virginia, cycle after cycle. The MIT political scientist Charles Stewart III demonstrates that Harris's underperformance in Rockland County relative to Gillibrand appears to stem from her unpopularity with ultra-Orthodox Jews in the county.

The ETA employs two similar metrics that compare reported results with expected results, based on the number of votes cast. The problem is that voter behavior is messy and unpredictable. That's the point. If elections fully conformed to models and expectations, there would be no need to hold them. But the patterns are also sometimes predictable. "This is one of the big errors that was made in the post-2020 analyses," Grimmer told me. "A whole group of amateur statisticians were shocked to find out that in a small number of heavily populated counties, the Democratic candidate does quite well, and that in a large number of sparsely populated counties, the Republican candidate tends to do better."

One reason that claims of fraud seem to grab hold of some people is that they are conveyed via elaborate-seeming statistical analyses, which may or may not be valid uses of the data but are enough to impress casual viewers (or at least to make their eyes glaze over). The ETA also posted a "working paper" by Walter Mebane, a respected political scientist at the University of Michigan, that statistically examined 2024-presidential-election results in Pennsylvania. When I reached out to Mebane recently, he told me that he had not closely examined claims of misconduct in Pennsylvania but believed colleagues who had deemed them unfounded. He added that the ETA had provided him with useful data but that he didn't endorse its claims. "They have a lot of things they say I don't agree with, but I'm not taking the time to fight with them in public," he said. (In an email, the ETA agreed that "a noticeable down-ballot difference could result from a more popular candidate at either the presidential or lower-ballot level," but stood by their methodologies and findings. They added that they intend to move forward with litigation in two states in which the organization claims to have discovered "evidence consistent with vote manipulation.")

The problem with any claims of election fraud on a scale that could change results, setting aside the statistical flaws, is that they ask audiences to accept abstract interpretations of numerical data while ignoring real-world information. For example, almost every state allows election observers and has poll workers from multiple parties. To change votes would require that multiple people across parties conspire to flip votes and then stay quiet about it--and also that no voters or observers notice. "That seems pretty far-fetched to me," Tammy Patrick, the chief program officer at the Election Center and a veteran elections official, told me.

Knocking down false claims is frustrating work, especially when the same ideas that were debunked four years ago pop up again from new culprits. Grimmer has spent countless hours chasing down the truth, explaining it to reporters, and even debating election deniers. And so I was struck by the compassion he showed for people who fall for the theories. "The people who believe them, they're not crazy people," he told me.

"It's hard to believe that a majority of the country disagrees with your choice when you're so passionate and certain about your choice," Grimmer said. "They're smart people, and they think, I must be able to discover what's going on here." Sometimes, though, reality just doesn't work the way we expect.
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	At the United Nations, President Donald Trump gave a speech that criticized the organization and its global efforts on climate change. He also warned that without action on immigration and stronger borders, "your countries are going to hell."
 	Trump posted on social media that Ukraine, with NATO's financial support, could feasibly win back all of its territory lost to Russia during the war.
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AI Is Coming for Parents

By Miranda Rake

A few weeks before my daughter's fourth birthday, I stumbled across an AI party planner called CelebrateAlly. "Looking to plan a themed party, a surprise bash, or just a relaxed get-together?" read a banner on its website, which promised that the app would take care of "all the details--themes, activities, and decorations." It also offered to write birthday cards, "capturing your heartfelt sentiments beautifully!"
 The offer had a certain appeal. I was overwhelmed, entering the phase of planning where I actually had to execute on my daughter's vision for her bash. We'd been talking about the party for months, and her requests were specific yet constantly changing. (She wanted a unicorn cake--no, a unicorn pinata; to invite only her cousins--then a few of her friends too, and then all of the kids on our block.) But I was genuinely curious to hear them. Each question I asked her was a way to draw closer to her: I learned about who she is right now while, I hope, showing her that I really want to know. After all those conversations, using AI would have felt like a betrayal.


Read the full article.
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Explore. Robert Redford's decades of work explored one theme over and over: the hollowness of the easy victory, Sally Jenkins writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Why Trump Changed His Mind on Ukraine

And why he still might change it again

by Tom Nichols




Today, President Donald Trump threw one of the most important tenets of his own foreign policy into a 180-degree turn, reversing course without even slowing down. Trump has always been overly deferential to Vladimir Putin, including enabling the Russian president's war in Ukraine. Now Trump appears to be signaling that he's fed up with the Kremlin. But is he?

Trump's latest policy reversal came after he spoke to the United Nations General Assembly for nearly an hour today. His speech was classic Trump: full of grievance, inappropriate references to American political feuds, embarrassing moments of self-promotion, detours into odd tangents, and claims that everyone in the world but him is stupid. Trump seemed irritated with everyone, including Putin, for depriving him of the Nobel Peace Prize he thinks he deserves--an oversight he whined about to the UN audience. The diplomats in attendance could be forgiven if they didn't take any of it seriously.

After his address, however, Trump met with Ukraine's President Volodymyr Zelensky and France's President Emmanuel Macron. And then he said something genuinely startling. Should NATO shoot down Russian aircraft if they cross the alliance's borders? Yes, he said, sounding like a born-again Cold Warrior. Russia, Trump later explained on his social-media site, Truth Social, is just a "paper tiger," a feckless nation that "has been fighting aimlessly for three and a half years a War that should have taken a Real Military Power less than a week to win."

Ukraine, Trump now says, can win the war. "With time, patience, and the financial support of Europe and, in particular, NATO, the original Borders from where this War started, is very much an option." I assumed he meant the 2022 starting position of the Russian invasion, not the 2014 borders that Russia violated when it seized Crimea, but maybe not: With Western help, Trump wrote, "Ukraine would be able to take back their Country in its original form and, who knows, maybe even go further than that!"

The president has come a long way since he berated Zelensky in the White House last winter. Back then, Trump wanted Ukraine to fold because it doesn't "have the cards." And after the disastrous Anchorage summit, last month, Trump was still telling Ukraine it was going to have to accept some territorial exchanges. (Translation: Russia would get to keep some of the land it stole.) Now Trump seems to be saying that Ukraine could win back all of its conquered territory and then some.

One explanation is that Trump just doesn't like being humiliated. Trump made it clear at the UN today that he thought his relationship with the Russian president would make Ukraine the easiest of the world's many conflicts he intended to solve. But Putin has merely taken advantage of Trump to continue his war effort and has signaled no willingness to make concessions in the name of peace. Perhaps Trump is sending a message--finally--that there are limits to the amount of abuse and embarrassment the president of the United States is willing to take from the Kremlin.

Possible, but unlikely. Trump has always had a high endurance for Putin's abuse. Besides, this isn't the first time he's lashed out at Moscow. Unless Zelensky and Macron told Trump of some amazing plan to win the war, the president has no reason to have changed his mind about Ukraine's ability to win. Note, too, that Trump's messages include no action items to beef up the Ukrainian war effort: no weapons, no money, no increased U.S. intelligence or technological support. Even Trump's call for sanctions on Russia is an empty threat, because it relies on conditions--such as a requirement that NATO nations impose massive tariffs on China, rather than on Russia--that other countries are unlikely to fulfill.

Instead, Trump seems to be going through one of his tantrums where he threatens just to walk away from the conflict. In the past, that presented more of a danger to Ukraine than to Russia: Trump always implied that without a peace deal, he'd cut Kyiv loose and let Putin do whatever the hell he wants. Now the president seems to be implying that he'll walk away and let Europe do whatever the hell it wants, including send more weapons to Ukraine and shoot down Russian military aircraft (and the pilots in them) instead of merely shoo them away from NATO airspace.

Indeed, Trump even added an implied threat to engage in some kind of propaganda or information operations against Russia. His Truth Social post mentioned how Ukraine could make a decisive move when "the people living in Moscow, and all of the Great Cities, Towns, and Districts all throughout Russia, find out what is really going on with this War, the fact that it's almost impossible for them to get Gasoline through the long lines that are being formed, and all of the other things that are taking place in their War Economy."

The Russians already know this, but if Trump is going to order U.S. intelligence agencies to drive that message home, such a move would be a welcome change for Ukraine and the rest of the free world. At the least, it would signal the beginning of the end of Trump's policy of appeasing the Kremlin.

Unfortunately, David Sanger of The New York Times is probably correct in his evaluation that Trump, rather than increasing pressure on Russia, is "washing his hands of the conflict." Putin, who, like other world leaders, shows little inclination to take Trump seriously, has no intention of stopping his daily murder of innocent Ukrainians, and so Trump cannot gain any public credit from trying to broker a peace. As Sanger noted, the tell is that Trump ended his message by saying: "I wish both countries well." That's Trump-speak for being bored with and exhausted by two nations that seem to have other priorities in the world besides getting a Nobel Prize for President Donald J. Trump.

Worse, Trump's carping about Russia today could be a way for Trump to head down the road of normalizing relations with Russia--removing tariffs, encouraging trade, and ending Russia's isolation. By showing just how deeply disappointed he is in Russia, he shows America and the Russia hawks in his own party that he's really talked tough to Putin while simultaneously ditching the Ukraine war as an intractable and endless problem that is no longer worth his attention. Life goes on: The Europeans buy American weapons, the Russians continue to bomb Ukraine, and the Ukrainians continue to bleed and die.

I hope I'm wrong. But Trump has a well-known tendency to agree with whomever he spoke with last, and his comments today may only reflect the immediacy of his meetings with Zelensky and Macron. The only way the world can know if the president meant what he said today is if he comes back to Washington and puts America firmly back on the side of NATO and Ukraine with money and materiel. Until then, it's just talk.
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Brendan Carr's Half-Empty Threat

The FCC can do plenty of damage to free expression--even without revoking licenses.

by Paul Farhi




As chair of the Federal Communications Commission, Alfred Sikes took the agency's duty to foster broadcasting in "the public interest" seriously. Sikes, a conservative who was appointed by George H. W. Bush in 1989, engaged in a long-running battle against Howard Stern's employer, Infinity Broadcasting, levying repeated fines against its stations for violating rules against broadcasting "indecent" material when children were in the audience. (The legal tangle helped persuade Stern to move to satellite radio, where he faced no such editorial restrictions.) One thing he never did, however, was seek to revoke licenses for Infinity's stations.

In a recent interview, Sikes told me that current FCC Chair Brendan Carr's threats against the late-night host Jimmy Kimmel and TV networks are antithetical to the agency's founding mission. Carr, he said, seems to be opposed to "too much free speech. In my view, the public interest is for free expression."

Like his political patron, Donald Trump, Carr is fond of threatening TV networks whose programs displease him. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way," Carr said on a podcast last week. "These companies can find ways to change conduct and take actions on Kimmel, or there's going to be additional work for the FCC ahead." He seemed to be suggesting that the FCC would go after licenses held by ABC's parent company, Disney, if the network didn't discipline Kimmel for comments he'd made following the murder of the conservative activist Charlie Kirk. After two of ABC's major broadcasting affiliates announced that they would be dumping Kimmel, the company caved, suspending him "indefinitely."

Jemele Hill: A censored rap legend has advice for Jimmy Kimmel

Then, yesterday, ABC reversed itself, announcing that Kimmel would return to the air this evening. One fact that might have given the network courage: It's highly unlikely that Carr could do what he has threatened to do.

Revoking a broadcasting license is the FCC equivalent of the death penalty. Networks rely on their owned and affiliated stations to beam news and entertainment programs to the entire country. Losing even one link in this chain--especially at a station in a big city such as New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago--would undermine an already deteriorating business model. But, like the actual death penalty, license revocations are legally complicated, time-consuming, and subject to multiple judicial appeals. (Moreover, broadcast and cable networks, such as ABC and CNN, don't have licenses; only local stations do.) For these reasons, the FCC almost never tries to take a license away, preferring lesser disciplinary measures such as fines. Carr likes to say that "broadcast licenses are not sacred cows," but the FCC has tended to treat them as such.

For the FCC to pull a license on the basis that Carr and Trump have suggested--that is, for programs or comments deemed offensive or objectionable--is rarer still. Calls to cancel station licenses over controversial programs have flared ever since the government began regulating radio broadcasts, a century ago. Critics demanded CBS's license for airing Orson Welles's sensational radio play, The War of the Worlds, in 1938; for Howard Stern's bawdy radio bits in the 1990s; and for the Super Bowl telecast of Janet Jackson's "wardrobe malfunction" in 2004. Those demands led nowhere.

In the second Trump administration, predicting exactly what norms will hold, and what the courts will or won't allow, is a tricky game. But history strongly suggests that the First Amendment prevents the FCC from becoming America's programming police. In the nearly century-long history of the agency, only three stations out of thousands have ever lost a license because of something they aired. The first and last time it happened to a TV station (as opposed to radio) was in 1969, when the United Church of Christ, after years of effort, successfully sued the FCC to revoke the license of a Jackson, Mississippi, TV network over its racist business practices.

Sikes, the former FCC chair, was part of a group that in 2023 challenged the license renewal of a Philadelphia TV station owned by Fox Corp. The group argued that the station's principal owners, Rupert and Lachlan Murdoch, lacked the requisite "character" to hold the license because of Fox News's promotion of Trump's repeated lies following the 2020 election. Was this consistent with Sikes's view that "the public interest is for free expression"? The FCC chair at the time, Jessica Rosenworcel, a Democrat, evidently thought not. She dismissed the petition this past January, saying that it was "fundamentally at odds with the First Amendment." Carr agreed, and declined to reinstate the Fox-license challenge--but revived previously dismissed complaints against ABC, CBS, and NBC.

Carr, a communications lawyer and former FCC staffer, surely knows how difficult it is to revoke a license. (Neither he nor an FCC representative responded to requests for comment.) He should also realize that his targets--including Disney--know it too. So why issue threats that both sides know aren't realistic? One answer is that Carr is playing to an audience of one. Muscling media companies dovetails perfectly with Trump's fulminations about "unfair" TV news coverage and the sanctions the networks should receive for it.

Another answer is that Carr's license crusade isn't really about licenses at all. In attempting to coerce Disney into muzzling Kimmel, Carr's real implied threat was about the regulatory apparatus under his control. The FCC is a choke point for media and communications companies that seek to grow by merger or acquisition. Deals need to be reviewed and approved, and licenses need to be transferred. Carr is in charge of those decisions. This dynamic appeared to explain Paramount Global's decision to pay Trump $16 million in July to settle a legally dubious lawsuit he'd filed against Paramount-owned CBS News and 60 Minutes. Without that payoff, Paramount knew that its chances of steering its long-delayed merger with Skydance Media through the FCC were nil. In fact, the agency approved on the Paramount-Skydance merger shortly after Paramount paid off Trump. Disney probably had the FCC's merger power in mind when it, too, paid Trump $16 million to settle a frivolous defamation claim involving the anchor-host George Stephanopoulos.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution protects Jimmy Kimmel's mistake

The Kimmel fiasco demonstrated that other companies are attuned to Carr's agenda and power as well. The day after Carr called Kimmel's program "garbage" and suggested that ABC-affiliated stations "push back" and preempt it, Nexstar and Sinclair--both owners of dozens of ABC stations--obliged. Both said that they would dump Kimmel even if Disney stood by him. As aggressive buyers of broadcast stations, Nexstar and Sinclair have every incentive to remain in Carr's good graces. Both companies have lobbied the FCC to amend rules that prevent them from buying even more stations. Indeed, Nexstar's pending $6.2 billion deal to buy a competitor, Tegna, depends on the rule change.

Disney's decision to reinstate Kimmel suggests that this kind of censoriousness might have its limits. Even some staunch Trump allies, including Senator Ted Cruz, have publicly criticized Carr's behavior. "It might feel good right now to threaten Jimmy Kimmel, but when it is used to silence every conservative in America, we will regret it," he said on his podcast, comparing Carr to "a mafioso." (Yesterday morning, after a week spent taking a victory lap over Kimmel's cancellation, Carr attempted to backtrack, claiming that he hadn't actually threatened anyone.)

As of this writing, however, Nexstar and Sinclair say that they will continue to refrain from broadcasting Kimmel's show on their ABC affiliates. This is not because they are at serious risk of losing their license if they put him back on the air. Fear is one explanation for these companies' decisions. Greed is a better one.
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A Censored Rap Legend Has Advice for Jimmy Kimmel

Three decades ago, 2 Live Crew fought a First Amendment battle against the government--and won.

by Jemele Hill




Luther Campbell, the front man for one of the most controversial rap groups in history, has advice for Jimmy Kimmel and for any media executives trying to decide how to respond to the Trump administration's attempts to censor disfavored speech: You've got to fight. He would know. When the government came after him and his music, he fought, and he won, creating a legal precedent that still protects artists and entertainers who offend the sensibilities of those in power.

In 1989, Campbell's Miami-based group, 2 Live Crew, released their album As Nasty as They Wanna Be, which included the smash hit "Me So Horny." The album went platinum, but its sexually graphic lyrics drew widespread condemnation from conservative politicians and activists on the Christian right. Florida Governor Bob Martinez asked the state prosecutor to bring obscenity and racketeering charges against 2 Live Crew, and the Broward County sheriff warned music retailers that they could go to jail for selling it. 2 Live Crew sued, but a federal judge ruled that the album was obscene. A record-store owner was arrested for selling the album in defiance of the judge's ruling; Campbell himself was arrested for performing songs from the album at a Florida nightclub.

"I had Governor Martinez here in Florida going after me," Campbell, who at the time was better known by the stage name Luke Skyywalker, told me. "I had the sheriffs going after me, pretty much every Republican municipality around the country." Campbell found himself defending not just his own interests, but a larger principle. "I was fighting to protect free speech," he said. "It became that fight, and I'm pretty sure that right now, Jimmy Kimmel is probably feeling something similar to it."

Of course, Campbell's story and Kimmel's differ in some important ways. Campbell was targeted at a moment when the supposed menace of rap music was a major topic in the culture wars. (Around the same time, Vice President Dan Quayle also pressured Time Warner to pull Tupac Shakur's album 2Pacalypse Now because a man who killed a Texas state trooper had been listening to the album when he was stopped by the officer.) Campbell felt that he had to resist efforts to demonize certain elements of Black culture. "I was fighting it from the standpoint of a young Black man taught by my dad and my uncle how history repeats itself on a consistent basis," Campbell said.

Campbell and 2 Live Crew appealed the obscenity ruling. The Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit sided with them, ruling that their music wasn't legally obscene under First Amendment precedent. "We reject the argument that simply by listening to this musical work, the judge could determine that it had no serious artistic value," the court wrote.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution protects Jimmy Kimmel's mistake

The Kimmel situation is not about obscenity per se, but about what views can and cannot be expressed on television--and who gets to decide. Several days after the assassination of Charlie Kirk, Kimmel commented on his show that "the MAGA gang" had been "desperately trying" to portray the accused killer "as anything other than one of them." Conservative activists objected. Brendan Carr, the Federal Communications Commission chairman, publicly criticized Kimmel's remarks as "truly sick" and threatened to go after the networks that aired his program. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way," he said in a podcast appearance. "These companies can find ways to change conduct and take action on Kimmel, or there's going to be additional work for the FCC ahead."

The companies heard the message. Hours later, Nexstar, which operates 32 ABC affiliate stations, announced that it would be pulling the show indefinitely, and ABC swiftly followed suit. (Perhaps relatedly, Nexstar is currently seeking FCC approval to acquire Tegna, another station group, for $6.2 billion.) Sinclair, which owns 38 ABC affiliates, also took Kimmel off the air and issued a statement demanding that Kimmel apologize and make a sizable donation to the Kirk family and to Kirk's organization, Turning Point USA.

Kimmel shouldn't have implied that Kirk's killer is a Donald Trump-supporting Republican. Nor should mistakes like that--or even worse ones--incur the selective wrath of government. Kimmel's comments were clearly exploited as a pretext to take down someone whom the president had long considered an enemy. "The word is, and it's a strong word at that, Jimmy Kimmel is NEXT to go in the untalented Late Night Sweepstakes," Trump posted after CBS declined to renew Stephen Colbert's late-night show earlier this year. "It's really good to see them go, and I hope I played a major part in it!" Similarly, he posted last week that he now wants NBC to get rid of its late-night hosts, Seth Meyers and Jimmy Fallon. Carr has warned, "We're not done yet."

Yesterday, however, the story took a surprising turn. After facing substantial backlash over its decision to suspend Kimmel, ABC announced that his show would return tonight (although Sinclair said it would continue to preempt Kimmel). Whether that reversal will dull the administration's appetite for censorship or only inflame it further remains to be seen. (At an event earlier in the day, Carr seemed to be attempting to walk back his earlier comments, claiming that "the easy way or the hard way" was not intended as a threat.)

Given the unusual, high-stakes circumstances, one wonders what to expect from Kimmel once he returns. According to Campbell, Kimmel has only one option. "It's like a boxing match," he told me. "They threw the first punch, so now you've got to throw another punch. Because if you lay down, then they're going to use this same thing against every other person on TV. This is now the precedent that they've set. He has to fight this to protect our free speech."
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        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."We have to speak out against this bully," Jimmy Kimmel said in an emotional monologue after returning to ABC on Tuesday. The network had suspended him, under pressure from the Trump administration, for remarks last week in which Kimmel appeared to inaccurately suggest that Charlie Kirk's killer was a conservative. Kimmel choked up when discussing the violence and praised Kirk's widow, Erika.But he also warne...
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        Anne Applebaum
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        Hanna Rosin

        Updated at 11:09 a.m. ET on September 25, 2025
Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsFor a guy in charge of local schools, Oklahoma State Superintendent Ryan Walters generates an unusual amount of national news. This week, Walters announced a plan to create chapters of Turning Point USA, the conservative organization co-founded by Charlie Kirk, at every Oklahoma high school. Earlier this month, Walters had ordered a moment of silence in honor of the death of ...

      

      
        If I Work Harder, Will You Love Me?
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Between teaching MBA students and speaking to a lot of business audiences, I'm often interacting with successful people who work extremely long hours. It's common for me to hear about 13-hour workdays and seven-day workweeks, with few or no vacations. What I see among many of those I encounter is workaholism, a pathology characterized by continuing to work during discretionary time, thinking abou...

      

      
        Patricia Lockwood's Mind-Opening Experience of Long COVID
        Bekah Waalkes

        One hundred years ago, Virginia Woolf wondered why, "considering how common illness is, how tremendous the spiritual change that it brings," it had not "taken its place with love, battle, and jealousy among the prime themes of literature." In the century since, Woolf's provocation has been met many times over--in works as varied as Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain, Audre Lorde's The Cancer Journals, and John Green's YA best seller The Fault in Our Stars. More recently, books such as Lisa Olstein's...
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        George Packer

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.We are living in an authoritarian state.It didn't feel that way this morning, when I took my dog for his usual walk in the park and dew from the grass glittered on my boots in the rising sunlight. It doesn't feel that way when you're ordering an iced mocha latte at Starbucks or watching the Patriots lose to the Steelers. The persistent normality of daily life is disorienting, even paralyzing. Yet it's true.We...

      

      
        What Ever Happened to Getting to First Base?
        Molly Langmuir

        The prevailing American beliefs about sex, love, and commitment were, for many years, encapsulated by the 1977 Meat Loaf song "Paradise by the Dashboard Light." The epic Wagnerian rock duet plays out in three acts: First, a young couple hooks up in a parked car, and the guy pushes the girl for sex. Then the girl declares that, before they go further, she needs to know that the guy will love her until the end of time, which, under duress, he promises to do. Finally, from some point in the future, ...

      

      
        Jimmy Kimmel Ran Right at His Critics
        David Sims

        Jimmy Kimmel returned to late-night yesterday after nearly a week off the air with a monologue that largely dispensed with laughs. Instead, over the course of almost 20 minutes, he ran right at his critics, and stated plainly what many commentators have argued since production of Jimmy Kimmel Live was suspended this past Wednesday: "Our government cannot be allowed to control what we do and do not say on television."It was a forceful beginning to the episode, but also a fairly sober one--a speech ...

      

      
        Is This 'America First'?
        Will Gottsegen

        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.Standing on the United Nations General Assembly dais yesterday, President Donald Trump had a message for the global leaders and representatives in attendance: "Your countries are going to hell."What for? The "failed experiment of open borders," according to the president. Never mind the fact that some c...

      

      
        When Child Death Was Everywhere
        Elizabeth Bruenig

        The way we respond to the disappointments, dangers, and defects of the present helps determine our political affiliations. If you think the answers lie somewhere in a future condition we've yet to achieve, then you may be persuaded by progressive politics; if you think the resources for rescuing society lie somewhere in the past, you may be attracted to conservative politics.This general pattern helps explain the recent alignment of conservative politics and the anti-vaccine movement, despite its...

      

      
        The MAGA Media Takeover
        David Karpf

        American mass media has been transformed in these early months of President Donald Trump's second administration. We're about 35 weeks into a term that will last for 173 more, and in that time, we have seen a tech titan gut a once-great newspaper in an apparent act of capitulation to the commander in chief, government accounts gleefully spreading hateful memes on X (the far-right platform owned by a billionaire tech oligarch), a defamation lawsuit filed by Trump against The New York Times (and qu...

      

      
        The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology
        Ross Andersen

        To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeat...

      

      
        The Unconstitutional Tactics Trump Wants to Revive in Memphis
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        When President Donald Trump describes his plans to deploy the National Guard to Memphis as a "replica" of what he's done with federal troops in Washington, D.C., he's attempting to make two points: first, that it's appropriate for him to deploy the military in American cities at all, and second, that doing so effectively reduces crime in cities that just happen to be run and disproportionately populated by his perceived political foes. But the vision he has laid out to "make Memphis safe again" i...

      

      
        So Much for Class-Based Affirmative Action
        Rose Horowitch

        When the Supreme Court struck down race-based affirmative action, it included some words of comfort for Americans worried about declining diversity at the nation's most selective universities. Chief Justice John Roberts, writing for the majority in the 2023 case Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, described the goal of creating a diverse student body as "commendable" and "worthy." He wrote that universities could still consider applicants' stories of how race had affected their lives. Even J...

      

      
        The Gaza Left and the Gender Left
        Helen Lewis

        At first, the recent collapse of Your Party--a new British grouping of socialists, progressives, and opponents of the war in Gaza--brings to mind a classic Onion headline: "Left-Wing Group Too Disorganized for FBI Agents to Infiltrate." But Your Party's descent into infighting and recrimination offers an insight into the challenges faced by the left on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean.Although the fledgling organization was designed to challenge the ruling Labour Party from the left, its troubles b...

      

      
        Winners of the 2025 Natural Landscape Photography Awards
        Alan Taylor

        David Shaw / Natural Landscape Photography AwardsIntimate Landscape, Winner. Jurassic World. "This type of woodland is quite tricky to photograph, as it is so busy, and generally needs mist or thick fog to do it justice. For this particular trip, I didn't have those conditions and decided to scout the area rather than focus on the photography. However, just as I was about to start the long trek back to the car, the sun came out and lit up this scene, leaving me scrambling to get 'something' befor...

      

      
        A Portrait of Southern Sexual Repression
        Omari Weekes

        Dominion, a fictional town in the Mississippi Delta, is shot through with Black church culture and an outsize reverence for high-school football. At the turn of the millennium, it is a community in which sexuality flourishes despite, or perhaps because of, efforts to suppress it. Addie E. Citchens's debut novel, which takes its setting as its title, follows two women yoked together by their love for a teenager named Emanuel, who more commonly goes by "Wonderboy" or "Wonder": Diamond, his girlfrie...

      

      
        Dear James: I Fell in Love With My Friend--And Now I'm Confused
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,I'm a 22-year-old woman in my first-ever situationship with another woman. We started off as good friends and a few months ago admitted we had feelings for each other. S...

      

      
        Left-Wing Terrorism Is on the Rise
        Riley McCabe

        No matter how hard ideologues try to exclusively blame their political foes for acts of political violence, the truth is that violent extremists today emerge from across the political spectrum. We have studied this problem and believe that our data can help illuminate an issue too often defined by partisan finger-pointing. As part of a study to be published this week by the Center for Strategic and International Studies, we compiled and analyzed a data set of 750 attacks and plots in the United S...

      

      
        The 14 Movies to Watch Out for This Fall
        Shirley Li

        An existential thriller set in the middle of the Moroccan desert, a whodunit doubling as a crisis of faith, a musical about the founder of the Shaker movement--this year's Toronto International Film Festival not only screened some of this fall's biggest movies, but it also offered attendees a rich array of stories to indulge in. My schedule was so full that when Nomadland director Chloe Zhao guided the audience through a breathing exercise before the premiere of her latest film, Hamnet, I noticed ...

      

      
        What Republicans Can Do If They Really Want to Protect Free Speech
        Conor Friedersdorf

        While out of power, the American right was unified in complaining about the left's speech policing. Now that Republicans control the White House and Congress, free-speech rights and values are dividing the coalition. One camp thinks Republicans should refrain from policing speech; the other favors policing the left's speech. The second camp seems ascendant, unfortunately, while the first has failed to turn its beliefs into policy.The Jimmy Kimmel controversy illustrates the fissure. After the lat...

      

      
        Jeffrey Goldberg Wins 2025 John Chancellor Award from Columbia Journalism School
        The Atlantic

        Today the Columbia Journalism School announced that The Atlantic's editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is the recipient of the prestigious 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism. The prestigious award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments, and recognizes Jeffrey's career as a writer and editor. We are resharing Columbia's announcement below:
Columbia Journalism School announced today that Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic, and th...

      

      
        Why Assassinations Shaped the 1960s and Haunt Us Again
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum argues that President Donald Trump is making a miscalculation in his second term. Instead of consolidating power before plundering the state, Trump has reversed the sequence, imposing massive tariffs that raise prices on ordinary Americans, flaunting foreign wealth, and enriching his inner circle at public expense. Frum speculates that by impoverishing the public befo...

      

      
        Trump Dares the United Nations to Mock Him Now
        Missy Ryan

        The world laughed at Donald Trump.Seven years ago, Trump was just a few sentences into his annual United Nations General Assembly address when most of the gathered leaders of the 193 countries represented began to chuckle--and then outright guffaw. A visibly startled Trump had been boasting about his administration's successes; he had long claimed that other nations mocked his presidential predecessors, and now it was happening to him. Trump later publicly downplayed the moment. But aides at the t...

      

      
        The People Who Are Still Convinced Kamala Won
        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.Stop me if you've heard this story before: Partisan claims of fraud in the presidential election. Elaborate statistical analyses. Reports of shadowy, closed-door doings. All of this, they say, points to one conclusion: The results were compromised, and the real winner was kept out of the White House.Tha...
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Lower Than Cowards

The surrender of America's elites

by Adam Serwer




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

"We have to speak out against this bully," Jimmy Kimmel said in an emotional monologue after returning to ABC on Tuesday. The network had suspended him, under pressure from the Trump administration, for remarks last week in which Kimmel appeared to inaccurately suggest that Charlie Kirk's killer was a conservative. Kimmel choked up when discussing the violence and praised Kirk's widow, Erika.

But he also warned his viewers--an audience four times larger than usual--that Trump and his cronies are threatening free speech in all its forms: "Our leader celebrates Americans losing their jobs, because he can't take a joke," Kimmel said. But "he's not stopping. And it's not just comedy." True to form, Trump has since threatened to sue ABC for bringing Kimmel back, as if it were illegal not to like him.

Kimmel's refusal to capitulate stands out because so many other well-situated people--those with the resources, platform, and power to stand up to the president, including, initially, the leaders of ABC--have surrendered, withdrawn, or become Trump sycophants themselves. One by one, American leaders supposedly committed to principles of free speech, due process, democracy, and equality have abandoned those ideals when menaced by the Trump administration. These cascading acts of cowardice from the people best positioned to resist Trump's authoritarian power grabs have made Trump seem exponentially more powerful than he actually is, sapping strength from others who might have discovered the courage to stand up. Defending democracy requires a collective refusal to acquiesce to lawless behavior from many different sectors of society. All of these powerful people trying to save their own skin have effectively multiplied Trump's attacks on constitutional government, by enhancing a false sense of inevitability and invincibility.

ABC and its parent company, Disney, had been menaced into suspending Kimmel by Brendan Carr, the head of the Federal Communications Commission. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way," Carr said on a right-wing podcast.

He later attempted to walk back what he'd said--despite what your lying ears may have heard, and despite his gloating on social media. As it turns out, you can't sell your soul to Trump and keep your spine; they're a package deal. Nonetheless, the bullying was effective. Kimmel may have returned to ABC, but two of the network's biggest broadcasters, Sinclair and Nexstar, are still refusing to air him on their stations.

If Trump has been right about anything, it is that there is a deep rot in the upper echelons of American society, among people who have been put in positions of power and leadership. Trump understands that many of these people are weak, that their public commitment to civic principles can crumble under sustained pressure. In many cases, those folding have had ample resources to resist Trump's shakedowns but haven't been brave enough to do so. They are, in a word, chickenshit.

I want to distinguish between chickenshit and cowardice. Fear is part of human existence. Bravery is the overcoming of fear, not its absence. Acts of cowardice can be provoked by genuine danger--think of a deserting soldier fleeing the peril of the battlefield. When you're chickenshit, you capitulate to avoid the mere possibility of discomfort, let alone something resembling real risk. Disney is one of the largest companies in the world, with a devoted following and a market cap bigger than many countries' stock markets. It did not have to cave.

Big companies and their CEOs have cowered before Trumpist intimidation, trying to ease his temper by settling frivolous lawsuits over "bias" or slathering the president in juche-style flattery. Media companies have settled First Amendment cases they were likely to win in order to curry favor or protect their parent company's commercial interests. Newspaper owners have compromised the integrity of their own publications. Elite academic institutions have sacrificed their independence to try to preserve their federal funding. At least one has turned the names of its own students over to the government for potential political persecution. Major law firms with deep pockets and armies of lawyers have shrunk from defending the rule of law because they fear Trump's wrath.

Promoting her book, former Vice President Kamala Harris told the MSNBC host Rachel Maddow, "I always believed that if push came to shove, those titans of industry would be guardrails for our democracy, for the importance of sustaining democratic institutions." Now we know most titans of industry won't be fighting right-wing authoritarianism as fiercely as they would a tax hike on private equity.

For years the leaders of the Republican Party, with all its tough-guy bravado, have shrunk from standing up to Trump when it matters. But even the opposition party has been less confrontational this time around. This week, the House passed a congressional resolution honoring Kirk in part for "respect for his fellow Americans."

The Congressional Black Caucus rightfully condemned his murder but also opposed the resolution, in part because of Kirk's view that the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which outlawed Jim Crow, was a "mistake" that had become an "anti-white weapon." Kirk also called for the most recent Democratic president to be executed, which doesn't seem very respectful, in all honesty. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries voted for the resolution anyway, saying, "I look at it as a two-page resolution that doesn't even have the force of law."

Everyone always has sound, rational reasons for caving to intimidation. They're protecting their reputation, their job, their family, their institution, their investments--the number of reasons to succumb to an autocrat's whims compound until fighting back can feel like a fool's errand. Multiply that decision a thousand-fold, and you have a society in which people who could otherwise fight back collectively choose to surrender individually, thinking themselves alone. But in every case, the act of capitulation compromises the very thing those capitulating say they want to protect. Fighting doesn't always result in victory, but surrendering guarantees defeat. The only people who have preserved their dignity or their rights in dealing with Trump are those who have been willing to stand up to him.

The sheer number of American elites willing to acquiesce to the destruction of democratic institutions is demoralizing. But it's worth noting that many ordinary people seem to be made of sterner stuff. ICE detainees such as the Palestinian-rights activist Mahmoud Khalil, for example, have continued to speak publicly about the administration's abuses. These are people who stand to lose their homes, their freedom, their families, and they are showing more courage than people who have summer homes and trust funds. Protesters continue to show up in the streets, risking being brutalized by armed agents of the state. In Washington, D.C., citizens called to serve on grand juries have refused to indict people accused by the Trump administration of political crimes.

The people, it turns out, are far more courageous than their leaders.
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Ukraine's Plan to Starve the Russian War Machine

Negotiations have stalled. Trump keeps changing his policies. Ukrainians, backed by Europeans, are taking matters into their own hands.    

by Anne Applebaum




Updated at 10:58 ET on September 25, 2025

In one section of a sprawling warehouse in central Ukraine, workers have stacked what appear to be small airplane wings in neat rows. In another section, a group of men is huddled around what looks like the body of an aircraft, adjusting an electronic panel. In makeshift locations elsewhere in Ukraine, workers are producing these electronic panels from scratch: This company wants to use as few imported parts as possible, avoiding anything American, anything Chinese. Jewelers, I was told, have turned out to be well suited for this kind of finicky manufacturing. Ukraine's justly celebrated manicurists are good at it too.

They are not alone in being new to the job. Everyone in this factory had a different profession three years ago, because this factory did not exist three years ago. Nor did the Ukrainian drone industry, of which it forms part. Whatever their job description before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, everyone at this production site is now part of a major shift in the politics and economics of the war, one that hasn't been fully understood by all of Ukraine's allies.

Once almost entirely dependent on imports of weapons from abroad, the Ukrainians are now producing millions of drones, large and small, as well as other kinds of weapons, every year. They are using them most famously on the front line, where they have prevented the Russians from making large-scale gains this year, despite dire headlines, and where they have ensured that any territory occupied by the Russians comes at a terrible price, in equipment and lives. The Ukrainians have also used sea drones to clear their Black Sea coast of Russian ships, an accomplishment that seemed impossible even to imagine at the start of the war.

Finally, they are using drones to hit distant targets, deep inside Russia, and lately they are hitting so many military objects, refineries, and pipelines that some Ukrainians believe they can do enough damage to force the Russians to end the war. On Monday, they once again struck Gazprom's fuel-processing plant in Astrakhan, for example, one of the largest gas-chemical complexes in the world and an important source of both gasoline and diesel. Yesterday, they hit a key part of an oil pipeline in Bryansk. Presumably President Volodymyr Zelensky transmitted this optimism to President Donald Trump, who again upended his administration's previous policies yesterday and declared that Ukraine is "in a position to fight and WIN all of Ukraine back in its original form."

The company that I visited, Fire Point, specializes in weaponry for these long-range attacks, producing large drones that can travel up to 1,400 kilometers and stay in the air for seven hours. Fire Point recently attracted attention for its newest product, the Flamingo cruise missile, which can hit targets at 3,000 kilometers, and the company is testing ballistic missiles, too. These capabilities have put Fire Point at the cutting edge of Ukraine's most ambitious strategy: the campaign to damage Russian refineries, pipeline stations, and other economic assets, especially oil-related assets. Trump has still never applied any real pressure on Russia, and is slowly lifting the Biden administration's sanctions by refusing to update them. By targeting Russia's oil and gas industry, the Ukrainians have been applying "sanctions" on their own.

Read: Ukraine's most lethal soldiers

This campaign is not new. I spoke with a Ukrainian officer responsible for helping coordinate the long-range-bombing campaign, and he told me that "sporadic" attempts to hit targets deep in Russia began immediately after the start of the invasion. After the Ukrainians received some American drones under the aegis of a program called Phoenix Ghost, their efforts became more serious. Made for different kinds of wars, the American drones were susceptible to Russian jamming, and the U.S. imposed restrictions on their use. One former soldier now involved in drone manufacturing told me that the Ukrainians weren't necessarily prepared to use them either. He and some colleagues found boxes of drones in a warehouse along with some other U.S. equipment in the first year of the war, and figured out how to use them from videos they found on the internet. Only later did they receive real instruction. (I agreed not to identify the officer or the former soldier, who fear for their security.)

Whatever their faults, these American donations did inspire the creation of long-range-drone units. Some are part of the military; others are connected to Ukrainian intelligence. As they grew to understand the technology, the commanders of these units, just like the teams deploying battlefield drones and sea drones, concluded that they needed their own drones, as well as their own drone research and development, with a constant feedback loop between the operators on the front lines and the industrial engineers. As the officer told me, "Everything interesting started a year ago, when the Armed Forces of Ukraine started to receive mass numbers of Ukrainian-made drones." Once their own production lines were in place, they were not trapped by technology invented somewhere else, and they could continually update it to counter advances in Russian tactics and electronic-warfare technology: "What we had two years ago or a year ago," the officer said, "it's dramatically different from what we are operating right now." A weapon that worked last winter might no longer have been useful over the summer.

As a result of both new technology and expanded capacity, the numbers of attacks inside Russia have increased. The officer told me that Ukraine's long-range-drone units now launch several dozen strikes on Russia every night.

Until recently, the impact of the long-range-drone campaign was hard to measure. The Ukrainians do not always admit to hitting targets deep inside Russia, and many of the targets are in obscure places, where no one is around to record the strike on a cellphone. Russian authorities also make a major effort to hide these strikes and the damage they do, both from their own population and from the rest of the world. On one occasion, Ukrainians learned from satellite pictures that their drones had successfully struck a military airport. They could see debris, oil spills, and other evidence of a successful attack. Just three hours later, all of that evidence was gone: The Russians had cleared the airfield and cleaned the tarmac.

Sometimes evidence emerges anyway, usually via a home video, posted to Telegram, made by a Russian who happens to be near a burning factory or exploding refinery and is shouting for his wife to come and look. But even so, it can be hard to know whether these dramatic fires are caused by drones or by Ukraine's even more clandestine sabotage campaign inside Russia, alleged to have both Russian and Ukrainian participants. The vacuum has left the field open for what the officer called "fake experts," and sometimes false claims from those who want to steal credit.

But the Ukrainian military does keep careful track of the damage being done, and has thought carefully about how to prioritize certain targets. It has disrupted airports and hit weapons factories and depots. The Ukrainian officer told me that, early on in the war, his colleagues realized that the Russians are not deterred by the deaths of their soldiers: "Russia can sustain extremely high levels of casualties and losses in human lives. They don't care about people's lives." However, "it is painful for them to lose money." They need money to fund their oligarchy, as well as to bribe their soldiers to fight: "So naturally, we need to reduce the amount of money available for them." Oil and oil products provide the majority of Russia's state income. This is how the oil industry became the Ukrainians' most important target.

The campaign against the oil industry has been helped by the degradation of Russian air defenses, which had been moved closer to the border of Ukraine and at the moment aren't numerous enough to cover every possible economic target across a very large country. Since August, 16 of 38 Russian refineries have been hit, some multiple times. Among them are facilities in Samara, Krasnodar, Volgograd, Novokuibyshevsk, and Ryazan, among others, as well as oil depots in Sochi; an oil terminal at Primorsk, in the Baltic; and pumping stations along another pipeline that supplies crude oil in Ust-Luga, in the northern part of the Baltic. In August, the Ukrainians also hit the Unecha pumping station, a crucial part of the Druzhba pipeline that links Russia and Europe and still supplies oil to Hungary and Slovakia, the two European countries that have sought to block or undermine sanctions (and the only two European NATO states who, alongside Turkey, import Russian oil at all).

Read: Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces

The result: Russian overall oil exports are now at their lowest point since the start of the war, and the Russians are running out of oil at home. The commander of Ukraine's Unmanned Systems Forces has said that more than a fifth of Russian refining capacity has been destroyed. The regime has banned the export of refined oil products, because there isn't enough for the domestic market. Gas stations are closed or badly supplied in areas across the country, including the suburbs of Moscow and St. Petersburg. Telegram accounts post videos of cars waiting in enormous lines. Earlier this month, Izvestiya, a state-owned newspaper, actually admitted to its readers that severe fuel shortages are spreading across central and eastern Russia, as well as in Crimea, a problem it attributed, laughably, to "the seasonal increase in fuel demand and the growth of tourism activity."

Quietly, Europeans are backing Ukraine's strategy. The Germans will invest $10.5 billion in support for Ukraine this year and next, a large chunk of which will be spent building drones. Sweden has pledged $7.4 billion. The European Union's decision to invest $6 billion in a "Drone Alliance" with Ukraine is mostly designed to build anti-drone defenses along Europe's eastern border, but that money will also accelerate production and benefit Ukraine as well.

Both the Ukrainians and their European allies are also looking harder at the so-called shadow fleet, the oil tankers now traveling around the world under flags of convenience, fraudulent flags, or no flags at all, carrying illicit Russian oil. Many are old, dangerous boats, with inexperienced crew and little or no insurance. Some have been involved in accidents already, and they could do real environmental damage in the Baltic Sea. Sweden, Germany, and Denmark have all announced that they will check the papers of these shadow tankers and sanction those that aren't insured, adding them to a growing list of sanctioned ships. The point, for the moment, is not just to protect the environment but to raise the costs of Russian oil exports and thus to reduce the amount of money flowing into Russia and back up Ukraine's air campaign. More extreme measures, including banning these unmarked, uninsured ships from the Baltic altogether, are under consideration too.

But that will take time, which no one in Ukraine wants to waste. No one wants to wait for Trump to impose new sanctions on Russia either. Drones, which can defend the front line and take the battle deep into Russia, can do more. In an address to the nation on September 14, Zelensky put it very clearly: "The most effective sanctions--the ones that work the fastest--are the fires at Russia's oil refineries, its terminals, oil depots." In the absence of an American policy that offers something other than rhetoric, the Ukrainians, backed by Europe, will pursue their own solution.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/09/ukraines-strategy-to-win-the-war/684356/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Testing Teachers for 'Wokeness'

A vision of public schools by conservatives, for conservatives. The second episode in a two-part series.

by Hanna Rosin




Updated at 11:09 a.m. ET on September 25, 2025
 Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

For a guy in charge of local schools, Oklahoma State Superintendent Ryan Walters generates an unusual amount of national news. This week, Walters announced a plan to create chapters of Turning Point USA, the conservative organization co-founded by Charlie Kirk, at every Oklahoma high school. Earlier this month, Walters had ordered a moment of silence in honor of the death of Kirk at all Oklahoma public schools, and now the State Department of Education says it's investigating claims that some districts did not comply. Oklahoma Governor Kevin Stitt, who had previously appointed Walters as his secretary of education, once accused Walters of "using kids as political pawns." State Democrats have called for an impeachment probe, and some Republicans have signed their own letter asking for an investigation of Walters. Parents, teachers, and religious leaders have sued Walters, the State Department of Education, and the State Board of Education for injecting religion into schools. And this past summer, two school-board members reported that they saw nude women on a television in his office during a board meeting. (Investigators concluded that the incident merely involved an R-rated movie randomly playing on a preprogrammed channel.) In the meantime, Oklahoma schools are ranked near the bottom for reading and math scores on the Nation's Report Card.

In the second episode of a two-part series on Oklahoma schools, we talk to Walters about what he's trying to accomplish in Oklahoma schools. We ask about the ideological purity test he's announced for teachers coming from "places like California and New York." We ask about his push for changes to the curriculum, including a requirement that high-school history students "identify discrepancies in 2020 elections results." We ask about the television incident. And we hear from two Oklahoma teachers who have taken very different paths in the face of changes under way in their state. You can listen to Episode 1 of the series here.

Note: Hours before this audio episode was published, Ryan Walters announced live on Fox News that he would resign as state superintendent with more than a year left in his term. Walters said he would be taking a position in the private sector as CEO of the Teacher Freedom Alliance (TFA), a nonprofit that describes itself as an alternative to teachers' unions. TFA is a partner organization of the Freedom Foundation, a far-right think tank. Walters's campaign manager and senior adviser told the Oklahoma Voice that Walters expects to step down in early October.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Ryan Walters (from KOKH Fox 25): Pornography. Pornography should not be in our schools. No parent should send their child to school and their child have access to graphic pornography.


[Music]

Hanna Rosin: In our first episode about Oklahoma public schools, we talked about the rise of State Superintendent Ryan Walters and all the changes he's making. In this year's new curriculum, he added dozens of references to Christianity, an instruction to high-school history students to identify discrepancies in the 2020 election--although those standards have just been paused for now by the Oklahoma Supreme Court. Walters announced an ideological purity test for some teachers coming in from out of state. And he tried to make sure that certain books were not on the shelves.

Walters (from Fox News): Hey, when we send our kids to school, we are not expecting them to be able to check out a book from the library that's got explicit pornography in it. And unfortunately, this is a tactic we've seen of the far left.


Rosin: We also talked to a pair of former students of Coach Walters--that's what they called him--who described him as an exceedingly cool history teacher. A secret Democrat, one of them had guessed.

Starla Edge: His whole thing about wokeism, I truly don't understand, because he was woke. He was woke!


Rosin: So we went to Oklahoma City to interview Walters and try to square the circle.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. In this second of a two-part series about Oklahoma public education, an interview with Walters about what he's up to. Also about that weird scandal we mentioned at the end of the first episode, where two State Board of Education members said they saw naked women on a TV in Walters's office.

Turns out that it wasn't really a scandal, but the way Walters handled it revealed maybe a bigger problem for Oklahoma public schools--the actual thing we should be calling the scandal. We'll get into it later.

Ryan Walters: How are y'all doin'?
 Rosin: Hey, how are you?
 Walters: Ryan Walters.
 Rosin: Nice to meet you.
 Walters: Nice to meet you.
 Jinae West: Hi. Jinae.
 Walters: Jinae, very nice to meet you.
 West: Nice to meet you.
 Walters: Oh, man, that's a nice-looking microphone right here. Is this my coffee--


Rosin: Arriving at Ryan Walters's office earlier this summer was not like arriving at the office of a guy who's in charge of a state school system. We were greeted by two staff members who had come from other states to work for him.

Walters has a reputation in young conservative circles as an exciting person to work for--someone who was going places. He'd already teased that he was considering a run for the governor of Oklahoma.

And despite being at the center of an awkward scandal at the very moment we arrived, Walters's energy when he greeted us was the opposite of awkward.

Walters: I am a, like, easily a pot and a half of coffee a day.
 Rosin: Pot?
 Walters: Oh, yeah.  I do have my--
 Rosin: Pot?
 Walters: --blood pressure checked.
 Rosin: (Laughs.) Pot.
 Walters: That goes back to my teaching days. I would set it every morning. When I rolled in at 6:30, it was premade there, room smelled like coffee. My kids would come in for tutoring before school, and they'd go, It already smells like coffee. I'm going, It's already made, guys. It's ready to go.


Rosin: Speaking of Walters's teaching days, I started by asking about his time as a history teacher. He said he doesn't think he's changed since then, so I was trying to figure out: Did he just have different rules back then? Like, he used to not think it was ok to talk about Bibles in class, but then he changed his mind?

Rosin: Being a Christian and a teacher, how did you manage that in public school? Did you have rules for yourself? There are things I can mention and can't mention. I'm not gonna talk about the Bible. I'm not gonna talk about my own faith. What were the lines that you drew as a teacher?
 Walters: Yeah, great question. So I taught history and government. So one of the things I always tried to make sure that the kids knew is, first of all, I didn't ever--my kids, it was always an ongoing debate of: What is he? What is his political beliefs? And I would always tell 'em: I'm not gonna talk about mine here in school. I'm not gonna talk about those things. I'm gonna tell you: "This is what some folks believe. Here's what other folks believe. Here's the sources. Sort through it, and figure it out for yourself."
 Now, look, hey, we had a Bible in the classroom. We talked about the role the Bible played in American history. It was always done in an academic setting. It was always done in its historical context. I wasn't pushing religion on the kids. I wasn't pushing a political belief.
 And, like I said, the kids always, you know, they'd: Who'd you vote for? Who'd-- And I'd go, Guys, I don't care to--I'm not trying to keep it from you; I mean, I'll talk about it somewhere else. You'll know if your parents talk to me out at a restaurant or something. I don't mind that. But when we're here, I'm talking about academics. We're gonna talk about, "A lot of people believe different things," and I want you guys to hear all of that, and you guys come to your own conclusion.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. And why? Why was it important not to talk about things in the classroom?
 Walters: Well, now, I will say we talked about things, now, and I--
 Rosin: Not to talk about your own personal belief?
 Walters: I just felt like that was incredibly important when you're talking about: Hey, we'll talk about every political issue; we'll talk about all of it. But I wanted them to know: You're gonna get all sides. You're not gonna have a teacher that's gonna come in and go, "This is the side you should believe." My beliefs are separate from this. You're gonna come in, I'm gonna give you the best education I can, and I wanna see you come to your own conclusion.


[Music]

Rosin: "People believe different things." "You're gonna get all sides." That is a very open-minded approach--which does not at all square with what he's done as superintendent.

In an interview once, Walters said: "If you're going to come into our state, don't come in with these blue-state values." And then right before this school year started, he announced he would administer a kind of purity test to some new teachers coming from out of state.

"Oklahoma's schools," he said, "will not be a haven for woke agendas pushed in places like California and New York. If you want to teach here, you'd better know the Constitution, respect what makes America great, and understand basic biology."

Rosin: So you recently talked about--you called it either an ideology test or a certification test. What's the purpose of something like that?
 Walters: Right, yeah, absolutely. So the purpose is--listen, you know, it's not complicated for us here in Oklahoma. There's two genders: There's male, and there's female. There's not 27. There's not gender fluidity. That's not something that we want left-wing activists pushing on our kids.
 So when I see a state like California come out and say, Now, actually, every teacher, we're gonna teach it that way. That's gonna be a demand, came from the governor himself. That's what we're gonna teach. Okay, well, our standards say otherwise.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm.
 Walters: So if you're gonna come into our state and teach--and we are recruiting heavily. I've recruited more teachers to our state than ever before in history. We had the biggest signing bonuses in the country to bring teachers here. We put teachers on a path to merit pay, where they can make six figures in the classroom, got a thousand teachers on track for that.
 So we are very excited to have the top educators in the country right here in Oklahoma, but we are absolutely not gonna take left-wing activists who have been indoctrinated themselves by a radical state like California. So, listen, you gotta know the difference between male and female. You gotta agree that you're gonna teach that in our standards. And we're just gonna make sure that we're not gonna invite that into the state of Oklahoma.
 Rosin: So if Walters thought that way about gender, how was he gonna handle sexuality?
 Rosin: Now,  I'm gonna ask in a pretty simple way: Let's say I'm a gay parent, and I don't have any particular ideology. I'm a parent. I'm married to a same-gender person.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: I have a child in the schools. Am I welcome in Oklahoma schools?
 Walters: Absolutely. Every child of every background, every parent of every background is welcome in Oklahoma schools. Our goal is to give every single child the best education possible. It doesn't matter your political leanings, doesn't matter your views on anything. It doesn't matter--we want you to have the best education possible. That is, you know, we want every kid to feel welcome. We want every kid to be supported. We want every single child to succeed.
 Rosin: But do you understand how a parent wouldn't feel that way if you, the state superintendent of education, saying, We want people with red-state values in our public schools? Do you see how a parent would feel unwelcome in a school like that?
 Walters: No, I don't. We've been very clear of what the vision is. The vision is-- everyone should agree on this. And I do. And I get people all across the political spectrum--I had Democrats grabbing me all the time on the campaign trail. They may not agree with school choice. They might not agree with everything. But they go, You're a hundred percent right. We should get schools back to teaching the basics. We should all be able to agree on that.
 And it is unfortunate that we've got one party that says--the Democrats have said, Schools are a weapon to be used to push our ideology on kids. They have a political agenda. Our goal is to take that political agenda out. That is what red states, that's what red governors have been doing. And that's what we've been leading the charge on, to say, No, this is the vision. Everybody should be able to agree on this, frankly.
 Rosin: So in your view, it's exclusively the left that has politicized the schools?
 Walters: Absolutely. Absolutely.
 Rosin:  Interesting. I mean, there was a whole period of when there was a Republican agenda to take over state school boards and think about schools--
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: --but to you, that was all responsive, the way you think of it?
 Walters: Absolutely. The teachers' unions have run our schools, the federal Department of Education have run our schools since 1979. They've weaponized the federal government to push an agenda. And listen to the Republican position--it has been: Get back to the basics. Get back to teaching a love of the country's values.
 It's always with a critical eye. It's always a Hey, we want you to do a deep dive into everything. Again, you notice everything--if you look through our standards, we added more about what happened to the Native Americans. We added more about the Tulsa Race Massacre. Hey, we want kids to know the times we didn't live up to our values. That's very, very important. And frankly, as a history teacher, you learn from American greatness and those exceptional times throughout our history; you also have to look at the times we didn't live up to those things, and you have to look at that with an honest eye--
 Rosin: And you mean that sincerely?
 Walters: Yeah, I mean, absolutely--
 Rosin: That is not, to you, a kind of stain on American exceptionalism?
 Walters: Well, what do you mean by that?
 Rosin: I just mean, this is the heart of the controversy, sort of how you teach about America--
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: --what America's founding was.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: It's a very varied view. It's a very varied view.
 Walters: Well, yeah, let me address that. So we live in the greatest country in the history of the world.
 Rosin: That's also a specific view.
 Walters: It is. But, I mean, if you're--
 Rosin: Like, if you're teaching world history and you're teaching many countries' perspectives--
 Walters: Yeah, but if you--I mean, look, as [Benjamin] Franklin said, This is a republic, if we can keep it. And part of the central goal of our education system is to keep the republic, keep an informed citizenry that understands American history, understands American exceptionalism, and understands that if we're not actively involved as citizens, if we don't understand our history, if we don't understand those values--I mean, history, also, to your point, when you look at world history, we know what happens when countries don't abide by some central values, central principles: that it won't be good for the next generations. And that's part of what I believe is so important when you talk about education holistically but, specifically, history in education.


[Music]

 Rosin: So do you even think of yourself as controversial? Do you understand why people describe you that way? Because you are controversial, but you seem to--
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: --think of yourself as neutral.
 Walters: Look--here's what--I don't, you know--
 Rosin: Like, a person in your position doesn't often have enemies and backers and allies and detractors. I mean, are you--
 Walters: Yeah, sure.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Walters: But what I will say is, look, I'm unapologetic. The teachers' unions have been one of the most negative forces in recent American history. I've never seen anything like it--the ideology they've pushed on kids. It's unfathomable to me that they did that.
 So, yeah, I went to war with a group that has an unlimited amount of money, nearly an unlimited amount of political power, that had bought off so many elected officials, that have bought off so many different interest groups. And we took on an education establishment of administrators, school-board associations, teachers' unions.
 I mean, it doesn't surprise me. I think it's unfortunate that the left has become so radicalized, but it doesn't surprise me.


Rosin: There are a lot of parents who came to feel the same way Walters does about schools. The so-called parents' rights movement has exploded since the pandemic. Their origin story goes something like this: During the pandemic, when our kids were doing school from home, we discovered some of the stuff they were learning, and we were outraged.

Now, conservatives were talking about taking over school boards back in the '90s, but the more recent parents rights' movement rocketed their momentum. And it wasn't just Christian conservatives in red states.

In a recent Supreme Court case, the court sided with Maryland parents who wanted to opt out of LGBTQ lesson plans that included books that were similar to the ones Walters complains about: books that mention gay or trans kids. And that was led by Muslim, Catholic, Orthodox Christian, and Jewish parents in a school system with a large immigrant population about 20 minutes from where I live in D.C.

So the parents who don't want what Walters calls the "radical gender ideology" pushed on their kids are everywhere--and they're winning. The difference is: Walters is not just a parent. He runs an entire school system. And his vision is a radical rewriting of what public school in America is and has been for decades.

Rosin: I mean, there is an idea, totally apart from this warfare that you're describing, that public schools are an engine of American democracy precisely because they are a place where people who believe wildly different things--people who are atheists and don't believe in God at all--
 Walters: Sure, sure.
 Rosin: --and people who are evangelical Christians and go to church every day, and people who are Muslims, and people who are Jewish, and people who are gay, and all these different things--are in school together. And that is the teaching ground. Do you not believe that? I mean, is that not an important value for you?
 Walters: It is. Everything--is there anything I've said today that would go counter to that? Because again--
 Rosin: Oh, yeah. Yes.
 Walters: --what I would say is--you think there is?
 Rosin: Absolutely.
 Walters: How?
 Rosin: Absolutely. Absolutely. Because you define what sounds to me like a specific view as the only view, as the universal view: There's a universal view. I mean, our Founding Fathers were influenced by lots of different ideas.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: Some of them were Christian; some of them were deist. It just seems as if you're defining a pretty specific idea as an idea for everybody--like saying that we wanna welcome people with red-state values to our school, that seems specific. That seems exclusive.
 Walters: And I've defined those values for you. The values are: We're going to teach the basics. We're gonna teach academics. We're not going to have this left-wing agenda forced on our kids. It doesn't matter what your beliefs are. You walk into a school; you teach kids this--we should all be able to agree on that.
 Rosin:  You recently added--this might be your most controversial thing--that students should be taught about discrepancies in the 2020 election results. Why did you decide to add that?
 Walters: How do you teach about the 2020 election without that? I mean, notice how the standard was written. They're gonna look at graphs, data charts, everything else, show--look, there were discrepancies. You had more people vote in that election than ever before, and then they went away. What's the reason for that?
 Kids are gonna come to their own conclusion. We're gonna talk about COVID. We're gonna talk about mail-in ballots. They're gonna look at the data. They're gonna look at the statistics. They can draw their own conclusion on what happened with that election. But you're not gonna go teach 2020, one of the most controversial, the most controversial election in American history, and pretend like, Oh, there was no controversy. There was nothing about--we teach the 2000 election very similarly; we teach the 1824 election very similarly.
 Rosin: However, you didn't say, "Identify if there were discrepancies." That seems to me like that would be open-ended questions. You said, "Identify discrepancies in election results."
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: That is not universally agreed upon by American courts. That's a specific political position.
 Walters: No, no, that's a fact. More people voted, and trends were dramatically different in that election. Now, there's a lot of explanations for that that people can give. We never had an election with dramatic changes in mail-in ballots. Okay, well, that's something to look into, right? Why were there so many mail-in ballots? COVID. Election strategies changed on that. Of course they did, right? Now you can get people to mail in their ballots, so the deep dive is into the discrepancies on the vote totals in that election. Kids are gonna come to their own conclusion. That's why we were very particular with that of: Give 'em the sources--let them study that.
 Rosin: So if a kid concludes there were no discrepancies, does that kid fail? Is that kid wrong?
 Walters: (Laughs.) If a kid--okay, so kids are going to see the election totals, the vote totals. They're gonna look at the numbers. They're gonna look at the comparisons between others. That's what they're gonna be sure to study so that they understand it was a unique election. There is absolute--that's undeniable. It was a unique election with the--
 Rosin: It's denied by many, many courts.
 Walters: That it was a unique election? That we've never--
 Rosin: Oh, that it was unique--
 Walters: Yeah.
 Rosin: --but we could say, "Talk about how the 2020 election was unique." That's different.
 Walters: Well, what does that mean?
 Rosin: Oh, that can mean--that's a very open-ended question.
 Walters: That's right. Our standards are there so that parents are ensured: "What do you mean? What are we learning about?" They're gonna learn about the vote totals. They're gonna learn about bellwether states. They're gonna learn about the amount of people that voted. They're gonna learn about the amount of mail-in ballots. And they're gonna come to their own conclusions on that.


[Music]

Rosin: By the way, just weeks into the start of the school year, the Oklahoma Supreme Court issued a temporary stay, pausing Walters's new standards as the court considers a lawsuit challenging them.

Okay, back to the interview. When the press secretary chimed in to say we had only eight minutes left, I finally had to address the elephant in the room.

Rosin:  Okay, so I'm gonna ask you about the news.
 Walters: Sure.
 Rosin: There were board members who say they saw the nude pictures on TV during the board meeting.


Rosin: It would have been truly perfect justice: a politician who endlessly complains about porn caught up in a porn scandal. But it turned out to be trifling. After an investigation, the Oklahoma House speaker concluded that the naked women the board members said they saw were likely from a newly installed TV randomly playing a preprogrammed channel--more specifically, the 1985 R-rated film The Protector, starring Jackie Chan, which has a 44 percent rating on Rotten Tomatoes.

Trailer (for the movie The Protector): He's a cop with his own way of enforcing the law.


Rosin: We know that now. We did not, however, know any of this at the time we were in his office. Back then, Walters could have said he himself was confused, that it was a new TV, or "no comment." Instead, the day we interviewed him, he chose this path.

Walters: Yeah, they're outrageous liars.  And we're about to be able to show that; we just had two independent investigations to show that. So it shows you the lengths at which they will go.


Rosin: They, meaning two board members who said they saw the naked women on the TV, both of whom were appointed by Republican Governor Kevin Stitt, who's recently been at odds with Walters. So preexisting beef.

Walters:  This whole concoction was done to try to stop a board meeting where we were approving a new private school that has American values that they tried to stop in the board meeting. They then tried to hijack the board. They tried to hijack the agenda, the vote, everything else. It became this huge disruption. And then they concocted this, to come up with it the next day, to try to further disrupt the work we're doing here.
 Rosin: So, wait, you're saying there was no pornography on the TV. Or just that you don't know how it got there?
 Walters: It was on a cable TV channel.
 Rosin: And it was just randomly--
 Walters: It was on a cable TV channel, and that is verifiable.


Rosin: Now, all evidence suggests that there were actually nude women on the TV. It was a comedy of errors. But because local schools are the latest live battlefield in our ongoing civil war, we got flamer language, investigations, and a fight over nothing. And at the first state school-board meeting since all this happened, back in late July, Walters was a no-show.

But you know what? There was actually something kind of scandalous that happened on that day. And it had nothing to do with nude women.

Walters was there advocating for this private school he mentions, the one he says has "American values"--that, by the way, has a partnership with PragerU, the same media organization that helped develop Oklahoma's purity test for teachers.

Why is the state superintendent, who is the leader of public schools, advocating for some online private school?

[Music]

Rosin: If all this noise gets in the way of whatever is needed to make Oklahoma schools better--because, remember, they're still ranked near the bottom of America's schools. If it makes it harder for Oklahoma teachers to do their jobs, then that's the real scandal.

Coming up, we'll hear from one of those teachers.

Michael: Honestly, I think the debate just comes down to: Is me compromising, in my view, certain levels of my integrity a couple of times a year worth doing the job that I love?


Rosin: That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Every school year, there's something new for teachers to master: new faces, new names, new textbooks. This year, perhaps the most notable were the changes in the curriculum. And in the summer, when we visited, which was before the court had issued its temporary stay, teachers were working out how exactly they would talk about them.

Michael:  These are the ones that were added in by Ryan Walters, were: "Identify discrepancies in 2020 elections results by looking at graphs and other information, including the sudden halting of ballot-counting in select cities in key battleground states, the security risks of mail-in balloting, sudden batch dumps, an unforeseen record number of voters, and the unprecedented contradiction of 'bellwether county' trends."
 And then the other one is: "Identify the source of the COVID-19 pandemic from a Chinese lab and the economic and social effects of state and local lockdowns."
 Rosin: Ooh, that's real specific, both of those.
 Michael: Yeah, yeah. They are--I mean, correct me if I'm wrong--they are the things that the MyPillow guy talks about.


Rosin: Or at least some of the things he talks about. Anyway, this is Michael, a social-studies teacher at a public high school in Oklahoma. We're only identifying him by his first name because he loves teaching, and he wants to keep his job. And that's the problem.

Remember Summer Boismier, the teacher from Episode 1 who put up a QR code to the Brooklyn Public Library? Like Boismier, Michael was also concerned when the state started auditing books in the classroom a few years ago. But whereas Boismier resigned and ultimately had her teaching license revoked, Michael chose to bite his tongue and stay.

Michael:  I was definitely stressed about it. It's one of those things where I didn't wanna be sensational or overly dramatic, but the conversations I was having with certain colleagues were like, I mean, this is the first step. This is a slippery slope. We start doing things like this, then what's to stop them from pushing further?
 These standards and things that we're talking about in Oklahoma, they were really worried about this "woke left-wing indoctrination" of America's children, and it's one of those things that it's like, okay, sure, you could maybe point to a couple of places that that might be happening. None of them are gonna be in the state of Oklahoma. Every county has voted red for every presidential election since '08. That thing's not happening here.


Rosin: In 2016, Michael was teaching at a mostly Latino school. After Donald Trump won his first presidential election, Michael says he could feel that his students were suddenly more wary of him. So Michael decided to say this: I would never vote for something that would bring harm to you. Which, he said, put them at ease.

Michael:  I felt okay being human in that moment, right, where these are kids who are sad and confused and angry and already don't like going to school, and the first person they see is someone who looks like me, who statistically, on paper, voted for this guy.


Rosin: Looking back, maybe it was a little risky to hint at his personal beliefs. But he did it back then because he is a real hustler when it comes to connecting with students. But given everything that's been going on in Oklahoma these days, Michael says he would never say anything like that now.

(Music plays.)
 Michael: There you go. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Thanks. This is your class?
 Michael: This is my classroom, yup.
 Rosin: Will you give us a little tour--
 Rosin: Towards the end of the summer, we meet up with Michael in his classroom, where he's busy setting up: moving around desks, putting up posters. There are flags for sports teams, flags from every nation, quotes from pop stars, drawings from former students, and right near his desk is a wall of famous figures from history, each with a quote--pretty standard fare for a high-school history class. But here? Possibly dangerous.
 Michael:  I feel like having anybody who's too involved with the civil-rights movement right now is also something I gotta worry about, even though I shouldn't have to be, everything like that. I have a friend who gave me a framed poster of a quote from John Lewis as well, and I worry about bringing that and hanging that up, kind of a thing. I just worry about getting pegged as "woke" or something like that. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Mm-hmm.
 Michael: Just for having certain decorations and things, so.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. Is there anything that you didn't put up because you thought, Oh, don't risk it?
 Michael: Not yet. Like I said, I'm still debating about bringing that John Lewis one up 'cause it's really big, and it's about, oh, you know, in times of--If you see something that's not right--it's actually the quote that's over there. That's a smaller version of it there.
 Rosin: Oh, can we read it?
 Michael: Yeah.
 All right: "When you see something that is not right, not fair, not just, you have to speak up. You have to say something; you have to do something."


[Music]

Rosin:  Okay. So let's say that you were faced with a situation where, maybe, a student brings it up--like, COVID comes up or the 2020 election comes up. How would you actually go about this? How would you handle this as a teacher?
 Michael: I would say, "The state standards say that this is the case, and that's what the state standards say." And if they--
 Rosin: You would? That's how you would do it?
 Michael: I feel like I would try to convey, yes, that this is what--I would say, "I'm required by law to tell you that this is what this says," and then just kind of leave it at that. 'Cause if I hesitate, if I say, at least in the point I'm in right now--like I said, I'm still kind of probationary, so one slipup means I can lose my job. Once I get career or tenure, I'll be good. But I think this next year, if something like that comes up, that's gonna be how I have to handle it. And again, I'm being muzzled and hamstrung in kind of doing this, but--and, I mean, I'll lose sleep over it--but this is what I gotta do to keep doing what I wanna do, even if it goes against everything I feel.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. So how does that feel?
 Michael: Awful.
 Rosin: Yeah.
 Michael: Yeah. I mean, just really stressful. And I don't know, I pride myself on being an honest person. I pride myself on being transparent and not really lying and definitely all kinda stuff, and this feels like a cop-out. And it feels--it is. It doesn't--sorry, it doesn't feel like it; it is. And that feels bad. And, at a certain point, I'm going to have to have the conversation with myself: Is that worth it?
 Rosin:  Do you think you have--I mean, it sounds like you're really thinking about this, and you've made your compromise for the moment. Do you have a line or a rule for yourself where it's like, Michael, you can't do this anymore. Have you ever, in your head, played out a scenario where, like, This and no more?
 Michael: I try not to 'cause I know there's going to be--I think it's only a matter of time until there is going to be something. I genuinely think that might be, if I find myself saying this too many times, I feel like that's gotta be it for me.


[Music]

Summer Boismier: Hi.
 Rosin: Hi.
 West: Hi.
 Boismier: Come on in.
 West: This is Hanna.
 Boismier: Nice to meet you.
 Rosin: I'm Hanna.
 Boismier: Nice to meet you. Hi, Hanna.
 West: Hi. Jinae.
 Boismier: Hi, Jinae.
 West: Nice to meet you.
 Boismier: Nice to meet you as well.


Rosin: In case you missed the first episode in our Oklahoma education series, Summer Boismier was a high-school teacher who, unlike Michael, made the decision to quit rather than censor herself. And, as a result, it's a couple of weeks before school starts, and Boismier has nothing to do and nowhere to be. Summer Boismier is stuck in eternal summer.

After the State Board of Education voted to revoke her teaching license, Boismier moved back home to Oklahoma, to her mom's house--which is so neat. Like, even a pile of paper napkins from Jersey Mike's--takeout a few weeks ago--is stacked on the kitchen counter with military precision. Signs, painted on wood, hang over everything: This house is a home. Bless this kitchen. Let all that you do be done in love. They are relentlessly upbeat.

Boismier is not.

Boismier: I guess the best way I would describe it is: It's a bit of a lost feeling. It's just--I don't know. I feel like a guest kind of in someone else's space, even though this is my home. This is where I lived before I went to New York, for example. It still feels very temporary, very strange. I have not unpacked.


Rosin: Boismier says she's applied to more than 300 positions--with zero offers. Unclear why. It could be because of the way she lost her teaching certificate, all that controversy. She calls herself "educational kryptonite" in the state of Oklahoma. She's asked a judge to restore her teaching certificate, but that's just more waiting.

So Boismier spends most of her days pacing around her mom's house, sleeping in the guest bedroom with a broken TV and a useless winter coat hanging on a hook. Everything else from her entire adult life is still in boxes, nearly all unopened: dishes, towels, silverware.

Boismier: --unpacked. Everything else is still pretty solidly encased, and I'm a little scared to touch it. (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Why are you afraid to open any of them?
 Boismier: That's a great question. I think, for me, if I open the boxes, it means that I'm finished. And I think that scares me, that sort of voice in the back of my head of: I need this to matter. And to me, I'm at a spot where I'm not sure that it does.
 Rosin:  Where are all your books? 'Cause you had described having 500 books. Where are they?
 Boismier: My books are currently boxed up, just as they've been since 2022, in the back of my mom's storage shed.
 (People getting into a car.)


Rosin: So we go to the shed. Boismier tells us that she shares the shed with her mom, who mostly keeps holiday decorations in there, and her sister, who's also a teacher. That sister has been busy getting her school supplies out of the shed because, remember, school's about to start.

(Shed door being opened.)
 Rosin: Whoa.
 Boismier: All right.
 Rosin: So give us the audio tour guide of what is here.
 Boismier: Sure. So pretty much everything at the back of the storage shed, so all these boxes that go almost all the way up to the ceiling, that's my classroom.


Rosin: The storage unit is crammed with sparkly wreaths and smiling elves. And there's a small path to the back.

Boismier: Let's see if I can climb back in here a little bit.
 (Items shift around.)
 Boismier: This rocking horse is not in a great spot.


Rosin: And then, there they are: the 500 books that used to live in her classroom--The Fault in Our Stars,The Hate U Give, the Twilight saga--which might or might not be on some banned-books list that doesn't exist, or offend someone's parents.

Rosin:  I almost feel like there's too much symbolism in this space. There's too much symbolism.
 Boismier: You unpack a lot more than boxes here.
 Rosin: Yeah. This storage shed is one giant metaphor, truly.
 Boismier: (Laughs.)
 Rosin: Do you feel like--I don't even know how to say it. If these books stayed in here forever, what would that mean to you?
 Boismier: If the books were back in a classroom, but--
 Rosin: No, no. I mean, forget the books.
 Boismier: --or if they stayed here?
 Rosin: All of it.
 Boismier: Oh, if it didn't change anything? So I can't undo what I did or did not do. But at the end of the day, if I'm really, truly being honest, I hope it matters. I hope it makes a difference. But I don't regret it. I just regret that I had to do it at all.
 Rosin: Mm-hmm. It's interesting 'cause I feel like you--I mean, even seeing this has brought it home for me. You keep saying, I'm suspended. I don't know where I am. I'm suspended, which suggests that you're waiting for something. And the something is, like, it could be just a job; it could be a teaching certificate. But it's gotta be something.
 Boismier: Yeah.
 Rosin: Something has to happen.
 Boismier: I say that to myself every day when I wake up: Something has to happen.
 Rosin: Uh-huh.
 Boismier: I really hope it does.


(Shed door being shut.)
 Boismier: All right, where did I put the--oh. All righty. (Locks door.) All right.


[Music]

Rosin: Oklahoma kids started school a few weeks ago. So far, Michael says things are going well, that his students this year are extremely polite, which he says is a nice surprise and a little weird. Boismier is still at her mom's house--no job offers.
 
 Last week, Ryan Walters ordered that all public schools observe a moment of silence in honor of the death of Charlie Kirk. The State Department of Education says it's investigating claims that some districts did not comply. And then just a couple of days ago, Walters announced a plan to create chapters of Turning Point USA--the conservative organization co-founded by Kirk--at every Oklahoma high school.

That ideology test for teachers that Walters promised, it came out in late August, and right at the top: "What is the fundamental biological distinction between males and females?" "Why is the distinction between male and female considered important in areas like sports and privacy?"

The test questions in general got a lot of press--unlike the kind of questions that Walters's opponent raised in the state-superintendent race: about teacher retention, career readiness, and food insecurity.

[Music]

Rosin: Here's a question for the purity test: Is public education guaranteed in the Constitution? The answer is "No, it's not." Schools are an example of civic institutions that evolved in a democracy over centuries, towards the consensus that they should be free, open to everyone, and secular.

But as we're learning lately about those institutions, they can be gone faster than you can fall asleep in civics class.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West with help from Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Jonathan Menjivar and Claudine Ebeid. Original music and mixing by Rob Smierciak. Fact-checking by Will Gordon. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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If I Work Harder, Will You Love Me?

The tragedy of workaholism is the false belief that you can trade toil for affection. Knowing that is the first step to recovery.

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.

Between teaching MBA students and speaking to a lot of business audiences, I'm often interacting with successful people who work extremely long hours. It's common for me to hear about 13-hour workdays and seven-day workweeks, with few or no vacations. What I see among many of those I encounter is workaholism, a pathology characterized by continuing to work during discretionary time, thinking about work all the time, and pursuing job tasks well beyond what's required to meet any need. Workaholics feel a compulsion to work even when they are already earning plenty of money and despite getting minimal enjoyment from doing so.

Does this sound familiar? If you do little else but work--and are mentally absent when not working--you are likely to find your life feels bereft of enjoyment, satisfaction, and meaning. Worst of all, compulsive overworking is incompatible with healthy intimate relationships, which take time, energy, and effort.

As with other addictions, telling a workaholic they'd be better off not doing the destructive behavior is unhelpful--as though just suggesting "Hey, why not work less?" will result in the person slapping their forehead and saying "I never thought of that!" Instead, I try to look behind the pathology to discover its origins. Typically, what I find in highly successful people is that an addiction to work is, in fact, based on an inchoate belief that love from others--including spouses, parents, and friends--can be earned only through constant toil and exceptional merit. Unchecked, this mistaken belief is catastrophic. But understanding the reasons behind this delusion can lead to healing.

Life offers two kinds of reward, which social scientists define as intrinsic and extrinsic. The first kind involves immaterial things that can't be bought, such as love and happiness. The second kind involves material things that can be procured, such as money and goods. We want both kinds of reward, of course--even though we all know what research has shown over and over again: that once we have achieved a basic standard of living, we gain much greater life satisfaction from intrinsic rewards. Compare the scenario of driving to a fancy restaurant in your new Ferrari, where you will eat alone because you have no friends or family, with that of driving to Denny's in a 1999 Corolla to hang out with people who truly love you.

Arthur C. Brooks: The hidden link between workaholism and mental health

And yet, millions of seemingly successful people act as if extrinsic rewards are all that count. Although they may not be totally bereft of loved ones, they live almost as if they were so, neglecting family and friends in favor of work, earning far more than their household needs to survive, even thrive. You can think of this as a crossed psychological circuit, resulting in a false conviction that intrinsic rewards can be bought with extrinsic currency. If I work hard enough and am sufficiently successful, thinks the workaholic, albeit unconsciously, then I will be worthy of the love I truly crave.

Why might someone fall prey to such an erroneous belief? It could be the way you were raised. Workaholic parents tend to have workaholic kids. If you grow up seeing adulthood modeled by people who work all hours and are rarely home, you can be forgiven for regarding this as appropriate behavior for a responsible spouse and parent. This is at least partly the same mechanism behind the fact that you are much likelier to become an alcoholic if you were raised by one.

Researchers have also shown that when parents express love for a child in a conditional way based on the child's behavior, that person is likely to grow up feeling that they deserve love only through good conduct and hard work. This might sound as though I'm describing terrible parents, but I don't mean to do so at all; well-intentioned parental encouragement can be heard by a child as a message about their worthiness.

In the workaholic's case, it might look like this: Your parents wanted you to succeed in school and in life, so they gave you the most love and attention when you got good report cards, won at sports, or earned the top spot in the orchestra. You were a bright kid, and put two and two together: I am extra lovable when I earn accolades. In my experience, this describes the childhood of a lot of people who strove to be special to gain their parents' attention, and who carry this behavior into adulthood by trying to earn the love of others through compulsive work.

If you're tending toward workaholism, you may very well be discovering that the returns to work are falling below the costs to your life. You are likely defensive about your heavy work habit, and confused about why such a noble virtue is earning complaints at home, instead of praise. Here are three steps you can take to resolve this issue.

1. Look at your origins and face the truth.
 Think back to your childhood: Did you struggle, say, to get your parents' attention and affection unless you excelled in school or outside activities? Did being a "special" or a "bright" child make you feel loved? If so, don't get mad at your folks: They were probably doing their best, perhaps trying to give you a better life than they'd had; or they may have been diligently following some now-outdated parenting advice. But the result is very likely that there's a script in your head that says, You're not inherently lovable as you are, so you better win the spelling bee. You are still trying to win some grown-up version of the spelling bee, even if your parents are long dead.

2. Give what you want to receive.
 Benjamin Franklin wrote that "if you would be loved, love, and be loveable." The profound truth behind this assertion is that you should give what you want to receive. So if you want more courtesy, start by being courteous to others. And if you want true love from your beloved, give them true love, in the intrinsic currency that satisfies our deeper needs. That means giving your self, not more money or things. Try this: Take a day away from work, turn off your phone, and give the person you love the attention they crave, all day.

Derek Thompson: America's fever of workaholism is finally breaking

3. Make plans to change.
 One day is not enough to repair your relationships, and big changes in your habits don't take place overnight. If you were dependent on alcohol, say, I wouldn't be so naive as to imagine that not drinking for a day would fix the problem. Breaking any addiction takes a lot of planning and resolve. Own up to your workaholism, acknowledge the roots of the problem, and work with your loved ones to make a long-term plan to live differently. That might mean planning a career or job change, in six months' to a year's time; scheduling weekend trips and tech-free vacations from now until then; and asking your family to hold you accountable for making progress.

Let me close with one of my many conversations with work-addicted strivers that makes the point better perhaps than any studies can. An older, very wealthy man told me how he worked himself to a husk to earn his fortune. While he ground away at building his company over the decades, barely talking to his wife and kids, he dreamed about how marvelous it would be to be wealthy. I asked him what he imagined it would be like to be so rich. He said that he thought of the obvious stuff, such as houses and cars. "But mostly," he said, "I thought if I was rich, my wife would love me."

"And?" I asked, noting that he was not wearing a ring.

"She didn't."
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Patricia Lockwood's Mind-Opening Experience of Long COVID

In her new novel, the author captures the strangeness of ordinary life for the chronically ill.

by Bekah Waalkes




One hundred years ago, Virginia Woolf wondered why, "considering how common illness is, how tremendous the spiritual change that it brings," it had not "taken its place with love, battle, and jealousy among the prime themes of literature." In the century since, Woolf's provocation has been met many times over--in works as varied as Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain, Audre Lorde's The Cancer Journals, and John Green's YA best seller The Fault in Our Stars. More recently, books such as Lisa Olstein's Pain Studies and Meghan O'Rourke's The Invisible Kingdom have examined the uncertainty of chronic illness. What does another entry into the canon of sickness writing have to offer readers?

Woolf wrote in "On Being Ill" that "it is to the poets that we turn" when "illness makes us disinclined for the long campaigns that prose exacts." But she also acknowledged that "some prose writers are to be read as poets." Let me make the case for reading Patricia Lockwood's new novel, Will There Ever Be Another You, which explores the effects of long COVID on a writer, in precisely this way. Lockwood does happen to be an accomplished poet as well as a devotee of internet speak, with its oddly revealing turns of phrase. Here, her deft manipulation of form and language captures how alien--even, perhaps, how interesting--ordinary life with a chronic illness, in some cases, can be.

Read: The novel I'm searching for

Toggling between the first and third person, Will There Ever Be Another You follows a writer named Patricia, who bears a very close resemblance to Lockwood, as she contracts the coronavirus early in the pandemic and deals with COVID's lingering effects for the next four years. (Lockwood has written previously about a number of the events that appear in fictionalized form in the novel.) The narrator has published a lauded book about the internet (what she calls "the portal"), much like Lockwood's first novel, No One Is Talking About This. Also like Lockwood, the narrator is working with a playwright to adapt a story about her family into a television series. (Lockwood's memoir, Priestdaddy, was optioned in 2017 but has not been produced.)

In prose tinged with Woolf's influence (she and Lockwood both love to begin sentences with a conjunction, creating pattering rhythms), the novel begins with the narrator visiting the Isle of Skye, off the western coast of Scotland, with her family. She drinks from the Fairy Pools, a popular tourist attraction of natural water formations, and gets horribly sick; the narrator's sister loses her phone, which holds photos of her recently deceased daughter. These bad omens create a foreboding sense in the narrator that she has somehow misstepped by sipping the water, exacting a price that must later be paid.

To say that the narrator's descent into COVID in the next chapter is the price feels a bit too tidy. But this kind of self-interrogation, even self-mythologizing, undergirds many stories of illness: How did I get here? Did I somehow invite this upon myself? In Lockwood's book, the illness never resolves, neither through healing nor in death. Instead, she dwells in the long middle of being sick. The narrator develops a fever that lasts for 48 days, her memory is shattered, she is unable to recognize faces, and she experiences alien hand syndrome, which she describes colorfully as "the rough pink sensation that she was holding Rasputin's penis in her right hand."

The narrator's experience of long COVID leaves her feeling like a different person than she was before she got sick. Along with being physically ill, she cannot think, read, or write the way she used to. She visits doctor after doctor, reads post after post on the internet, searching for clarity: "Sometimes she sat at the foot of the illness and asked it questions. Had it stolen her old mind and given her a new one? Had she been able to start over from scratch, a chance afforded to very few people? Had it optimized her?" This deep curiosity about what is happening to her makes Lockwood's illness account feel particularly open-minded. It is also what makes a neurologist "recoil" from the narrator after seeing her reaction to her brain scans. "This was a cardinal sin," she reflects afterward. "You could not become interested in the illness. You could not lavish on it the love and solicitation you had previously lavished on the self, even though it was the thing that the self had been replaced by." Like a changeling--a motif that recurs throughout the novel--the old narrator has been taken and replaced by someone new.

Part Two of the novel includes excerpts from the "mad notebook" that the narrator keeps during the pandemic and its aftermath: "'Some days the delirium seems to return. It feels expansive, uncomfortable, as if pathways are trying to break past the outer walls.' 'Solid objects seem to rain.' 'My reading comes and goes like a magic store.'" In one chapter called "Mr. Tolstoy, You're Driving Me Mad," an imagined Beatles song title, the narrator recounts her attempts "to rewire my brain with mushrooms," which instead result in her "becoming temporarily psychic and reading Anna Karenina so hard I almost died."

Long COVID seems to defamiliarize the narrator's relationship to language in ways both fascinating and isolating. In one scene, she invents the word ranchously to describe herself scampering zestily away from a stranger. The odd, sometimes astute connections and ideas her seemingly new brain forms are not entirely unpleasant. But there is also acute loss: After the narrator contracts COVID, her photographic memory for faces disappears. She is able to distinguish faces only when she watches Korean dramas, whose characters are untethered to the English language that confounds her. "The inability to process narrative, my disorientation at fast cuts, the unzipping inside my skull whenever the camera moved diagonally," she reflects--"all of these went away."

Read: Long COVID showed me the bottom of American health care

At the end of Part Two, the narrator and her husband travel to London for an awards ceremony. While they're watching the popular K-drama Crash Landing on You on the plane, her husband doubles over, and once they land, he is rushed from Heathrow to a hospital. He is later diagnosed with multiple hemorrhages. Part Three describes what happens after his medical emergency, and the strange new cadence of their life together. After her husband undergoes several surgeries and returns home, the narrator cares for him, tender and a little maniacal about her duty to "the Wound": "So that's what the inside of her husband looked like," she thinks. "Red layers, a taut opening, and a sort of inner glistening. A shape like a buttonhole, and 'You missed one,' she might have said, had it been anything other than himself." She closely observes the Wound's healing, finding purpose and solidity in her husband's progress.

Late in the novel, the narrator begins taking metalwork classes, hoping to make something out of the items she's always collected--stones, crystals, scraps of silver. In one scene during the early months of the pandemic, she cries while at a crystal shop, watching the clerk disinfect the stones with alcohol: "They don't like that," she pleads, feeling the sting in her own sick body. At the end of the novel, it's unclear how much of that referred sensation has disappeared: The narrator still deals with many long-COVID symptoms. But she learns to melt metal, craft settings for her stones, and enjoy an artistic process that does not demand language. Her husband, healthy again (though dealing with his own chronic symptoms), picks her up from class at night, looking over her metal creations in the way he used to review her poems after the couple had spent a day apart.

One particular challenge of an illness narrative--especially one that's ongoing--is how to conclude. Lockwood, for one, refuses to sum her story up neatly. She doesn't need to: Her narrator's life continues. ("There are things that are happening in her life even now," her TV show's co-writer says when asked about a potential second season of the show.) Lockwood is an alchemist, handling her own experiences with careful attention, ready to fashion them into something new.
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America's Zombie Democracy

Its trappings remain, but authoritarianism and AI are hollowing out our humanity.

by George Packer




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

We are living in an authoritarian state.

It didn't feel that way this morning, when I took my dog for his usual walk in the park and dew from the grass glittered on my boots in the rising sunlight. It doesn't feel that way when you're ordering an iced mocha latte at Starbucks or watching the Patriots lose to the Steelers. The persistent normality of daily life is disorienting, even paralyzing. Yet it's true.

We have in our heads specific images of authoritarianism that come from the 20th century: uniformed men goose-stepping in jackboots, masses of people chanting party slogans, streets lined with giant portraits of the leader, secret opposition meetings in basements, interrogations under naked light bulbs, executions by firing squad. Similar things still happen--in China, North Korea, Iran. But I'd be surprised if this essay got me hauled off to prison in America. Authoritarianism in the 21st century looks different, because it is different. Political scientists have tried to find a new term for it: illiberal democracy, competitive authoritarianism, right-wing populism. In countries such as Hungary, Turkey, Venezuela, and India, democracies aren't overthrown, nor do they collapse all at once. Instead, they erode. Opposition parties, the judiciary, the press, and civil-society groups aren't destroyed, but over time they lose their life, staggering on like zombie institutions, giving the impression that democracy is still alive.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: Authoritarianism feels surprisingly normal--until it doesn't

The blurred line between democracy and autocracy is an important feature of modern authoritarianism. How do we know when we've crossed it? These sorts of regimes have constitutions, but the teeth are missing. Elections take place, but they're no longer truly fair or free--the party in power controls the electoral machinery, and if the results aren't desirable, they'll be challenged and likely overturned. To keep their jobs, civil servants have to prove not their competence but their personal loyalty to the leader. Independent government officers--prosecutors, inspectors general, federal commissioners, central bankers--are fired and their positions handed to flunkies. The legislature, in the hands of the ruling party, becomes a rubber stamp for the executive. Courts still hear cases, but judges are appointed for their political views, not their expertise, and their opinions, cloaked in neutral-sounding legal terms, predictably give the leader what he wants, endorsing his most illiberal policies and immunizing him from accountability. The rule of law amounts to favors for friends and persecution for enemies. The separation of powers turns out to be a paper-thin gentleman's agreement. There are no meaningful checks on the leader's power.

Does an ideology drive these regimes? Would they sacrifice everything for the survival of some almighty ism? Doubtful. Instead of ideologies, they have slogans without much content. Fascism, like communism, was a serious ideology--one that mobilized populations in some of the most advanced countries of the 20th century to throw away their freedoms, go hungry and work themselves to the bone, give their lives in struggle and war. Fascism was serious enough to produce a mountain of corpses.

Today's authoritarianism doesn't move people to heroic feats on behalf of the Fatherland. The leader and his cronies, in and out of government, use their positions to hold on to power and enrich themselves. Corruption becomes so routine that it's expected; the public grows desensitized, and violations of ethical norms that would have caused outrage in any other time go barely noticed. The regime has no utopian visions of a classless or hierarchical society in a purified state. It doesn't thrive on war. In fact, it asks very little of the people. At important political moments it mobilizes its core supporters with frenzies of hatred, but its overriding goal is to render most citizens passive. If the leader's speech gets boring, you can even leave early (no one left Nuremberg early). Twenty-first-century authoritarianism keeps the public content with abundant calories and dazzling entertainment. Its dominant emotions aren't euphoria and rage, but indifference and cynicism. Because most people still expect to have certain rights respected, blatant totalitarian mechanisms of repression are avoided. The most effective tools of control are distraction, confusion, and division.

These regimes thrive on polarizing the electorate into us and them. Us is defined as the "real" people--often working-class, rural, less educated--who think of themselves as the traditional backbone of the country and the victims of rapid economic and social change: globalization, immigration, technology, new ideas about race and gender identity. Them are the elites who benefit from these changes, who have no loyalty to the country and its traditions, along with the aliens and minorities whom the elites use to undermine the national way of life. The leader speaks directly for the people and embodies their will against the people's enemies. As defender of the nation, he claims the right to override any obstacles, legal or otherwise. Whatever he does is the rule of law.

Over time, society is hollowed out. Civic organizations that engage in public affairs hesitate to get too political for fear of drawing unwanted attention. Universities, churches, NGOs, and law firms mute themselves to stay in the good graces of the state, which has tremendous financial and regulatory power over them. The press isn't silenced, but it is intimidated by demagogic rhetoric, investigations, and lawsuits, so that journalists are constantly asking themselves what the negative consequences of a particular story or opinion will be. Over time, the major media fall under the control of the leader's friends, leaving a few independent outlets to struggle on in pursuit of the truth.

Authoritarian regimes and their allies flood the internet and social media with such a tide of falsehoods, so much uncertainty about what is true, so much distrust in traditional sources of information, that the public throws up its hands and checks out. While partisans on both sides use incendiary language in the endless battle for algorithmic attention, normal people who aren't particularly engaged or informed grow numb and exhausted. And this social context allows authoritarians to exert control without resorting to terror. Unable to know the truth, we risk losing our liberty. "If everybody always lies to you, the consequence is not that you believe the lies, but rather that nobody believes anything any longer," the political philosopher Hannah Arendt said near the end of her life. "And a people that no longer can believe anything cannot make up its mind. It is deprived not only of its capacity to act but also of its capacity to think and to judge. And with such a people you can then do what you please."

These are the features of the modern authoritarian state. Every one of them exists today in this country. Checks on President Donald Trump's power, whether in the framework of law and constitutional government or in the broader society, have grown so weak that he can do pretty much what he wants. He sends masked police to pick people off the streets without probable cause for arrest, disappear them into secret prisons, and ship them off to random countries. He fires experienced, patriotic civil servants and replaces them with unqualified toadies. He takes open bribes from foreign countries and American business interests in the form of a luxury jet or a meme coin. He tells media companies to stop criticizing him, or else--and many of them do.

Some of these acts have been temporarily blocked by lower-court judges, but in case after case the Supreme Court has made itself the firewall against presidential accountability, while the Republican-led Congress embraces its own impotence. It sometimes seems as if the only check on Trump's power is his own attention span.

Steven Levitsky: The new authoritarianism

A small incident can reveal a larger truth about a country's real condition. Last week I was in Ohio to give a talk, and at dinner a professor mentioned a recent letter from the Department of Education announcing that federal work-study funds will no longer cover nonpartisan civic jobs, such as voter registration, because they are "political activity." The government rationalized the ban by stating that work-study jobs should provide "real-world work experience related to a student's course of study whenever possible." But as the professor put it to me: "Nonpartisan voter engagement is 'real-world work experience related to the course of study' of someone majoring in political science--or anyone studying to be an active citizen in a free society." The Trump administration isn't just withholding federal money to blackmail institutions of higher education into suppressing ideas and policies it doesn't like. It also wants to discourage any civic activism it doesn't control.

The next morning, a local librarian told me of a disturbing change at work. The town library was generally a noisy place, but in the days following the assassination of Charlie Kirk, people had suddenly begun speaking in whispers. Across the country, Republican elected officials and online enforcers were creating blacklists of speech criminals. Vice President J. D. Vance suggested that the First Amendment should be suspended for academic wrong-thinkers. Trump threatened journalists and comedians for insufficiently respecting Kirk and him. A palpable chill set in, and even the patrons of a small-town Ohio library worried about being overheard.

This mental atmosphere reveals as much as anything happening in Washington. You can feel the onset of authoritarianism in your central nervous system: shock, disbelief, fear, paralysis. Familiar norms and rules disintegrate every day, but the ultimate consequences remain unclear, and Americans don't know how to assess the danger. We haven't lived under authoritarianism. We haven't experienced this level of sustained polarization and vitriol since the run-up to the Civil War. During the McCarthy era, careers and lives were ruined, but the White House didn't lead the pursuing hounds.

Yet the Founding Fathers warned over and over about the arrival of an authoritarian demagogue. They wrote a Constitution that they thought would be the best defense against one. In 1838, a young Abraham Lincoln said that the republic would never be overthrown from abroad: "If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide." How did it come to this? How have we let it come to this? Because it's not just being done to us. We are doing it to ourselves.

Alexis de Tocqueville, the French aristocrat who came here in the 1830s to study this new form of government, wrote that the key to maintaining democracy in America, beyond the country's physical advantages and wealth, beyond the wisdom of its Constitution and laws, was the "mores" of its people: their customs and ideas; their choices; their active participation in civic life; their emotional capacity for restraint, responsibility, and tolerance--what Tocqueville called their "habits of the heart." These habits have to be acquired and practiced, and they're just as easily lost as learned. In many ways democracy is not a natural form of government. Throughout human history it's been the exception. Most societies have been ruled, have allowed themselves to be ruled, by a single class, faction, or person. Self-government by the whole people is counterintuitive, just like freedom of speech for repellent ideas, and it's hard. Walter Lippmann once wrote: "Men will do almost anything but govern themselves. They don't want the responsibility."

Today, in public life, and especially in the hellscape of social media, our habits of the heart tend to be unrestrained, intolerant, contemptuous. With the help of Big Tech's addictive algorithms, we've lost the art of self-government--the ability to think and judge; the skills of dialogue, argument, and compromise; the belief in basic liberal values. Five years ago, in the midst of the George Floyd protests, I helped write a rather anodyne statement in defense of open inquiry, signed by more than 150 writers, artists, and intellectuals. Without using the phrase, it criticized cancel culture. Almost immediately upon its publication in Harper's, the statement became the "notorious" Harper's Letter--the object of furious condemnation by journalists and academics as the pearl-clutching of elites and an excuse for bigotry. This torrent of abuse came from the left, which no longer believed in open inquiry. Those on the right raged against left-wing puritans and declared themselves militants for free speech, even--especially--hatred and lies.

Since Trump's return to office, and with Kirk's murder, the roles have completely reversed. The left, which not long ago perfected mob-sponsored silencing, is (rightly) outraged at the Trump administration's top-down cancel culture. Meanwhile, those former free-speech absolutists Trump, Vance, and Stephen Miller have become lord high executioners of thought crime. If a new Harper's Letter defending the value of open inquiry were written today, many of the original letter's fiercest critics would rush to sign it. Free-speech hypocrisy is a symptom of the democratic decay that makes authoritarianism possible.

Graeme Wood: The cowardice of open letters

At the same time, political violence is rising like a dark storm around the country--in Pennsylvania and Minnesota, in Washington and San Francisco and Atlanta, and now in Utah. The shot that killed Charlie Kirk as he debated a crowd of college students represented the worst kind of failure in a democracy--a bullet silencing speech. Only the shooter bears the guilt. In a text to his roommate and partner, the suspect wrote about Kirk: "I had enough of his hatred. Some hate can't be negotiated out." So he erased the line between word and deed that keeps us from destroying ourselves.

The relation between our degraded discourse and this epidemic of attacks is not simple or direct. A public square in which a minority of Americans, separated into mutually hateful camps under the malign spell of power-hungry leaders and profit-seeking influencers, routinely dehumanize one another is an obvious setting for a few lost souls to cross the line into murder. But most Americans still know the difference between words and violence. Most responded to Kirk's assassination with horror and grief, along with the dread of an impending downward spiral. Most people are still sane, still decent, don't want to see their opponents killed, don't want a civil war.

Adrienne LaFrance: Strawberries in winter

Yet the logic of algorithmic polarization seems inescapable. Within hours of the assassination, some individuals predictably justified, even celebrated, Kirk's death online. Then the Trump administration did what never happened after JFK and Martin Luther King were killed or Reagan was shot. It used a terrible crime as a pretext to silence dissent and crush the opposition--exactly what you would expect from an authoritarian regime. Last Sunday, when tens of thousands of people from around the country gathered in Arizona to remember Kirk, a religious service turned into a state-sponsored rally for hard-edged Christian nationalism. Kirk's tearful widow, Erika, forgave his killer--but Miller, the president's senior adviser, snarling and flexing his neck, promised revenge against nameless evil "enemies," and Trump himself proudly declared his hatred for his opponents. Whose words mattered more? Was it all just an ugly show, or the start of a campaign of widespread repression?

Perhaps what we're seeing, in this country and around the world, is a return to the norm. Perhaps it shouldn't surprise us that, after two and a half centuries--about the length of the Roman republic in its glory--American democracy is disappearing. As we approach the 250th anniversary of the Declaration, the universal ideas of the founding documents no longer seem to have their hold on many Americans, especially younger ones.

For many years prominent figures on the left, especially in colleges and universities, have dedicated themselves to revealing all the ways in which those ideals were never universal: The abstract truths of the Declaration were falsehoods, covers for structures of oppression that endure to this day. On the populist-nationalist right, the greatest words in political history--"all men are created equal"--are now qualified with so many reservations that they might as well be deleted. Vance wants to "redefine American citizenship" as a hierarchy in which the universal ideas of the Declaration count for less than the number of dead generations lying in your family plot. This makes me want to say, as Lincoln said of the reactionaries of his time: "I should prefer emigrating to some country where they make no pretense of loving liberty--to Russia, for instance, where despotism can be taken pure, and without the base alloy of hypocrisy."

The philosopher John Dewey believed that democracy is not just a system of government but a way of life, one that allows for the fullest realization of every human being's potential. I was granted more than half a century to benefit from it in the country that practically invented democracy. It makes me heartsick that my children might not have the same chance. What can we do to prevent authoritarianism from becoming our way of life? How can we change the habits of our heart and our society?

Foreigners are baffled that Americans are allowing an authoritarian to rob them of their precious birthright. I'm baffled, too--but I also recognize that we have no experience resisting this kind of government. So we can study what ordinary people living under other modern authoritarian regimes have done. Witness, protest, speak out, and mock in creative ways that catch the popular imagination. Politicians can run for office, lawyers can sue, journalists can investigate, artists can dramatize, scholars can analyze. Americans are already doing these things, but so far none of it has made much difference because the public isn't engaged, and without the public on their side opponents of authoritarianism are too weak to win.

The greatest temptation and danger is to withdraw into some private world of your own and wait it out.

Sam Altman, a co-founder and the CEO of OpenAI, recently appeared on The Joe Rogan Experience. When Rogan floated the idea of an AI president, Altman envisioned a system that would be able to talk to everyone, understand them deeply, and then "optimize for the collective preferences of humanity or of citizens of the U.S. That's awesome."

I'm suspicious of anyone who suggests being governed by a machine that's made him a multibillionaire. I remember Mark Zuckerberg's utopian dream of a platform that would create a more open and connected world, uniting humanity across tribal lines, perhaps even ending wars in the Middle East. The unforeseen damage that social media has caused democracy seems likely to be dwarfed by that of artificial intelligence. It won't just substitute an algorithm for our ability to make decisions. It's coming to replace us--to be our therapist, our doctor, our teacher, our friend, our lover, our president. But if one day a chatbot writes a poem better than Frost or Bishop, it will still be worthless--because it's only the human intention, the search for meaning and effort to reach others, that give a poem its value. There's no art without us.

Chatbots feed on some longing we must have to be relieved of our humanity, as if being human is too hard, too much trouble to have to think and judge for ourselves, to define who we are and what we believe, to suffer the inevitable pain of consciousness and love for another human being. This longing seems especially acute today.

So artificial intelligence promises to do what an authoritarian regime does: take our place. They're two sides of the same coin--one political, the other technological--both forfeitures of human possibility. We're surrendering our ability to act as free agents of a democracy at the same moment we're building machines that take away our ability to think and feel.

Listen: AI and the rise of techno-fascism in the United States

The Declaration of Independence and the other founding documents were based on a philosophical faith in human reason and freedom. Near the end of his life, Jefferson wrote in a letter, "I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of the society, but the people themselves: and if we think them not enlightened enough to exercise their controul with a wholsome discretion, the remedy is, not to take it from them, but to inform their discretion by education. This is the true corrective of abuses of constitutional power."

What does it mean to be educated for a free society? This used to be the mission of American schools--to produce a special kind of person, a democratic citizen. In many ways our colleges and universities have failed at this task. They've become prohibitively expensive, while creating a new aristocracy of the credentialed that has worsened economic inequality and political polarization. They've spent their money on administrators and fitness centers while cutting whole programs in the humanities and social sciences. Those programs share some of the blame for their own demise. They grew so opaque and politicized that they seemed irrelevant, if not hostile, to the larger society. Some things are true even though the Trump administration says they're true--the academy has become inhospitable to conservative views. When more than half of your classmates are afraid to say what they think, there's too much orthodoxy and not enough free expression.

To be educated for democracy means hearing different, even disturbing views--seeking them out, engaging and arguing with them, learning from them, maybe letting them change your mind, without giving an inch of ground to democracy's erosion. It takes practice, and I believe it's likeliest to happen when we come face-to-face with friends, strangers, and even enemies. There's no getting away from our phones, just as AI will soon seep into every fold of our lives, no doubt doing both good and harm. But we have to resist their tyranny, which threatens our freedom as much as the authoritarian regime now taking hold.

*Source: Graphica Artis / Getty; Herbert Ponting / Royal Geographical Society / Getty
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What Ever Happened to Getting to First Base?

Gen Z has abandoned the old dating script. In its place are more possibilities than young people sometimes know what to do with.

by Molly Langmuir




The prevailing American beliefs about sex, love, and commitment were, for many years, encapsulated by the 1977 Meat Loaf song "Paradise by the Dashboard Light." The epic Wagnerian rock duet plays out in three acts: First, a young couple hooks up in a parked car, and the guy pushes the girl for sex. Then the girl declares that, before they go further, she needs to know that the guy will love her until the end of time, which, under duress, he promises to do. Finally, from some point in the future, miserably tied together, the two sing that the end of time can't come soon enough.

The song stretches for about eight minutes, an absurd length for a single, but it managed to become such a staple of classic rock that, two decades after its release, as teenagers, my friends and I had learned the words without trying. It also contained the metaphor that we used to talk about our early sexual experiences, via an interlude in which the shortstop turned sports announcer Phil Rizzuto calls out a batter's progress as he rounds the bases: "First base," any listener would have understood, was a kiss; a "home run" represented intercourse. Although my peers and I hardly required a lifetime commitment from a partner to have sex, I did take for granted that sexual encounters and relationships typically unfolded in a certain order, with clear steps.

Today, though, many young people consider the bases (and the tidy progression they offer) a relic. Sophia Choukas-Bradley, a University of Pittsburgh psychology professor who researches teens and young adults, told me that the only times she'd heard Gen Zers--also known as Zoomers, the people born from 1997 to 2012--use the base system was ironically, with first base referring to, say, oral sex. The way Gen Z talks about sex and dating instead involves an explosion of new language, if that's even the right way to put it. The linguistic acrobatics suggest that they haven't just come up with new slang but have also evolved a novel form of communication.

Read: Teens are forgoing a classic rite of passage

In my reporting, including in conversations with about a dozen Zoomers across the country, I learned about the terms sneaky links (people you hook up with in secret), zombies (people who come back after ghosting you), and simps (guys, usually, who try too hard to get a partner). Zoomers spoke of the dangers of "catching feelings" and the imperative to keep liaisons chill at all costs, or "nonchalant," as they put it. They discussed the numerous expressions that have arisen to describe the work that goes into maintaining simultaneous relationships, such as breadcrumbing (offering little bits of attention to keep someone interested) and cushioning (flirtations you keep on the side). I learned about so many different types of casual entanglements--not just the "talking stage" and situationships, but also flirtationships, explorationships, and the scenario that I struggled most to understand: a situationship that is exclusive but between two people who would not, under any circumstance, describe themselves as dating.

My exchanges with Zoomers--as well as with sex educators, psychologists, researchers, and parents--made clear that anything so simple as the base system had essentially become moot. Few of those I spoke with described a typical order to the way physical intimacy or relationships evolve. "From what I know about previous generations, in past times, you could just ask a girl to be your girlfriend, and she'd say yes or no, and that was it," Miles Greene, an 18-year-old student at a liberal-arts college in Massachusetts whose mom I've known for years, told me in a tone of voice that I might use to discuss the baffling customs of the Pilgrims. "It's so much more complicated than that now."

As many Zoomers see sex and dating, it is fine to stay a virgin into your 20s or explore your kinks as a teen. You might have an intense online entanglement with a partner you've never met in real life or a serious, in-person relationship. A situationship can be an end in and of itself--it isn't always perceived as an unsteady state. And although none of these possibilities is new, Gen Zers seem to be more likely than people from previous generations to have metabolized the idea that everybody moves through such matters in their own way, at their own pace. Claudia Giolitti-Wright, a psychotherapist in New York whose clients are mostly young women, told me that, unlike her Millennial clients, her Gen-Z clients never talk about the pressure to hit certain sexual or relationship milestones.

The various options open to Gen Zers, many told me, left more space for them to forge paths shaped by their specific desires and inclinations, rather than external expectations. But I also heard that trying to wade through so many possibilities and timelines could be stressful. And despite how much information Zoomers have access to online, they aren't given much advice about how to figure out what they actually like, sexually or romantically, much less how to handle intimacy. Whereas there used to be a "prepackaged menu," Andrew Smiler, a psychologist in North Carolina who predominantly treats teen boys and men, told me, Zoomers "have a buffet." The challenge, he continued, was that "they don't really get any guidance, to stay with the food metaphor, for how to compose a plate."



Much of the reporting on Gen Z's sex and dating habits has focused on the fact that members of the cohort are having less sex and fewer committed relationships than previous generations did at similar ages. What these findings can obscure is that a large number of Zoomers are still getting into relationships and having sex. One 2024 survey found that about 60 percent of college students reported having had vaginal intercourse; a 2022 Pew Research survey reported that more than half of all adults under 30 were in a relationship at the time. Trying to learn how Gen Z navigates sex and romance, though, turns up a bundle of reports that seem to contradict one another. Zoomers have been framed, in various media, as the generation of incels and tradwives, "puriteens" and porn enthusiasts. The data are all over the place too. One recent survey found that almost 40 percent of young singles are happy being on their own. Another concluded that Gen Z is the loneliest generation: 80 percent of respondents said they had felt lonely in the past year. Some surveys suggest that Gen Z is kinkier than older people, and particularly open to polyamory. It has also been described, broadly, as sex negative, and the most likely to fantasize about monogamy.

To a certain extent, this simply reflects that any large group of same-age Americans has enormous variation. But Gen Z can seem especially heterogeneous; the internet has enabled Gen Zers, since they were old enough to forge friendships, to find like-minded communities through which to solidify their identity. When it comes to sex and dating, I realized, part of why making general observations about how they approach these realms is so difficult is that they're following so many different scripts.

From some of the Zoomers I spoke with, I heard that they and their peers tend to eschew even the most flexible relationship labels. Garrett Bemiller, a 28-year-old New York-based publicist, told me that although he knows a number of people in "ethically nonmonogamous" relationships, they wouldn't necessarily call them that. "I feel like that's kind of its government name?" he said. "It's just like, 'We're open.'" But a number of other young people told me that they and others they know were in clearly defined relationships. And some intentionally seek out conventional labels. The filmmaker Rachel Fleit, who directed the 2023 documentary Bama Rush, about young sorority hopefuls at the University of Alabama, told me that her film's subjects talked openly about their sorority sisters as their future bridesmaids, and considered having an engagement by senior year to be totally normal; they referred to it as having a "ring by spring."

Read: Why are young people having so little sex?

Gen Zers' approach to sex was similarly hard to pin down. From various experts, I heard that, compared with older generations, Gen Z puts more value on "enthusiastic consent," the idea that it's not enough to just listen when someone says no--you need to receive a fervent yes. Some said young people have an increased awareness of female pleasure as well, and are more likely than older generations to recognize that many women enjoy oral sex.

Yet I also heard that certain Gen-Z men, particularly those who spend a lot of time in the manosphere, are apt to believe that giving a woman oral sex demeans their masculinity. And slang used to denigrate women--such as bop or for the streets--has proliferated. One 20-year-old in Iowa, who asked to be identified only by the name she uses online, Melody Votoire, told me that among her female friends and co-workers, "there is almost no slut shaming in that sense of women towards other women, which is wonderful." When men talk about women, though, it's very different, she said. The phrase she has heard a lot is ran through, which initially was used to refer to someone who'd had a lot of sexual partners, but has become "kind of the go-to term for anyone they want to bring down," she said, "even a girl doing a dance on TikTok in a skimpier outfit or posting bikini pictures."

That so much of Gen Zers' early education about sex came from porn and sites such as OnlyFans has brought additional paradoxes. (Only 29 U.S. states plus the District of Columbia mandate sex ed, and of those, 19 stress abstinence. According to a 2023 report by the nonprofit Common Sense Media, however, 73 percent of 13-to-17-year-olds had viewed porn online, and 54 percent had encountered it by age 13.) Some of my sources--both Zoomers and adults who work with them--told me that, thanks to the wide range of possibilities on display in porn, sex doesn't carry as much shame as it did for older generations. Many are also comfortable using anatomical terms such as vulva and discussing their kinks or recent sexual experiences with even casual acquaintances. (By contrast, Donna Oriowo, a sex-and-relationship therapist in the Washington, D.C., metro area, told me that some of her Millennial clients still sometimes refer to sex euphemistically as their "special time.")

Read: The questions sex-ed students always ask

But one Gen Zer also told me the breadth of options porn presents could be overwhelming. And the way it familiarizes young people with fairly extreme scenarios before they have much experience could introduce complications--and sometimes distress. A sexual encounter might start with an earnest request for consent to kiss, another told me, and then abruptly segue into choking and rough sex. "There's a saying in the sex-ed world," said Steph Zapata, a sex educator, "that learning sex from porn is like learning to drive from watching The Fast and the Furious."

Amid this new landscape, multiple Zoomers told me, they sensed that some members of older generations struggled to grasp the particularities of how they navigate sex and dating. Elle Liemandt, a 17-year-old high-school senior in Austin who dispenses teen-dating advice on TikTok and has created an AI-powered dating-coach app, told me that adults seem unable to offer helpful guidance for romantic relationships. "There's a huge disconnect," she said. "Parents can't help, because they don't understand what's going on."



When it comes to sex and relationships, many of the Zoomers I spoke with did agree on one thing: Vulnerability is agonizing. To everyone I asked about this, the idea that a person might engage in an act that they see as indicating emotional investment--such as hand-holding--before engaging in sex upended the natural order of life. Among Gen Zers "it's almost reversed," Greene, the 18-year-old college student, told me. "If you had sex with somebody on a first date, you'd say to your friends, 'Yeah, my date was good; we had sex; it was great.' But if you went on a first date and held hands with somebody? There would be outrage. There would be uproar." Or as Elle put it: "Sex is easy, and emotional connection is hard."

Sexual conversations might be easy for Zoomers to have in the abstract, Choukas-Bradley, the psychology professor, told me, but actually telling a partner one's preferences could be tough. "Talking openly with someone in a hookup context is not part of the script," she said of many Gen Zers, explaining that they feel that they "need to perform not caring," and being frank about their preferences wouldn't be in line with that. The desire to seem disengaged, Musa Hakim Jr., a 26-year-old entrepreneur in Ohio, told me, is why two people who like each other might refer to each other only with an endearment that was originally (and typically) used between buddies: "You're my slime." It's a way of referring to someone as just a friend, he said, even if that isn't an entirely accurate description of the relationship.

Read: What porn taught a generation of women

Giolitti-Wright, the therapist, described all of this as indicative of a profound shift: Older generations tended to believe that security could be found in sticking to certain sexual norms and reaching milestones at certain times, which motivated people to push new relationships toward commitment or some sort of label. Many Gen Zers think it's safer to stay autonomous and unattached. The majority of her work with Gen-Z clients, she said, involves helping people recognize and tolerate the experience of being emotionally invested.

Some of the Zoomers I spoke with suggested that this fear of being vulnerable was inevitable. Their generation came of age amid COVID, protest movements, and political polarization. And so many of them were online as kids, watching events unfold through a steady stream of videos, photos, and outraged posts. They have seen innumerable friends, strangers, and influencers get flamed on social media for what in a different time would have been minor, private missteps. It could make the world seem like a fragile, scary place--and prompt an almost paralyzing self-consciousness. Instead of caring about the person they are pursuing, "we care almost more about what everybody else around us is thinking," Bemiller told me. As a result, if you did something from one of the old rom-coms, like hold a boom box outside somebody's window, "even if it made the person swoon," he said, "everybody else would be like, That's so crazy. He's such a simp." Better to be as cautious as possible, lest a relationship fall apart, publicly, in an explosion of cringe.

Of course, Gen Zers are, at the oldest, in their late 20s--an age when many people are still figuring out who they are. In my chats with Zoomers, it was impossible to know how much of what they were saying reflected definitive elements of their generation, and how much was just a regular part of finding one's footing in the world. Some who spoke most frankly about their generation's fears of vulnerability had already managed to overcome their own anxieties to pursue something more serious. "I have a girlfriend; it's labeled," Greene told me. "I just ended up deciding: I like this person. I might as well just figure out what happens." In such moments--contradictions, confusion, and new language aside--I was struck by how much seems the same as it ever was. Young people, by and large, desire to connect with others. They fear that pursuing closeness might get them hurt. And despite the odds, some are still willing to try.
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Jimmy Kimmel Ran Right at His Critics

The late-night host returned from his week-long suspension with a wry, emotional defense of free speech.

by David Sims




Jimmy Kimmel returned to late-night yesterday after nearly a week off the air with a monologue that largely dispensed with laughs. Instead, over the course of almost 20 minutes, he ran right at his critics, and stated plainly what many commentators have argued since production of Jimmy Kimmel Live was suspended this past Wednesday: "Our government cannot be allowed to control what we do and do not say on television."

It was a forceful beginning to the episode, but also a fairly sober one--a speech that underlined the surreality of recent events, during which an irreverent talk-show comedian became a government target and a chilling, public example of the erosion of constitutional rights under President Donald Trump. Kimmel, who has spent most of his late-night career as a flippant but not particularly scandalous figure, acknowledged just how scary things had become that the White House might take aim at him. "This show is not important," he said. "What's important is that we get to live in a country that allows us to have a show like this."

Carr's threat--and the resulting removal of Jimmy Kimmel Live from broadcast--quickly raised alarm bells around Hollywood, where hundreds of Kimmel's peers signed an open letter by the American Civil Liberties Union, expressing support of the host. Officials in Washington, including those from both sides of the aisle, also expressed frustration with the commissioner.

"It is unbelievably dangerous for government to put itself in the position of saying, 'We're going to decide what speech we like and what we don't, and we're going to threaten to take you off air if we don't like what you're saying,'" Senator Ted Cruz remarked on his podcast. Senator Rand Paul also called the commissioner's comments "absolutely inappropriate."

Read: An escalation in every way

During his monologue, Kimmel acknowledged his surprise and appreciation for people like Cruz, a frequent punch line on the show, coming to his defense. "Maybe most of all, I want to thank the people who don't support my show and what I believe, but support my right to share those beliefs anyway," he said, before playing the clip from Cruz's podcast. Kimmel's punch line: "I don't think I've ever said this before, but Ted Cruz is right."

Cruz and Paul were among the rare elected Republican voices among a chorus expressing similar concerns--that the pressure being put on ABC set a concerning precedent for free speech. Even Carr, who initially seemed to celebrate Jimmy Kimmel Live's indefinite hiatus, attempted to walk back the idea that the FCC had been responsible. "Jimmy Kimmel is in the situation that he is in because of his ratings, not because of anything that's happened at the federal-government level," he claimed on Monday, while speaking at a forum in New York.

Kimmel was plainly scornful of Carr upon his return, calling the commissioner's behavior "a direct violation of the First Amendment" and poking at his approach: "If you want to hear a mob boss make a threat like that, you have to hide a microphone in a deli and park outside in a van with a tape recorder all night long. This genius said it on a podcast." Later in the show, the host did a segment with Robert De Niro, who appeared in character as a new, even more threatening FCC commissioner making naked threats to Disney.

Kimmel's strident stance last night made clear that he had prevailed in his week-long power struggle with Disney; he was addressing the controversy on what seemed to be his own terms. While the comedian did acknowledge his comments about the man suspected of killing Kirk, he offered no direct apology. (He also avoided discussing the substance of his joke; some had interpreted it as implying that the murder was an act of right-wing violence, which available evidence contradicts.) But Kimmel choked up as he insisted, "I do want to make something clear, because it's important to me as a human. And that is, you understand it was never my intention to make light of the murder of a young man."

He continued, "Nor was it my intention to blame any specific group for the actions of what was obviously a deeply disturbed individual. That was really the opposite of the point I was trying to make. But I understand that to some that either felt ill-timed or unclear. Or maybe both. For those who think I did point a finger, I get why you're upset." In his monologue, however, Kimmel was uninterested in further litigating those comments, preferring to focus on the First Amendment threat he saw in the FCC's behavior.

Read: David Letterman's Jimmy Kimmel reaction: 'We all see where this is going, correct?'

In all, suspending Kimmel stood to do more harm than good for Disney. The late-night host's contract at ABC isn't up until May 2026; removing him from the airwaves permanently would not have saved the network much money. That's why Stephen Colbert remains at CBS through next May, even if his show has become unprofitable--his contract as the host of The Late Show has to be honored either way. Beyond that, the public reaction to Kimmel's pre-emption was strong enough that it seemed to be costing Disney just as dearly. Its stock price briefly declined in the days after the news, hundreds of celebrities campaigned on Kimmel's behalf, and even some Disney influencers were calling for organized boycotts of the company. Kimmel himself mocked the backlash on last night's show, producing a piece of paper and reading a statement on his bosses' behalf that instructed viewers on how to reactivate their Disney+ subscriptions.

After Kimmel's monologue, the episode proceeded as Jimmy Kimmel Live tends to do, with some more political jabs (largely aimed at Trump) and a glitzy celebrity interview with the actor Glen Powell. The host's tone was less triumphant than resolute: He seemed convinced of the glum realities of our political moment. He criticized Trump for calling for his show's cancellation, and for that of the NBC shows hosted by Jimmy Fallon and Seth Meyers, pointing out that hundreds of employees at each program would be affected along with the hosts. "Our leader celebrates Americans losing their livelihoods because he can't take a joke," Kimmel said. "Let's stop letting these politicians tell us what they want and tell them what we want."

Kimmel has frequently pondered retirement of late; "I think this is my final contract," he mused to the Los Angeles Times in 2024. More recently, he equivocated, acknowledging the crew that relies on him for employment: "I've realized that there's no point in talking about it. It upsets the people I work with," he said in an interview with Rolling Stone earlier this year. But it seems doubtful that Kimmel's reign as the longest-tenured late-night host still working will last much longer.

What was clear last night, though, was that Kimmel did not want to just vanish from ABC. His presence on TV is still inspiring panic and outrage, with the local TV affiliates Nexstar and Sinclair refusing to broadcast his show pending further discussions with ABC. But the bellicosity surrounding Kimmel's comments has also receded: Sinclair dropped its idea of airing a special about Kirk in Kimmel's time slot (a rerun of Celebrity Family Feud aired instead). Late-night on network television, as a medium, has an outdated business model, and some companies may not go to the trouble of offering it as the media landscape continues to shift. But when Kimmel steps away from the desk, it'll likely be his decision.
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Is This 'America First'?

Trump's political nihilism was on full display yesterday at the United Nations.

by Will Gottsegen




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.

Standing on the United Nations General Assembly dais yesterday, President Donald Trump had a message for the global leaders and representatives in attendance: "Your countries are going to hell."

What for? The "failed experiment of open borders," according to the president. Never mind the fact that some countries represented in the room--such as, say, the Solomon Islands--don't receive very many immigrants at all, and that leaders have profoundly diverging views about the long-term effects of mass immigration. The irony was lost on Trump; his address demonstrated what happens when an "America First" president engages with the rest of the world.

Trump spoke for almost an hour (well past his 15-minute limit) in a speech that oscillated between bombast and blithe nihilism. He grumbled about the building's terrazzo floors, complained that the teleprompter had broken down before his speech, and repeatedly mentioned that an escalator he'd been on had stopped short. ("These are the two things I got from the United Nations: a bad escalator and a bad teleprompter.") He also falsely claimed sole credit for ending seven wars, and at one point suggested that radical environmentalists "want to kill all the cows." Rather than laughing at him, as the assembly did back in 2018, his audience was polite this time, chuckling at some of the ad libs and sitting through the digs.

The address featured many such unrelated and fabricated elements, including the supposed "con job" of climate change (it's real) and the claim that London and its mayor want to institute Sharia law (they don't). The through line was the contrast between America's current "golden age" and the "death" and destruction that Trump argues other nations are facing--support for his general thesis that he's handling the world's most intractable crises better than anyone else is.

So, is the "America First" mentality about investment at home, or is it just about the abandonment of long-held foreign-policy goals? The answer depends on Trump's disposition at any given moment. Take his unpredictable stances on the Ukraine war: When Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky petitioned the White House in February for support in the country's ongoing war against Russia, Trump publicly scolded him, saying that Zelensky didn't "have the cards" to be asking for any more money. But in yesterday's speech, Trump placed the blame for the drawn-out war squarely on Russia. In a follow-up post on Truth Social, he wrote that Ukraine can "WIN" back the territory illegally occupied by Russia since the start of the war, and even said during a post-address press conference that NATO member countries should shoot down Russian planes that enter their airspace.

This apparent 180 is more an abdication than a switching of sides--"one of his tantrums," as my colleague Tom Nichols put it last night. Trump once appeared content to let Russian President Vladimir Putin steamroll Ukraine. "Now," Tom writes, "the president seems to be implying that he'll walk away and let Europe do whatever the hell" it wants.

Trump's disregard for diplomatic norms extended to the UN itself. "What is the purpose of the United Nations?" he asked during his speech, not as an inspiring prelude but as a swipe. The vision of the world the president espoused was one of profound dysfunction, a globe-enveloping chaos that is eating away at the very fabric of society--except, of course, in America, per his telling. Faced with a world on the brink, Trump seems to be throwing up his hands; countries can either follow his cue or fend for themselves.

Related:

	Trump dares the United Nations to mock him now.
 	Why Trump changed his mind on Ukraine




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Ukraine's plan to starve the Russian war machine
 	Jimmy Kimmel ran right at his critics.
 	George Packer: America's zombie democracy
 	The unconstitutional tactics Trump wants to revive in Memphis




Today's News

	One ICE detainee was killed and two were seriously injured in a shooting at an ICE facility in Dallas, according to Department of Homeland Security officials; Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem said that the shooter died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. Officials are investigating the incident and found ammunition engraved with the message ANTI-ICE, according to FBI Director Kash Patel.
 	Russia dismissed President Donald Trump's statement at the United Nations that, with NATO's help, Ukraine could retake all of its territory occupied by Russia. The Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said on a radio interview that Ukraine refusing to negotiate would only worsen its position.
 	The Securities and Exchange Commission recently dropped a civil-enforcement case against Devon Archer, a former client of current SEC Chairman Paul Atkins, who had testified on Archer's behalf before joining the commission. An SEC spokesperson told The New York Times that Atkins had recused himself from the decision to drop the case.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: NASA / Getty.



The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology

By Ross Andersen

To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.
 For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeated by a roiling plasma. It was too hot and chaotic for any structure to cohere. Hundreds of thousands of years passed before a tiny hydrogen atom could even hold itself together. Another 100 million years or so after that, great clouds of hydrogen condensed and stars flared into being. Most cosmologists believe that these stars were the first large, free-floating structures to illuminate our universe, and that black holes appeared later. But some have proposed that it went the other way around.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The MAGA media takeover
 	So much for class-based affirmative action.
 	When child death was everywhere
 	The David Frum Show: Why assassinations shaped the 1960s and haunt us again
 	Helen Lewis: The Gaza left and the gender left




Culture Break


David Wall / Getty



Read. Addie E. Citchens's novel, Dominion, creates a vibrant Mississippi town and a dire morality tale about the suppression of desire, Omari Weekes writes.

Explore. In the world of sorority rush, expensive fashion trends merge with old southern ideals. Caitlin Flanagan asks, "What kind of future (or past) are these young women preparing themselves to enter?"

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

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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When Child Death Was Everywhere

RFK Jr.'s health policies stem from the idea that the past holds the secret to health and happiness.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




The way we respond to the disappointments, dangers, and defects of the present helps determine our political affiliations. If you think the answers lie somewhere in a future condition we've yet to achieve, then you may be persuaded by progressive politics; if you think the resources for rescuing society lie somewhere in the past, you may be attracted to conservative politics.

This general pattern helps explain the recent alignment of conservative politics and the anti-vaccine movement, despite its long-standing association with crunchy, left-ish causes. Today, the two tendencies have joined in mutual agreement about the wholesomeness of natural health versus modern medicine, indulging in nostalgia for a world before the widespread use of vaccines.

The past does contain its share of treasures, and it can be hard to accept that a world so rife with pain and despair is in certain ways the best it has ever been. But the idea that the past held a secret to health and happiness that we've lost somehow--especially with respect to infectious disease--is a fantasy with potentially lethal ramifications.

Read: The neo-anti-vaxxers are in power now

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the vaccine-skeptical current secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, originally shared politics with the older anti-vaccine advocates, back-to-the-Earth types who themselves demonstrated a conservative impulse in their search for a primeval Eden. (Plenty of left-leaning people persist in that tradition, though it seems better fit for today's right, which has a certain appreciation for the pastoral.) A Democrat until 2023, Kennedy entered public life as a champion of environmental protection, battling against corporate interests in court to keep harmful waste out of the air and water. Over time, this overall concern with modern impurity destroying pristine nature evidently extended to other areas of his thinking. As his career progressed, Kennedy adopted several controversial opinions regarding healthy eating, condemning, among other things, meat issued from factory farms, seed oils, and processed food. In a 2024 campaign video from his presidential-primary run, Kennedy promised to "reverse 80 years of farm policy in this country," harkening to a time before synthetic pesticides and chemical additives to animal feed.

If a conservative is, as William F. Buckley Jr. famously wrote, someone who "stands athwart history, yelling 'Stop!'" then Kennedy certainly fits the bill. A proper conservative fights to preserve the status quo. But the most reactionary members of the right won't settle for protecting the ground their party has already staked out; their project is to return to the status quo ante, the way things were in the (sometimes distant) past. The slogan "Make America Great Again" manages to disparage the present while promising a return to an era in which Christianity was nationally dominant, manufacturing jobs were the bedrock of the economy, and the country was ever expanding. Kennedy's positions on processed food and pharmaceuticals fit perfectly into that picture.

"Today's children have to get between 69 and 92 vaccines in order to be fully compliant, between maternity and 18 years," Kennedy said during a recent Senate hearing about Trump's 2026 health-care agenda, by way of comparison with children of the past, who were required to receive fewer vaccines (if any at all). Likewise, Kennedy has rejected the introduction of fluoride into drinking water, a practice initiated in the mid-1940s to help prevent tooth decay, as well as the pasteurization of milk, which began in the late 19th century. "When I was a kid" in the '50s and '60s, Kennedy said earlier this year, "we were the healthiest, most robust people in the world. And today we're the sickest."

Read: How RFK Jr. could eliminate vaccines without banning them

This is in some respects true, but in other ways dangerously wrong. Kennedy is quick to point out the relative rarity of chronic conditions such as childhood diabetes and autoimmune disorders in the past. But he is apparently hesitant to acknowledge that mid-century America came with its own share of serious health problems, including a high rate of cigarette smoking and horrifying infant mortality rates compared with the present. When Kennedy was young, vaccine-preventable childhood illnesses such as measles routinely killed hundreds annually. So far this year, only three people in the United States have died of measles--largely the result of an outbreak of the disease caused in part by declining vaccination rates. And if modern innovations in food and medicine have come with their share of hazards, it would be wrong to conclude that their predecessors were superior. Raw milk allegedly caused the hospitalization of a toddler and the miscarriage of an unborn child as recently as this summer.


 At the center of the "Make America Healthy Again" crusade is a high degree of trust in the wisdom of nature. But the contemporary appeal of unadulterated nature springs from human successes in controlling the elements; it's hard to romanticize a relatively recent vaccine-free past while considering photographs of children's bodies ravaged by smallpox, a disease that persisted well into the 20th century. Likewise, long before COVID-19, America experienced cholera and flu pandemics with hundreds of thousands of associated deaths, as well as lesser outbreaks of illnesses such as diphtheria, polio, and pertussis, all three of which were notorious child-killers. Today, the rarity of those conditions has fostered a false sense of security, and a naive assessment of the natural world. Relinquishing the successes of general vaccine coverage, however, is guaranteed to belie the idea that untainted nature contains all the keys to health and wellness. Our historical moment has enough strife without revisiting past battles fought and won.



*Illustration sources: The New York Historical / Getty; GHI / Universal History Archive / Getty; Bettmann / Getty.
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The MAGA Media Takeover

Trump and his powerful friends are creating a dangerous moment for free speech.

by David Karpf




American mass media has been transformed in these early months of President Donald Trump's second administration. We're about 35 weeks into a term that will last for 173 more, and in that time, we have seen a tech titan gut a once-great newspaper in an apparent act of capitulation to the commander in chief, government accounts gleefully spreading hateful memes on X (the far-right platform owned by a billionaire tech oligarch), a defamation lawsuit filed by Trump against The New York Times (and quickly dismissed by the judge as "superfluous"), and, of course, the assault on free speech carried out by Trump's Federal Communications Commission chairman. Big things can happen very quickly.



Here is what seems to be next: TikTok's U.S. operations are reportedly on the cusp of being sold to a group that includes Trump allies, led by yet another tech baron, Larry Ellison. Although the deal is not yet complete, the White House has told reporters that the arrangement will result in the social app's algorithm being leased to a consortium led by Ellison's company, Oracle, and by the investors Andreessen Horowitz and Silver Lake. This promises to resolve long-standing concerns that the Chinese-owned TikTok might give an adversarial foreign government the capacity to influence and monitor the social-media behavior of U.S. residents. But at the rate things are going today, we should be far less worried about what foreign governments could do with our social-media information than about how our own government might abuse it. (A spokesperson for the White House did not respond to my request for comment.)

Martin Baron: Where Jeff Bezos went wrong with The Washington Post

Five years ago, Trump signed an executive order warning Americans about the potential for TikTok to be used as a dangerous surveillance tool. He wrote then that the app's "data collection threatens to allow the Chinese Communist Party access to Americans' personal and proprietary information--potentially allowing China to track the locations of Federal employees and contractors, build dossiers of personal information for blackmail, and conduct corporate espionage." This warning is warranted, to a degree. President Xi Jinping would probably have a hard time engineering the downfall of America through the media served on TikTok, where it's always been more likely that you'll encounter waves of brain rot rather than anything that seems like genuine mind control, but the potential for digital surveillance through social media is very real.



Apart from its Chinese ownership, TikTok is not much different from Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and X. Each of these platforms has an opaque algorithm that determines the content that users will see. The algorithm manipulates users, but primarily with the goal of keeping them on the platform and seeing more advertisements. The platforms also gather compendiums of data on what we view, like, share, and comment on. The U.S. has taken the position that these practices are a massive threat when a social-media platform is under foreign ownership, but it has been willing to allow them when the manipulation and surveillance take place within our own national boundaries.



There has been no indication that Trump or his administration would have direct control over the platform. But with close allies in command, it would seem that there's a clear line for the president to influence and bend the platform to his will. One thing that social-media platforms are already tremendously adept at is building "look-alike" models of users. This was Facebook's big advertising breakthrough a decade ago--the 2016 Trump campaign figured out how to acquire donors by showing campaign ads to people with similar social-media likes and preferences as the existing base of MAGA supporters. What happens if social media's data-gathering and profiling engine is turned not to selling merch or promoting political rhetoric, but to profiling enemies? Just this week, Trump issued an executive order designating "Antifa" as a domestic terrorist organization (despite the fact that antifa is not an organization at all). Imagine if the administration asks its newly anointed TikTok leadership to pinpoint a set of supposedly hateful, far-left media outlets, and then generate lists of social-media users who view, share, and comment on such media. Or imagine if it asks Ellison et al. to identify clusters of people who view and share videos attacking ICE, criticizing "Alligator Alcatraz," or protecting the undocumented. Look-alike models are a danger in the hands of a budding authoritarian state.



Oracle did not immediately respond to my request for comment, and Ellison will certainly not be the only one in charge of TikTok if the deal goes through as planned. His company is just one of three named investors, and there would be a board of directors--but it's a safe bet that anyone given power here would be viewed by the Trump administration as friendly. And Ellison has offered some relevant perspectives on key issues. Last year, he boasted to Oracle investors about the potential for harnessing artificial intelligence for panoptic surveillance: "Citizens will be on their best behavior because we're constantly recording and reporting everything that is going on," Ellison, who serves as the company's chief technology officer and executive chairman, remarked. "It's unimpeachable." Ellison has also said that countries should try to "unify" as much data as possible to allow that information to be used by AI; the Trump administration appeared to be making such efforts earlier this year through DOGE.

Read: American panopticon

The protections of the First Amendment are supposed to guarantee that Americans have little to fear from U.S. government surveillance and manipulation. But that is an ever-quainter assurance. Just look at how many public officials responded to social-media chatter over the assassination of Charlie Kirk. Secretary of State Marco Rubio said that the country would deny visas to anyone "celebrating" Kirk's death. Deputy Secretary of State Christopher Landau directed government officials to "take appropriate action" against anyone "making light of" Kirk's untimely demise. And ABC abruptly suspended Jimmy Kimmel Live after FCC Chairman Brendan Carr appeared on a right-wing podcast and declared, "We can do this the easy or the hard way," in response to Kimmel's insinuation that the alleged shooter may have been part of the "MAGA gang." (Kimmel's show is now back, though Nexstar and Sinclair, major broadcast-station owners, said that they would not air it.) As the Atlantic staff writer David Frum put it on X, "It's not about 'cancel culture' because it's not about 'culture.' It's about a threat of legal retaliation by a government agency for not obeying a government edict. It's state repression, not social sanction."

The Onion had a joke headline last week: "Report: You to Be Fired for Reading This Headline About Charlie Kirk." The U.S. government cannot currently target you for watching the wrong programs or laughing at the wrong jokes. It does not currently have the capacity for that sort of surveillance at scale. But it sure seems that it would like to.

In an ideal world, Congress would establish a regulatory framework for all online platforms, regardless of ownership, requiring algorithmic auditing and placing reasonable limits on digital surveillance and data collection. This should have happened a long time ago. But we don't live in an ideal world. We're stuck living in this one.
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The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology

Astronomers see a mysterious object shining in the deep sky. It could be older than the stars.

by Ross Andersen




To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.

For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeated by a roiling plasma. It was too hot and chaotic for any structure to cohere. Hundreds of thousands of years passed before a tiny hydrogen atom could even hold itself together. Another 100 million years or so after that, great clouds of hydrogen condensed and stars flared into being. Most cosmologists believe that these stars were the first large, free-floating structures to illuminate our universe, and that black holes appeared later. But some have proposed that it went the other way around.

In the deep sky, beyond the most ancient fully formed galaxies, astronomers have now found a mysterious and colossal object that may be a primordial black hole. Earlier this month, a team of them posted an analysis of the object based on observations made by the James Webb Space Telescope. If their account holds up, the standard view of how the universe evolved will need serious revamping.

Long before black holes were ever glimpsed in reality, they were theoretical objects, products of the scientific imaginary. In 1783, the English natural philosopher John Michell proposed the existence of "dark stars," objects of such concentrated mass that light cannot escape their gravity. Michell was reasoning from Newton's laws. More than 100 years later, Karl Schwarzschild and Robert Oppenheimer brought his dark-star idea into alignment with Einstein's theory of general relativity. They showed how an ultradense star could keep collapsing until space-time curved back on itself, sealing off its light in a black hole.

All of this work was done on chalkboards and in notebooks. Black holes would remain notional until 1972, when astronomers confirmed that they'd actually detected one. In the decades that followed, more of these exotic objects were found in every part of the sky. People have now seen small ones and big ones. They have picked up the tiny space-time ripples that emanate outward from two merging black holes. They have learned that most, if not all, galaxies have a black hole at their center. The supermassive one in the middle of the Milky Way shoots out jets of particles that expand into enormous bubbles. These bubbles appear to help regulate star formation and other cosmic processes here in the only galaxy known to host life.

Read: When a telescope is a national-security risk

Most of the black holes that astronomers have identified appear to be collapsed stars. But some theorists, including Stephen Hawking, have suggested that there might be other kinds in the universe. During inflation--an expansive process that theoretically took place just after the Big Bang--quantum fluctuations could have caused large parts of the cosmos to spontaneously buckle inward, forming black holes before any stars had yet appeared. But cosmologists have had trouble imagining the mechanisms that could generate such large fluctuations. If the mysterious object that the James Webb Space Telescope has found really is a primordial black hole, they will have to go back to their chalkboards and notebooks.

That we can even get a peek at something from the early universe is a technological miracle. The Webb telescope spotted this object way out in the dark realm beyond the last visible galaxies, where the only things that glow are likely proto-galaxies and other cosmic bits and bobs in various stages of formation. Even when black holes are close to us, they can be difficult to detect, because they trap light. To see a black hole, astronomers rely on the wrenching violence that it inflicts on nearby matter, which throws off sparks in the form of electromagnetic radiation. But if this object is a black hole too, then not much matter is surrounding it, so it isn't throwing off so many sparks. (In cosmology terms, it's nearly "naked.") Most of what astronomers see in its vicinity is hydrogen and helium left over from the Big Bang--not what you'd expect from a black hole that had formed from a collapsed star.

Read: Yes, a moon base

We will need many more observations, and probably a larger space telescope, to know for sure whether it's a primordial black hole. After all, our images of this object were taken from clear across the observable universe. They barely qualify as blurry snapshots, and the analysis of them hasn't yet been peer-reviewed. Peter Coles, a theoretical cosmologist at Maynooth University in Ireland, has noted that the object might be some other kind of strange, celestial body instead. Other cosmologists suggested to me that it could be a black hole that formed directly from a gas cloud without having first become a star. It could be something else entirely. At the frontier edge of astronomy, tantalizing new observations have a tendency to be mirages.

We might learn that this one has been misinterpreted. We might find definitive proof that stars are older than black holes, just as cosmologists had long supposed. But even so, black holes would still retain some claim to ontological primacy, because they last so much longer. From their perspective, a star is just a transitory stage, a chrysalis. If the universe continues to expand as cosmologists predict, a day will come when star formation will cease altogether. Tens of trillions of years after that, the final stars will burn out. When that last stellar ember cools and darkens, the age of black holes will still be in its early days. Black holes will exist far, far longer than the entire illuminated age of stars. Of all the forms that this cosmos assumes, they will be among the most enduring. In a deep sense, this universe is theirs.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2025/09/primordial-black-hole-cosmology/684349/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Unconstitutional Tactics Trump Wants to Revive in Memphis

The president's plans resemble the aggressive, showy, and ultimately failed crime-fighting strategy once used by the city's police.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




When President Donald Trump describes his plans to deploy the National Guard to Memphis as a "replica" of what he's done with federal troops in Washington, D.C., he's attempting to make two points: first, that it's appropriate for him to deploy the military in American cities at all, and second, that doing so effectively reduces crime in cities that just happen to be run and disproportionately populated by his perceived political foes. But the vision he has laid out to "make Memphis safe again" is familiar in another key way: It looks a lot like the crime-fighting strategy the city tried just a few years ago--one that ultimately failed.

The president signed an executive memorandum on September 15 directing federal agents to combat street crime in Memphis through "hypervigilant policing," "aggressive prosecutions," and "strict enforcement of applicable quality-of-life, nuisance, and public-safety laws." The memo called for "large-scale saturation of besieged neighborhoods" and highlighted issues such as graffiti, noise, public intoxication, and traffic violations as areas of focus for federal agents set to descend on the city.

All of this sounds remarkably similar to what Memphis tried previously--an effort that, according to the Department of Justice, had disastrous results. "We have reasonable cause to believe that MPD and the City engage in a pattern or practice of conduct that violates the Constitution and federal law," DOJ investigators wrote in a December 2024 report on the Memphis Police Department's activities, sharply rebuking a policing style that managed to antagonize local residents while doing little to solve or prevent violent crime. "First, MPD uses excessive force. Second, MPD makes unlawful stops, searches, and arrests. Third, MPD unlawfully discriminates against Black people when enforcing the law."

In response to that report--which found that crime had worsened despite the city's constitutionally questionable crackdown--Memphis leaders said they had already intervened to stop the most egregious abuses. But with the support of Tennessee's Republican state leaders, Trump now appears eager to return to the "saturation-style enforcement" that the Justice Department said was effective at arresting thousands of Memphians for traffic violations and nonviolent offenses but abysmal at catching the gang members and other criminals driving the city's high violent-crime rate.

From the July/August 2008 issue: American murder mystery

As Trump redirects his anti-crime crusade to Republican-run states--St. Louis and New Orleans have been floated as targets for future troop deployments--the president is finding little resistance from their governors. This removes a significant obstacle that had complicated his plans to send Guardsmen into Chicago and Baltimore. But Memphis, like other blue cities in conservative states, is a fraught target for other reasons. Although Trump's threats to send Guardsmen into states with a Democratic governor tend to spark unified opposition from state and local leaders, his recent pivot has exposed tensions between state and local officials over race, local control, gun laws, and tax dollars.

JB Smiley Jr., a member of the Memphis City Council, told me he feared that Trump's federal surge would disproportionately target Black residents and undocumented immigrants for petty violations, while doing little to solve serious crimes and address gun violence. "If your goal is to send troops there hoping something goes wrong so that you can send in a more aggressive military occupation, then I think this is what you do," he said.

Most of the people I spoke with in Memphis acknowledged that the city does have a serious crime problem. Although violence has decreased significantly this year--overall crime is at a 25-year low, police said this month--Memphis ended 2024 with the highest rate of violent crime in the nation, according to FBI data. In recent years, homicides have regularly topped 300 a year in the city of about 630,000--a murder rate that the White House recently noted was four times higher than that of Mexico City. When I asked officials in Memphis why the city's crime rate had remained so high, several pointed to a 2021 state law allowing for permitless open carry of firearms, saying that it has exacerbated gun violence. In November, Memphis residents voted heavily in favor of a referendum opposing permitless gun ownership, although the superseding state law has blocked the city ordinance from going into effect. More than 90 percent of recent murders in the city involved a firearm. Trump's memo on "Restoring Law and Order in Memphis," however, does not mention gun violence.

Bill Lee, Tennessee's Republican governor, has already begun dispatching dozens of state troopers into Memphis ahead of the expected arrival of federal troops. Lee, who went to the White House last week to personally thank Trump for the troop deployment, said he hoped the effort would result in "sustained crime lowering." But Lee and the National Guard are still sorting out the details, which has delayed what had been expected to be an imminent deployment. It could be weeks before troops are in Memphis, a Pentagon official speaking on the condition of anonymity told The Atlantic. Among the challenges are federal budgetary concerns due to the end of the fiscal year and a possible government shutdown, the official said.

In the meantime, the state troopers have focused on traffic stops, issuing hundreds of tickets in recent days, local officials told me. The push is reminiscent of a strategy Memphians have become accustomed to--and, in many cases, annoyed with--even as their city has become more violent. Over a five-year period ending in 2023, officers in Memphis issued three times as many tickets as did their counterparts in the more populous city of Nashville, making 800,000 traffic stops and issuing 300,000 tickets, according to the Department of Justice. During that same period, murders in the city increased from 186 to 348 annually.

The strategy resembles one of the tactics federal agents have employed in Washington, D.C., during the surge that began last month. Police checkpoints were set up to stop people for traffic infractions, and officers tended to use the stops as an opportunity to check drivers' immigration status or search for outstanding warrants. White House officials credit the highly visible efforts with bringing down rates of carjackings and other crimes, although criminal-justice experts have suggested that such decreases are likely to be short-lived. "There's certainly literature out there that says increased police presence, in terms of the volume of law-enforcement officers, can reduce crime--but sometimes it doesn't," Nancy La Vigne, the dean of the Rutgers Newark School of Criminal Justice, told me. "And even if it works in the short run, it can do so much damage to community trust that it's going to hurt in the long run."

Trust between Memphis residents and law enforcement is already strained, said La Vigne, who led the Justice Department's National Institute of Justice during the Biden administration. She cited the 2023 police killing of Tyre Nichols, who was beaten by several Memphis police officers after a traffic stop. Video footage of Nichols crying for his mother while being punched, kicked, and hit with a baton led to nationwide protests and ultimately forced MPD to disband a street-crime unit that had been known for escalatory practices.

The killing of Nichols, by members of that unit, also drew the attention of the Justice Department. Investigators launched a 17-month investigation of the Memphis police, which culminated in the aforementioned report. It found that Memphis officers would violently retaliate against people who mouthed off at them, punch and kick suspects who were already handcuffed, and engage in stop-and-frisk searches without probable cause. Black Memphians such as Nichols, the department found, were disproportionately targeted for abuse. In May, Trump's DOJ closed its investigation into MPD and retracted the report's findings. The five officers involved in Nichols's death, who are also Black, have each either pleaded guilty or been convicted of various federal and state charges related to the killing. A Tennessee jury acquitted three of the officers on additional charges, including second-degree murder, in May.

Trump has regularly complained that departmental guidelines and constitutional restrictions force police officers to be less "tough" than the criminals they are pursuing. Speaking to New York City cops in 2017, Trump urged them to "please don't be too nice" when making arrests. In recent days, he has repeatedly complained about police officers who stand still and accept a verbal onslaught from protesters yelling in their face. "I say when they spit, you hit," Trump said at the White House last week, describing his advice to federal officials set to deploy to Tennessee. "You can do whatever you want. You do whatever the hell you want."

In a statement, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson pointed out Memphis's elevated crime rates and asserted that Trump's efforts would reduce them. "Following the President's highly successful operation to combat violent crime in DC, which objectively drove down crime rates across the board, numerous Tennessee officials have applauded the President's decision to address crime in Memphis next," she wrote. "Just as we did in DC, the Administration will work closely with local law enforcement to ensure the success and sustainability of the operation. Addressing crime will benefit all who live in and visit Memphis."

The Memphis Police Department and Lee's office did not respond to requests for comment. Trump's push to send what he has called "rough-looking" federal troops into cities such as Memphis raises complex questions of race and class, Russell Wigginton, the president of the Memphis-based National Civil Rights Museum, told me. The museum, located at the site where Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, has been a gathering point when the majority-Black city has faced racial tension, he said. "For people of a certain age in Memphis, the connotation of the National Guard is traumatic--because they go straight back to imagery of Dr. King on that balcony in front of room 306," he said, noting that thousands of Guardsmen deployed to the city before and after King's murder, in 1968.

Read: The murders in Memphis aren't stopping

Memphis's mayor, its police chief, and most of the city's officers are Black. The group of leaders Trump assembled last week at the White House to announce the "Memphis Safe Task Force" and discuss the city's future--Lee, Senators Marsha Blackburn and Bill Hagerty of Tennessee, and a cadre of Cabinet officials--were almost exclusively white. Several Memphians I spoke with flagged the dynamic as troubling. Wigginton called it "jarring."

City leaders have said they would welcome federal help to combat violent crime, particularly to address Memphis's low clearance rates for the most serious offenses. Memphis police arrested a suspect in only 28 percent of murders in 2022 and 14 percent of murders in 2023, well below the national rate of 50 percent, according to FBI data. The clearance rates for nonfatal shootings have been even lower. Given the seriousness of the crime problem, Trump's memo highlighting "public intoxication" and "unpermitted disturbances and demonstrations" has led to a fair share of eye rolling among local officials, Tami Sawyer, the general-sessions court clerk for Shelby County, which includes Memphis, told me. "They're going to come arrest people for vagrancy and loitering and noise and graffiti, but they're not going to take the guns out of circulation," said Sawyer, who oversees much of the operation for the misdemeanor court cases and the jail in downtown Memphis.

She said that the jail is already overcrowded and the air-conditioning in one of the buildings went out earlier this month, leaving those inside to broil during 90-degree days. "We're lucky that we haven't had a riot yet," she told me.

The Trump administration has done little to coordinate with local officials. Whereas Trump had the power to seize control of the D.C. police department and could rely on federal prosecutors to embrace his approach to charging crimes, the president's authority is more limited outside the nation's capital. A spokesperson for Shelby County District Attorney Steve Mulroy, who would be responsible for deciding whether to charge many of the people swept up in any crackdown, told me last week that he was still waiting to receive a briefing from the Trump administration.

Memphis Mayor Paul Young said he learned of Trump's decision to deploy troops when the president made the announcement on Fox News. Young has said he opposes the idea. Several officials have pointed out that the Trump administration abruptly cut a $1.7 million grant for a local nonprofit focused on violence prevention, and will likely spend many times that amount on the troop deployment.

Meanwhile, residents told me that they have little choice but to wait and see whether the presence of soldiers once again marching through their city will deter crime or only further inflame tensions.

"Memphis has its problems just like any other city--but we're not just this dystopia of foolishness and violence and crime," Justin Brooks, who handles student recruitment for Christian Brothers University in Memphis, told me. "I hope that while the Guard is stationed here, that it actually benefits us. That's the biggest thing. We fought enough about Is it going to happen? Now it's going to happen, and it's like, What now?"

Nancy A. Youssef contributed to this report.



*Illustration Sources: Drew Angerer / Getty; Valerie Plesch / Bloomberg / Getty; Brad Vest / Getty; Al Drago / Bloomberg / Getty; Houston Cofield / Bloomberg / Getty.
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So Much for Class-Based Affirmative Action

<span>The Trump administration considers even race-blind admissions policies illegal if they're intended to achieve diversity. </span>

by Rose Horowitch




When the Supreme Court struck down race-based affirmative action, it included some words of comfort for Americans worried about declining diversity at the nation's most selective universities. Chief Justice John Roberts, writing for the majority in the 2023 case Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, described the goal of creating a diverse student body as "commendable" and "worthy." He wrote that universities could still consider applicants' stories of how race had affected their lives. Even Justice Clarence Thomas--one of the Court's most ardent opponents of racial preferences--suggested in his concurrence that universities still have numerous paths to maintaining racial diversity, citing the experience of states that had already banned affirmative action. "Race-neutral policies may thus achieve the same benefits of racial harmony and equality without any of the burdens and strife generated by affirmative action policies," he wrote.

Everyone seemed to be in agreement: Racial preferences were illegal, but promoting diversity by focusing on nonracial factors, such as income or geography, were fair game. The Trump administration, however, feels differently: It argues that even race-neutral admissions policies are illegal if they are intended to achieve racial diversity. And this interpretation is already starting to have an effect.

Earlier this month, the College Board--the nonprofit that administers the SAT--shut down its Landscape tool, which had offered universities detailed data about applicants' environment, including socioeconomic information and educational offerings at their high school. In a vague statement, the organization cited evolving "federal and state policy" as its rationale for the decision. (David Coleman, the CEO of the College Board, declined to answer further questions about the decision.) Edward Blum, the president of Students for Fair Admissions, the group that took down affirmative action, praised the removal of what he called a "disguised proxy for race in the admissions process." The Trump administration doesn't appear to have the law on its side, but if universities start following the College Board's lead, what the law says might not matter. The era of race-neutral diversity efforts could be over before it begins.

Basing admissions preferences on socioeconomic or geographic factors rather than race was supposed to be the compromise that appeased everyone. In polls, most Americans simultaneously say they support efforts to increase universities' racial diversity but oppose the use of race or ethnicity in admissions. Class-based preferences, in contrast, earn wide support and can further both racial and economic diversity while sidestepping the constitutional issues involved in explicitly considering race. (The Constitution doesn't include any prohibition on treating people differently based on family income or where they grew up.) After Texas banned affirmative action, in 1996, the state's public universities famously began admitting any in-state applicant who graduated in the top 10 percent of their high-school class. (At the flagship University of Texas at Austin, the number will drop to 5 percent next year.) Because Texas's high schools remain largely de facto segregated by race, the program has helped maintain a diverse student body.

In the first admissions cycle after the SFFA ruling, class-based preferences seem to have blunted the impact of the Court's decision. Several top universities managed to keep their demographics roughly the same. (Only the most selective schools had used affirmative action to begin with.) This result was surprising; in briefs submitted to the Court, the universities themselves had predicted catastrophic declines in minority-student enrollment. Richard Kahlenberg, an expert witness for SFFA and a longtime advocate for class-based affirmative action, believes that the universities got their results by placing a greater emphasis on socioeconomic status. Yale, for example, started using data from the Opportunity Atlas, a database run by researchers at Harvard and the U.S. Census Bureau that measures the potential for upward mobility of children who grew up in a given neighborhood. Some schools, including Duke and Dartmouth, reported greater shares of low-income students than before the ruling and relatively stable racial-diversity results, Kahlenberg told me.

Richard Kahlenberg: The affirmative action that colleges really need

Some other observers aren't convinced. Peter Arcidiacono, a fellow expert witness for SFFA, told me that he suspected several universities had flouted the Court's ruling. Blum, the president of SFFA, has suggested that Yale, Princeton, and Duke might be continuing to consider race while pretending not to.

The Trump administration has taken the position that colleges might be breaking the law either way. In February, the Education Department issued a "Dear Colleague" letter outlining its interpretation of the SFFA decision. The letter argued that universities cannot use race-neutral proxies in an effort to boost diversity. For example, it claimed that schools' eliminating standardized testing in order to achieve greater racial diversity would be illegal. Organizations including the ACLU sued, arguing that the interpretation in the letter infringed on academic freedom. Courts have since blocked the department from enforcing its interpretation of SFFA.

But the Trump administration has pressed on. In July, Attorney General Pam Bondi released a memo warning universities against the use of race-neutral proxies. "These are not mandatory requirements but rather practical recommendations to minimize the risk of violations," Bondi wrote. Even so, the memo goes on to declare that the use of "facially neutral criteria" is "legally problematic" if those criteria "are selected because they correlate with, replicate, or are used as substitutes for protected characteristics." In other words, according to Bondi, a college that chooses to implement place- or income-based preferences in order to help preserve racial diversity would be running afoul of the law.

The Department of Education followed Bondi's memo with a demand for new admissions data on the racial makeup, standardized-test scores, and GPA of applicants and admitted students for all institutions that receive federal student aid. Justin Driver, a Yale Law professor and the author of The Fall of Affirmative Action, told me that he expects any elite college that doesn't start enrolling fewer Black students to be accused by the Trump administration of breaking the law.

The court system has so far been loath to accept the Trump administration's interpretation of SFFA. Last year, the Supreme Court declined to take up two cases that challenged race-neutral proxies in high-school admissions. And proving that race-neutral policies are intended to advantage students of color could be very difficult, Peter Lake, a Stetson University law professor, told me. Universities have shifted toward touting their socioeconomic diversity and test scores, rather than the racial makeup of their incoming classes, he said.

Rose Horowitch: The era of DEI for conservatives has begun

But whether universities would prevail in a hypothetical legal battle may be beside the point. The Trump administration has shown that it is willing to wield the government's formidable power against educational institutions based on a mere accusation of wrongdoing. It has frozen universities' funding for biomedical research and threatened Harvard's nonprofit status without any official investigation. Columbia and Brown have proved themselves willing to settle with the administration even when they probably could have won a court fight. To enact its vision, all the Trump administration needs is for universities to be unwilling to risk government retribution. "It is overpowering for most schools to even imagine taking on the federal government on these issues," Lake told me. "So the long and the short of it is that their interpretation is the one that drives outcomes."

Or perhaps universities will find themselves all but forced to fight the executive branch. In May, the Trump administration informed Harvard that the university was under investigation to determine whether it was adhering to the SFFA decision. Last week, the Education Department gave Harvard 20 days to provide documents about its admissions process. Based on settlements with Columbia and Brown, in which those schools agreed to provide data on the race, grades, and test scores of all applicants, the Trump administration appears to be appointing itself the arbiter of what counts as the right and wrong racial makeup of a student body. Universities are always reluctant to go to battle with the federal government. But if the alternative is appointing President Donald Trump as their de facto dean of admissions, they might have no choice.
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The Gaza Left and the Gender Left

Can groups with different values work together against Britain's far right?

by Helen Lewis




At first, the recent collapse of Your Party--a new British grouping of socialists, progressives, and opponents of the war in Gaza--brings to mind a classic Onion headline: "Left-Wing Group Too Disorganized for FBI Agents to Infiltrate." But Your Party's descent into infighting and recrimination offers an insight into the challenges faced by the left on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean.

Although the fledgling organization was designed to challenge the ruling Labour Party from the left, its troubles began even before it had a name: The sign-up page referred to "Your Party," but journalists who referred to it as such were told that this was merely an interim description. In the best tradition of left-wing grassroots democracy, its members would decide the final name. Sadly, no one knows what this is yet.

Before its official launch, the two co-founders of Your Party fell out, with one accused of hijacking the mailing list and the other of running a "sexist boys' club." The future of the organization--which has claimed more than 800,000 sign-ups--is now in doubt.

Many of the party's struggles are uniquely British. But the larger tension that has paralyzed Your Party will be familiar to watchers of American politics. In both countries, the political left has been caught flat-footed by the rise of an insurgent populist right that the center-left establishment has proved inept at resisting. As the rest of the left plots its resurgence, how big should the tent be? What matters most--foreign policy, social issues, or economic populism? Who should be prepared to compromise on their beliefs for the sake of cohesion?

In the United States, these tensions often play out within the Democratic Party, where the opinions of its most vocal supporters--predominantly white, professional liberals--frequently diverge from those of organized labor and socially conservative minority voters. In Britain, though, the parliamentary system means that smaller parties, even single-issue parties, can actually win seats and seek leverage by acting as a spoiler. With the center-left Labour government deeply unpopular--and Nigel Farage's populist-right party, Reform, leading in the polls--the political left has sensed an opportunity. If, that is, its members can avoid falling out with one another long enough to seize it.

Read: The left's self-defeating Israel obsession

Your Party exists because of the Israel-Palestine conflict. Currently, the pro-Palestine cause is one of the biggest protest movements in Britain, not least because popular opinion here--as in the United States--is well to the left of the main center-left party. Since October 2023, opposition to the war in Gaza has brought young, social-justice-minded progressives together with British Muslims, who are more socially conservative than the general population and have traditionally leaned toward voting Labour. (Muslims make up about 6 percent of the British population.) Both groups are opposed to what they see as Israel's genocide against Palestinians. But beyond that particular issue, the alliance of "rainbow and crescent"--as the historian James Orr, a friend of J. D. Vance, has described it--is extremely fragile. Gay marriage, abortion, and transgender rights are obvious flash points, but other issues can be equally divisive. For instance, many British Muslims support fee-paying schools, which can offer students a more religious curriculum than government-run institutions. The traditional left-wing position, however, is that private schools are engines of privilege and should be abolished. Can these groups happily coexist in a left-wing movement in the long term? The experience of Your Party suggests not.

One of its two leaders is the 76-year-old Jeremy Corbyn, a lifelong anti-war, anti-colonialist leftist who was unexpectedly elevated to lead Labour in 2015. Corbyn performed above expectations in the 2017 general election but flamed out spectacularly in 2019, when his Conservative opponent, Boris Johnson, managed to turn the vote into a referendum on "getting Brexit done."

His successor as Labour leader, Keir Starmer, initially presented himself as part of the Corbynite tradition, but he pivoted soon after winning the leadership into attacking the party's hard left and taking the party to the center. In 2020, Labour suspended Corbyn for refusing to acknowledge the extent of anti-Semitism within the party under his watch. He was later expelled altogether. Since then, Corbyn has sat in Parliament as an independent, and last year he began working closely with the "Gaza independents," a group of four men elected in 2024 in constituencies with significant Muslim populations: Shockat Adam, Adnan Hussain, Ayoub Khan, and Iqbal Mohamed.

The other prospective co-leader of Your Party is 31-year-old Zarah Sultana, who is also a former Labour member of Parliament. Her politics are anti-austerity, pro-Palestinian, and--here comes the tricky part--socially progressive. (The closest analogue in the U.S. would be Zohran Mamdani.) "The rollback of LGBT rights--especially trans rights--is global, bankrolled by billionaires and the far-right," she wrote on X in April. When the boxer Imane Khelif competed in the female category at the Olympics last year amid questions about her eligibility, Sultana posted a picture of Khelif on Facebook with the caption: "If you come for the Queen, you best not miss!" (Boxing authorities have instituted new requirements for sex testing, which Khelif has challenged. She has not competed professionally since they took effect.) With 490,000 followers, Sultana is said to be the second-most-followed British politician on TikTok, after Nigel Farage.

Sultana speaks for a large section of the youthful British left, for whom gay marriage is a settled issue and gender self-identification is a human right. Corbyn, on the other hand, has always cared principally about foreign policy. He vocally opposed apartheid in South Africa and George W. Bush's war in Iraq. As Labour leader, he gamely announced his pronouns--he/him--and supported gender self-ID rules, but he never gave any sense of being deeply motivated by the issue.

Sultana was the one to announce the formation of the new party on July 3, with a post on X that implored disaffected Labour supporters to "join us." Behind the scenes, Corbyn was reportedly furious--he did not want to be a co-leader with someone else and felt that he had been forced into a decision. The Times of London printed WhatsApp messages showing his longtime fixer, Karie Murphy, removing dissenters from the group chat organizing the new party's launch. Corbyn eventually welcomed the creation of the new party in public, albeit grudgingly.

A month later, the split between the social progressives and those focused on foreign policy--the gender leftists and the Gaza leftists--became impossible to deny. In August, Hussain, one of the independent members of Parliament, posted an announcement for a Your Party event with Corbyn on X. A commenter who endorsed a "material analysis of sex" urged the new left-wing party not to "parrot the same neoliberal idea of gender ideology." Hussain replied: "I agree, women's rights and safe spaces should not be encroached upon. Safe third spaces should be an alternative option." After all, he went on to say, trans women were "not biologically women."

This ignited, if not a firestorm, then certainly a small but lively conflagration. Sultana gave an interview saying that it was "really important that, from the outset, we are loud and proud about the values that we have" and there was "no space for transphobia" in Your Party.

In public, the issue then simmered down for a month, until last week, when Corbyn posted a message on X warning supporters that "an unauthorised email" trying to convince them to pay a PS55 annual fee to join Your Party had been sent to the mailing list. The email had come from allies of Sultana. A further statement referred to Sultana's "unilateral launch" of the party.

That is not how Sultana saw it. She said that she launched the membership portal after being "sidelined" by Corbyn's allies. She also attacked the "sexist boys' club" whom she said had "refused to allow any other women with voting rights on the Working Group." On September 19, a third faction arose, demanding that all six independents step back from leadership roles because "the people should take things forward from here."

Again, the Onion headline comes to mind.

Those on the left who are dismayed by the turmoil inside Your Party have been consoling themselves with the fact that another left-wing party exists--the Greens. "Maybe that's the vehicle that will take off as a result of this," one of Corbyn's former aides, Andrew Fisher, told the BBC.

Unfortunately, the same struggle for precedence among foreign policy, economic populism, and social justice is also present in the Greens. Ostensibly an environmentalist party, the Greens are also socially progressive and economically left wing. When the Scottish branch was a minority coalition partner in the Scottish government, its politicians pushed hard for gender self-identification; last year, a conference motion rejected the findings of the Cass report, which described the evidence for youth gender medicine as shaky.

The Greens also believe that Israel is committing a genocide in Gaza, and the new leader of the party in England and Wales, Zack Polanski, called for Israeli President Isaac Herzog to be arrested on his visit to Britain as a "potential war criminal." The second signatory on that statement was one of Polanski's deputy leaders, Mothin Ali, a local councilor for a northern English suburb and a devout Muslim. (He described his election as a councilor as a "win for the people of Gaza" before shouting "God is the greatest" in Arabic.) His statement condemned the decision to let Israeli weapons manufacturers exhibit their wares at an arms fair in London.

Read: The real reason American socialists don't win

On the subject of Israel, the Greens are unified. But Ali's candidacy for the deputy leadership over the summer was nearly derailed by his refusal to sign a pro-LGBTQ pledge. (He said that he was not signing any pledges, because they can "create pressure, turn allyship into performance politics, and even exclude those who are already doing the work.") In an interview with a transgender activist within the party, Ali was asked if he believed that "trans women are women," and he gave a classic politician's nonanswer. He spoke about how both Muslims and trans people, as marginalized groups, were targeted by the far right. He suggested that before colonialism, "Eastern cultures" were much more sympathetic to transgender and intersex people. Notably, he did not say "yes" or "no." This strategic ambiguity appears to have served him well, because Ali won the deputy leadership on September 2.

Theoretically, the Greens could be the big winners from the meltdown in Your Party. If so, either Ali will have to maintain his policy of sticking to vague generalities about his social views, or his progressive comrades will have to expand the range of acceptable beliefs within the party.

The trouble here is that the British left--the part beyond the Democrats and Labour--has two shibboleths that potential leaders are required to utter. The first is that Israel is committing a genocide. The second is that "trans women are women." But the groups that hold these two positions do not neatly overlap.

For the moment, when bombing and starvation in Gaza is regularly in the news, that doesn't always matter. But the experience of Your Party suggests that, in the longer term, the British left and its U.S. counterpart will have to decide how broad their coalition can be. Which faction--the progressives or the moderates--will give ground in the service of an effective movement? That answer will define the fight against the ascendancy of the populist right.
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Winners of the 2025 Natural Landscape Photography Awards

The winning and honored images from this year's contest, designed to "promote the very best landscape photography by digital and film photographers who value realism and authenticity in their work," selected from more than 11,000 entries

by Alan Taylor


Intimate Landscape, Winner. Jurassic World. "This type of woodland is quite tricky to photograph, as it is so busy, and generally needs mist or thick fog to do it justice. For this particular trip, I didn't have those conditions and decided to scout the area rather than focus on the photography. However, just as I was about to start the long trek back to the car, the sun came out and lit up this scene, leaving me scrambling to get 'something' before it disappeared again." (David Shaw / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Grand Landscape, Highly Commended. Hidden Gem. "I took this photo while flying over New Zealand's Fiordland National Park, one of the most spectacular landscapes on Earth. I shot it in hazy, late-afternoon light, the layers of the fjords stretching off toward the horizon." (Joshua Cripps / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Projects, Winner. Living Landscapes. One of a collection of 10 photos. "Ever since I first traveled to Sapmi, I've felt deeply connected to its landscapes and culture. It has become my part-time home--a place of incredible beauty but also of fragility, facing threats from climate change and exploitation. Through this project, I hope to share its unique diversity and invite others to reconnect with nature and the values it carries." (Hanneke Van Camp / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Projects, Fifth Place. Realms of Reptiles and Amphibians. One of a collection of 10 photos. "Reptiles and amphibians are fantastic animals with breathtaking adaptations in order to call all of the diverse landscapes and habitats of our incredible planet home. However, they live cryptic, secretive lives, hidden from all but the most curious eyes." (Joshua Wallace / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Desert Landscapes, Third Place. Snow Globe. "In January of this year, I had planned a trip to Bryce Canyon. There was no forecast of snow, but I hoped for fog instead and went anyway. On this freezing morning, I was greeted with snow flurries instead." (Prajit Ravindran / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Seascapes, Third Place. Curves. "A photograph captured at the end of a summer's day on the Isle of Harris, Scotland. The light was fading and a long exposure time of two minutes was used to smooth the ocean and clouds, which seemed to complement each other perfectly." (Robert Birkby / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Sixth Place. One of a collection of eight photos of ice formations and landscapes. (Magnus Reneflot / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Winner. One of a collection of eight photos from Tasmania, Australia. (Joy Kachina / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Intimate Landscape, Highly Commended. Frozen Silence. "Amid a snowstorm in the Japanese mountains, this ancient tree stood veiled in frost and silence. I was drawn to its enduring presence, revealing a quiet strength within the winter mist." (Yuya Wakamatsu / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Fourth Place. One of a collection of eight photos in Yosemite National Park. (Scott Oller / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Rocks and Geology, Winner. Creation of Earth. "The enigmatic patterns of these marble caves struck me as telling a story of creation: growing trees, ancient mountains, swirling galaxies. After taking this photo, I learned that the marble in this scene was saved from mining only because it is considered 'low quality.' I wonder, then, how many other remarkable scenes have vanished in service of our countertops?" (Spencer Cox / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Sixth Place. One of a collection of eight photos of ice formations and landscapes. (Magnus Reneflot / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Rocks and Geology, Runner-Up (Doug Hammer / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Photographer of the Year, Winner. One of a collection of eight photos from Tasmania, Australia. (Joy Kachina / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)




Mountains, Third Place (Lukas Vesely / Natural Landscape Photography Awards)



To see the full list of winners and honored images, be sure to visit the Natural Landscape Photography Awards website.
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A Portrait of Southern Sexual Repression

In her debut novel, Addie E. Citchens creates a vibrant Mississippi town and a dire morality tale about the suppression of desire.

by Omari Weekes




Dominion, a fictional town in the Mississippi Delta, is shot through with Black church culture and an outsize reverence for high-school football. At the turn of the millennium, it is a community in which sexuality flourishes despite, or perhaps because of, efforts to suppress it. Addie E. Citchens's debut novel, which takes its setting as its title, follows two women yoked together by their love for a teenager named Emanuel, who more commonly goes by "Wonderboy" or "Wonder": Diamond, his girlfriend, and Priscilla, his mother and the "first lady" of the local church. Both women, over the course of the novel, desperately try to dislodge themselves from their difficult pasts while confronting a swelling sense of wickedness in Wonder.

Diamond has to grow up quickly when, at 8 years old, she is abandoned, along with three siblings, by her mother. As she enters her senior year with Wonder's baby on the way, she struggles to figure out her identity outside of her relationship with this mysterious boy, who makes increasingly reckless decisions. Priscilla, meanwhile, manages five sons, a philandering know-it-all husband, and a bad hip with the help of brown liquor and what she calls her "fulfillments" (read: pills).

Read: The novelist who truly understood the South

The characters in Dominion are bombarded with religious scripts about what a proper erotic life should look like. But if we know anything about intimacy and desire, we know that they often hold dominion over us rather than the other way around. Many official and informal directives come from Reverend Sabre Winfrey Jr., Priscilla's husband and Wonder's father. The longtime leader of Seven Seals Missionary Baptist Church, he insists on seeing a malignant sexual deviance everywhere. In one of his sermons, he posits that the Bible's "first seducer" altered "the course of human history," urging his followers to consider what Jesus can tell them about how to "best resist temptation." Wonder, who sings and plays music at Seven Seals, masters the trumpet rather than his preferred instrument, the saxophone, because, as his father puts it, "a man never oughta put nothing in his mouth but food." Wonder also confesses that he murdered the family's dachshund because it "kept making my daddy mad." As Priscilla recalls, the reverend "wasn't too keen on his boys playing with an animal shaped like a ding-a-ling."

These counterproductive attempts to control sexuality affect the women of Dominion as well. In an early scene, Priscilla walks in on Diamond and her son in an intimate moment. Contemplating where the boy could have learned such impropriety, she recalls the reverend telling her "that because Eve ate the apple, I would have to 'eat the snake.'" Later, as Diamond registers her embarrassment, she recalls meeting Priscilla years earlier at an event for Finer Womanhood Week that taught young girls "about pads and cramps, how to sit with our ankles crossed, what to wear to keep our bodies from moving under our clothes."

The book primarily unfolds through first-person observations, toggling between Priscilla and Diamond, both of whom live in awe of Wonder. Diamond sees her relationship with him as "creating something all our own, something I inherently belonged to"--a rare feeling after her family was ripped apart. Priscilla, meanwhile, is disturbed by her son and the "energy that radiated off of him," which "felt nuclear, dangerous, like someone I didn't and couldn't ever know." The book also includes church bulletins, church histories, obituaries, and records of Wonder's other dalliances marked by case numbers. These brief accounts of his escapades provide unvarnished views of his often hazy motivations--his search for the "plumpest, most unruly breasts he'd ever come across"; his delight at discovering that another girl's "panties were scratchy and fancy. Harlot red."

Wonder might have continued to live a more or less nondescript life of church, football, and teenage sex if not for a sudden queer encounter with a man he meets at his school's football stadium. When the stranger catches him off guard with a kiss, Wonder reacts with anger and revulsion. He then violently assaults a homeless man who happened to witness the whole thing. Citchens frames this moment, perhaps the novel's most pivotal, as a high-resolution wide shot from up in the nosebleeds. She tightly choreographs the chance meeting: Wonder "saw and felt lips on his, accepted the tongue crashing about in his mouth. Dude had one hand cradling Emanuel's head; his palm resting on the stranger's strong rippled belly, struggled to decide whether to touch or shove." Citchens barely describes this other man, giving no sense of who he is or where he's come from. He's simply dark and muscular.

Many readers will want more details on the identity of this shadowy figure who changes the lives of Wonder and the women who love him. But these facts are irrelevant; the man is portrayed as a manifestation of the aberrant sexuality that Dominion's Christian culture seeks to suppress. The kiss causes Wonder to spiral; he reflects on every moment of innocuous intimacy he has shared with a man, "the locker rooms and fanny slaps and chest bumps he'd participated in most of his life." His vicious outburst warns that when erotic desire is oppressively regulated, it can erupt into something destructive.

Read: The country that tried to control sex

Not long afterward, Wonder and Diamond run away from home, drive six hours to the Mississippi coast, and hole up in a motel room. This interlude is cut short when Diamond finds Wonder sprawled on the ground after having ingested too many pills. She spends the next few days sitting by his hospital bed, vowing to love the incapacitated young man beside her forever.

What Diamond doesn't know at that moment is that the choice won't be hers to make. After his suicide attempt, Wonder starts to pull away from her. Panicking, she wonders how she might emulate what she calls "dangerous women"--those who "had the power to make men risk it all; they brought men to their knees." When she asks Mrs. Kathareen, a "brown and juicy" woman who is having an affair with the reverend, how to channel the kind of power that will keep a man, the woman ripostes, "Nooooo, baby girl, my only power is that I won't give my power away."

Diamond isn't immediately sure what Mrs. Kathareen means. But the dam that's been holding back the passions of Dominion has already broken beyond repair, and she'll soon find out. Priscilla tastes liberation first when her husband steps down from the pulpit in a public admission of his extramarital affairs, freeing her to leave him and face her own desires. She urges Diamond, too, to leave her son. "He is no good for anyone, I promise you," she tells her. "No good for you or a baby."

Soon after Wonder wakes up from his overdose, Diamond observes: "People rarely just snap and do crazy shit. What looked like a snap to other people was actually an erosion of the surfaces that we built up for protection, and unfortunately people would rather dwell on the snap than the wearing." Because Dominion takes place over the course of just a few months, the reader witnesses the snaps, but yearns for more of the wearing. Priscilla laments difficult moments in her marriage, but we scarcely see her husband divulge more than phallic anxieties and churchy platitudes. Her drastic decision to leave her old life behind certainly feels warranted, but I would have delighted in a more elaborate depiction of the circumstances that led to her choice.

This quibble arises because I simply wanted more of this book. To paraphrase one of Priscilla's more vivid characterizations of her son, the novel's cabbage feels done, while its cornbread is soft in the middle. Although Dominion is certainly not a romp, it reads perhaps too briskly: The novel's message is clear, but its characters, at times, could use more fleshing out. Then again, this is what makes it a parable--albeit a complicated one, rooted not in dogma but in messy reality.
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Dear James: I Fell in Love With My Friend--And Now I'm Confused

She seemed to return my affection but then backpedaled. Is this situationship doomed?

by James Parker




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

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




Dear James,

I'm a 22-year-old woman in my first-ever situationship with another woman. We started off as good friends and a few months ago admitted we had feelings for each other. She was seeing someone else casually but then had to leave town for a bit. We stayed in touch while she was away, and at one point I traveled eight hours to visit her and meet her family. During this time I fell head over heels for her, and it was clear she was also interested in me.

Once she returned, however, she revealed that she wanted to be just friends. I felt used and embarrassed. I asked her to give us a chance. At the end of that conversation, we decided to try to make it work in some capacity--the one caveat being that she wanted to see other people. (I didn't.)

Since then, we've had beautiful, romantic moments, although the relationship doesn't feel as magical as it did before. When we talked recently, she told me that she hadn't yet seen others--but because of lack of opportunity, not because she doesn't want to. Meanwhile, I find I'm not being my full self. Typically, I feel secure in relationships. But partly because I'm worried she is seeing others, I've developed an anxious attachment to her. I've been trying to rely less on her. I don't want to resent her. This is especially hard because I know what a lovely friendship we once had, and I hope to have a friendship with her if this ends. So I'm really struggling: Is it possible for this to work? Do I need to cut things off completely? Could we be friends with benefits, or should we immediately go back to being just friends?



Dear Reader,

Ah, the anxious attachment. I know all about that. Nothing makes sense, and nothing can be resolved, and nothing can move forward until you get the response you need--and you never get the response you need. So you dangle, you fizz, you drift with wet cheeks through needling clouds of anxiety. It's a completely existential situation, in my view, because you're radically in touch with (1) your own incompleteness and (2) the impossibility of ultimate security in this life.

What's to be done? The original existentialists, all those lovely, gallant, puffing-their-ciggies Parisian men and women, were very happy for everything to be a dilemma. They loved a predicament; they loved a pickle. They loved a situation that had to be lived into and lived through--because that, as torrid and confusing as it might be, is how you know you're living.

But what if you need an answer? Here, you must consult your impulses. All of the options feel terrible, but I'm pretty certain that one of them, carefully considered, will feel slightly less terrible than the others. And it might have something to do with reclaiming your autonomy, with restoring yourself to a state of, if not wholeness, then at least coherence. A state in which your entire condition of being is not oriented to this other person and what they say or don't say. Imagine what a relief that would be.

Wondering what to have for lunch,

James



Dear James,

I'm a 19-year-old waiting for life to happen to me. I've graduated from high school, and I'm in a holding pattern until my next chapter can begin. In the meantime, I've lost all of my friends because they went off to college, and now they have new friends. I have panic attacks daily because I used to be a bright student, and now I feel like everyone is ahead of me and I've been left behind. How to find hope? What should I do?



Dear Reader,

All through life we tell ourselves stories about who we are, what we're doing, and how we're feeling. The right stories give us strength; the wrong stories take that strength away. It sounds to me like you've got yourself stuck in a wrong story. You need to tell yourself a different, better story, and talk to yourself in a new way.

So you're feeling alone, for the time being. That's okay. There's great power in being alone. You can look around with clear eyes; you can make your own decisions.

Fall is coming, the most beautiful season of the year. And although you're feeling autumnally sad, you can, with just a tweak of the emotional dial, turn that feeling into autumnal joy: a sense of things passing, changing, moving, blazing up into their brightest colors.

Don't worry about being hopeful. The universe is going to keep on ticking, and it's going to keep on offering you chances to feel better, whether you're in a position to recognize these chances or not. You're young, and you're strong, and the good stuff is ahead of you. All you have to do is keep getting up in the morning.

Sending you the mega-vibe,

James




By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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Left-Wing Terrorism Is on the Rise

For the first time in more than 30 years, attacks by the far left outnumber those by the far right.

by Daniel Byman, Riley McCabe




No matter how hard ideologues try to exclusively blame their political foes for acts of political violence, the truth is that violent extremists today emerge from across the political spectrum. We have studied this problem and believe that our data can help illuminate an issue too often defined by partisan finger-pointing. As part of a study to be published this week by the Center for Strategic and International Studies, we compiled and analyzed a data set of 750 attacks and plots in the United States from January 1, 1994, to July 4, 2025. Our research focuses only on incidents of terrorism, which we define as attacks or plots by a nonstate actor attempting to achieve a political end and exert a psychological influence on a broad population. Among other details, the data set includes the types of weapons used, the intended targets, the number of fatalities, and the ideology of the perpetrators.

We found that left-wing terrorism has increased since President Donald Trump's rise to political prominence in 2016. Indeed, 2025 marks the first time in more than 30 years that left-wing attacks outnumber those from the far right. Despite its recent increase, however, left-wing terrorism is not nearly as common today as it was in the 1960s and early '70s. Those years marked the height of groups such as the Weather Underground and the Symbionese Liberation Army, best known for kidnapping the newspaper heiress Patty Hearst. In the '80s and early '90s, left-wing terrorism declined while jihadist and right-wing terrorism rose, particularly in the forms of anti-government and white-supremacist violence.

Following that trend, according to our analysis, violence on the left accounted for four plots and attacks from 1994 to 2000, compared with 144 on the right. That difference narrowed in the following decade, but the right continued to account for significantly more attacks and killings than did the left.

Read: Strawberries in winter

The year 2016 was a turning point for left-wing terrorism, even as right-wing incidents remained much more common. Trump's political ascent and the expansion of the MAGA movement seem to have reenergized left-wing violent extremism, which accounted for 37 incidents from 2016 to 2024, most of them motivated by either anti-government or partisan sentiment. By July 4 of this year, far-left extremists had already been responsible for five terrorist attacks and plots, putting 2025 on pace to be the left's most violent year in more than three decades.

On July 4, for example, law-enforcement officials say that an assailant shot and wounded a police officer who was responding to reports of a disturbance at a U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement detention facility in Texas; meanwhile, another alleged assailant fired at ICE correctional officers. Authorities apprehended 14 suspects, who now face federal charges including attempted murder of federal officers and firearm-related offenses. Details about Kirk's alleged killer are still emerging, but preliminary evidence indicates that he had left-wing motivations, and could add to this year's tally. 

In many cases, categorizing the ideology of a perpetrator is difficult, if not impossible. Some extremists pick from a "salad bar of ideologies," as the former FBI Director Christopher Wray once said, many of which don't fit the traditional right-left dichotomy. In other instances, such as the 2011 shooting of Democratic Representative Gabby Giffords, a perpetrator's beliefs are so muddled that even calling them "political" exaggerates their coherence--despite the fact that the target is a political figure.

A major shift in politics, however, can cause the losing side to become more combative. Just as Trump's election led to a rise in left-wing violence, President Barack Obama's election corresponded with a surge of violence from the right. From 2009 to 2016, right-wing extremists were responsible for 106 terrorist attacks and plots, nearly double the 58 right-wing incidents that occurred in the eight years prior. These tend to be more lethal than left-wing attacks, which generally target specific individuals, such as the murder of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson last year or the assassination attempt on Trump at his West Palm Beach golf course. Right-wing extremists, by contrast, are more likely to target whole groups. In the past decade in the United States, 36 left-wing attacks have killed 13 people, whereas 152 right-wing attacks have killed 112.

The Biden administration took important steps to counter the rise of far-right extremism. After January 6, 2021, the U.S. government brought charges against more than 1,000 people, disrupting violent right-wing networks such as the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys. The administration also made right-wing groups a counterterrorism priority, taking measures to reduce the presence of extremists in the military. The far-right-terrorist death toll fell under Biden, compared with the previous four years, but lethal attacks persisted.

This year, however, violence on the right has plummeted. Only one right-wing-terrorist incident occurred in the first six months of 2025: the June assassination of the Minnesota state legislator Melissa Hortman and her husband. This extraordinary drop-off is too recent to allow for any definitive explanations--and the number of terror incidents often fluctuates over short periods--but Trump's reelection could be a key factor. His victory deflated election conspiracies that had once motivated many extremists. Since then, Trump has taken a maximal approach on some of the far-right's highest-priority issues, particularly immigration. Enrique Tarrio, the former Proud Boys leader and a convicted seditionist whom Trump pardoned, recently summed up the president's potential psychological effect on the violent far right: "We won. We've got what we wanted."

Under Trump, right-wing extremists may feel less need to mobilize, because they sense that their interests are already being taken care of. But Kirk's death could change this calculus. Conservatives, including members of Congress and online influencers, have used the assassination to support the contention that the left is engaged in "war." Trump himself has claimed that a network of political organizations fund and support violence, and must be neutralized. This sort of rhetoric could encourage right-wing vigilantism or presage a government crackdown on left-leaning organizations--which in turn could inflame left-wing extremism and pose a grave threat to free speech.

Jonathan Chait: Stephen Miller's hypocrisy is right there in his speech

Exaggerated rhetoric across party lines helps explain why both Republicans and Democrats believe that more than 40 percent of the other side supports murder if it serves their political interests. In reality, less than 4 percent of Americans support partisan violence such as assault or arson, let alone murder. Even that number is too high, of course, but it would surely drop if partisans stopped misconstruing their opponents.

Actually stanching political violence will require America's leaders to commit to fighting all forms of extremism, not just those associated with their opponents. The Trump administration has prioritized combatting the rise of left-wing terrorism but not right-wing terrorism, which remains a concern despite its decline this year. Developing the programs and expertise to suppress different forms of terrorism takes years, and ignoring a long-term threat to go after a more immediate one could be deadly over time.

Condemning all political violence, especially when it emanates from one's own side or targets one's opponents, is also an important means of breaking the cycle of distrust. Many prominent Democrats have done this since Kirk's shooting. So did many Republicans after the assassination of Hortman and the attack on Paul Pelosi in 2022. Still, both sides need to improve, as evidenced by some left-wing celebrations of Luigi Mangione, the alleged killer of Thompson, the health-care executive, and the failure of some conservative leaders to expressly condemn white supremacists, Hortman's assassin, and other violent extremists.

Utah Governor Spencer Cox has served as a model in unequivocally denouncing extremists, which makes them outcasts instead of heroes. Cox described Kirk's killing as "an attack on all of us." And he offered a simple exhortation that would benefit both sides, particularly in moments like these, when violence can spiral: "Disagree better."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/09/charlie-kirk-left-wing-terrorism/684323/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The 14 Movies to Watch Out for This Fall

The most exciting films heading to theaters through the end of the year

by Shirley Li




An existential thriller set in the middle of the Moroccan desert, a whodunit doubling as a crisis of faith, a musical about the founder of the Shaker movement--this year's Toronto International Film Festival not only screened some of this fall's biggest movies, but it also offered attendees a rich array of stories to indulge in. My schedule was so full that when Nomadland director Chloe Zhao guided the audience through a breathing exercise before the premiere of her latest film, Hamnet, I noticed how fast my heart was beating--a result of all the caffeine I'd ingested to stay awake. But the upside of long days spent going from screening to screening means a fresh watchlist for the season. Below are 14 of my favorite movies, most of which will arrive in theaters before the end of the year.



The Smashing Machine (in theaters October 3)

If The Smashing Machine had followed the conventional outlines of a sports biopic, it'd look something like this: The protagonist, the wrestler Mark Kerr (played by Dwayne "The Rock" Johnson), would be shown discovering his passion for fighting. There'd be scenes of Kerr making unlikely comebacks, of his coach delivering big speeches, of an obvious villain becoming his rival. But the film, written and directed by Benny Safdie, is a sensitive, even melancholy look at how an aging athlete comes to accept defeat with the help of those around him. The Smashing Machine traces three years in Kerr's career, when his talents had begun to wane but his instincts still pushed him to focus on numbing the pain of his wounds. Johnson's performance is raw and tender; it's a revelation for the former wrestler, best known for playing near-invincible lawmen, superheroes, and demigods.

Orwell: 2+2=5 (in theaters October 3)

With his previous documentary, I Am Not Your Negro, the filmmaker Raoul Peck dissected James Baldwin's works, producing a sobering portrait of anti-Black sentiment in America. His new film, which probes George Orwell's writings, is just as blistering. Peck uses Orwell's own words (voiced by the actor Damian Lewis) to illustrate how the author's vision of a totalitarian future, as articulated in his seminal novel 1984, can be glimpsed around the world. It's an incendiary watch that presents Orwell's other works--including his novels, essays, and letters sent to loved ones during his final years--alongside clips from adaptations of his stories and footage of current events. The result makes clear just how prescient the writer was about an emerging political climate.

Roofman (in theaters October 10)

The writer-director Derek Cianfrance doesn't usually make comedies. His best-known features, such as Blue Valentine and The Place Beyond the Pines, study doomed romances. But Roofman is an exercise in tragicomic whimsy, dramatizing the true story of Jeffrey Manchester, an unexpectedly polite fugitive who robbed fast-food joints and hid in a Toys "R" Us store after escaping prison. Played by a winsome Channing Tatum, a newly free Jeffrey now intends to reunite with his family, but his absurd plan quickly goes outrageously wrong. As Jeffrey waits for the right moment to rejoin society, his uncertainty grows, as does his need for connection with the outside world, however risky that may be. Roofman is by turns ludicrous and sincere, proof that Cianfrance can expand beyond straightforward melodramas without sacrificing intimacy.

Blue Moon (in theaters October 17)

Unlike the decades-spanning, city-hopping scope of the Before trilogy or Boyhood, the latest collaboration between the director Richard Linklater and the actor Ethan Hawke is small by design. The tale is contained to a single restaurant, and much of the drama emerges from the monologues Hawke delivers as Lorenz Hart, the booze-soaked lyricist whom the composer Richard Rodgers left in favor of working with a different writer, Oscar Hammerstein. The film--set over the course of one evening, following the premiere of Oklahoma!--portrays Hart's loneliness with an almost uncomfortable earnestness. But it works because of Hawke, who is mesmerizing to watch: He embodies a man endeavoring, as Hart watches his ex-partner land a career-defining success, to bury his insecurities underneath rat-a-tat jokes, toothy smiles, and gossip sessions with a new muse. Although the story is fit for the stage, its protagonist's larger-than-life personality demands the kinds of close-ups afforded by a big screen.

Sentimental Value (in theaters November 7)

For Nora (Renate Reinsve), her childhood home is a monument to memories she'd rather forget: It's where her celebrated film-director father, Gustav (Stellan Skarsgard), abandoned his children; where recollections of her parents arguing seep from every corner; and where a crack along the wall provides an all-too-literal reminder of their fracture. But when Nora's mother dies, Gustav returns for his ex-wife's funeral with a new idea for a film in which he'd like to cast Nora, now an accomplished stage actor. The dynamic between them begins to shift--imperceptibly, naturally, painfully. The Norwegian director Joachim Trier, best known for his Oslo trilogy (including the Oscar-nominated The Worst Person in the World, also starring Reinsve), is remarkably adept at unearthing universal truths from hyperspecific characters. Sentimental Value won the Grand Prix at Cannes in May, and may be Trier's most insightful work yet.

Christy (in theaters November 7)

David Michod's biopic of the boxer Christy Martin, who broke ground for the sport in the 1990s, is full of harrowing and crowd-pleasing moments, enough to make the row of people behind me at the screening audibly sob. Sydney Sweeney stars as Martin, nimbly conveying Christy's fear and resilience--as well as confusion over her sexuality--while in an abusive marriage to her coach, Jim (Ben Foster), a man almost twice her age. Aspects of Christy will feel familiar to anyone who has ever watched a boxing film, but it stands out for its careful depiction of the psychological toll of being an elite athlete who's also expected to be an unassailable female role model. The film makes clear that, for Christy, the ring was the one place where she felt any sense of ownership over her body and her thoughts. It's a story that, in other words, punches above its weight.

Sirat (in theaters November 14)

The only way I can think to describe Sirat is to call it "challenging"--and I mean that as a compliment. The film follows a father and his son looking for a missing relative in the Moroccan desert; they'd heard that she had been going to raves there, and after failing to find her, they decide to tag along with a group of dancers who suggest heading to yet another party even deeper in the desert. What follows are some of the most shocking, yet somehow poignant, moments I've ever seen on-screen. Directed by Oliver Laxe, who's been making waves at Cannes for years, the movie is funny and warm in parts, cruel and cold in others. Most of all, it's an impressively confident look at the futility of hope, the stubbornness of humanity, and the inescapability of the world's horrors. It's uncategorizable, and unforgettable.

Left-Handed Girl (in theaters November 14, streaming on Netflix November 28)

In the solo debut for the writer-director Shih-Ching Tsou, a mother and her two daughters--one a surly teenager, the other a curious child--build a home in Taipei. Adherents of Tsou's editor and longtime collaborator, Sean Baker (Anora), will recognize the latter's hallmarks: The movie uses iPhone footage in the same fashion as Tangerine, follows a child's perspective the way The Florida Project did, and focuses on working-class characters, echoing Baker and Tsou's co-directed Take Out. But Tsou makes Left-Handed Girl all her own. Through her lens, she illustrates how expectations--societal, familial, personal--can make life inside a cramped apartment in a stifling city feel even more suffocating. The film is a moving watch, but it's an adorable one, too.

Wake Up Dead Man: A Knives Out Mystery (in theaters November 26, streaming on Netflix December 12)

Sequels to successful franchises tend to up the ante: more spectacle, more locations, more twists. But Rian Johnson's latest whodunit doesn't try to shake things up. The newest Knives Out once again features the southern-fried detective Benoit Blanc (Daniel Craig) tackling a complicated case; an ensemble of "Hey, it's that guy!" actors; and a story that's an homage to Johnson's favorite mystery novels and to Edgar Allan Poe. If anything, the biggest surprise is how much of a back seat Blanc takes to Josh O'Connor's tortured reverend, Jud, who must untangle the reasons why the most devout denizens of a small town would become mired in a bloody mystery. Wake Up Dead Man isn't quite as funny as Glass Onion or as urgent as Knives Out, but it's a sufficiently engrossing installment of a film series that has set a high bar for humor and thrills. For now, I'm keeping the faith.

Hamnet (in theaters November 27)

Since Hamnet began making its rounds at film festivals, the audience consensus has been that it's the tearjerker of the season; the movie won the People's Choice Award at TIFF, a coveted prize voted on by attendees. The director Chloe Zhao has created a gorgeous and shattering adaptation of Maggie O'Farrell's novel, which imagines how a personal tragedy led William Shakespeare to write Hamlet. As with her previous films, Zhao indulges in natural imagery while evoking the humanity of her protagonists, played by Paul Mescal and an especially good Jessie Buckley. Hamnet is a sterling work about the limits of language when it comes to love, family, and grief, even for one of history's most celebrated wordsmiths.

No Other Choice (in theaters December 25)

When Man-soo (Lee Byung-hun) loses his job of 25 years at a paper company, he assumes that he'll find another one before long; he won't need to lose his treasured childhood home, disappoint his two cute children, or face the scorn of his beautiful wife. But this being the latest film from Park Chan-wook, the director of movies such as Decision to Leave, The Handmaiden, and Oldboy, Man-soo's vision of perfection curdles quickly. His only option, he comes to believe, is eliminating his competition on the paper-related job market. Loosely based on Donald E. Westlake's novel The Ax, No Other Choice is bleakly funny, and Lee's excellent performance reveals the cost of being a company man.

Bad Apples (release date TBD)

Films about teachers--whether dramas such as Stand and Deliver or comedies such as School of Rock--tend to show their protagonists overcoming personal challenges as they inspire their students. Bad Apples seems like another entry into that canon, until Maria (Saoirse Ronan), a primary-school instructor reeling after a painful breakup, goes too far while disciplining a particularly disruptive pupil. Or maybe, the film suggests, not far enough: Directed by the up-and-coming Swedish filmmaker Jonatan Etzler, the black comedy--Etzler's first English-language film--gleefully skewers the image of teachers as superheroes. The material can be discomfiting to take in, but Ronan anchors Maria's every move in the character's stubborn belief that her actions are well intentioned.

Maddie's Secret (release date TBD)

John Early has been many things in his career: stand-up comic, voice actor, supporting player in a Taylor Swift music video. For his directorial debut, Early has created an irreverent comedy specific to his sensibilities. Maddie's Secret follows Maddie (played by Early), a sweet, people-pleasing chef who wants to be the perfect wife, friend, and culinary influencer. But when stressors pile up in Maddie's life, a buried habit resurfaces, threatening her plans. The film plays like the 2025 version of But I'm a Cheerleader, a heightened after-school special packed with memorable characters. (Many of them are played by Early's peers, such as Kate Berlant, Vanessa Bayer, and Conner O'Malley.) Like Maddie, the movie is warm, funny, and sincere--and maybe a little disturbed.

The Testament of Ann Lee (release date TBD)

The best parts of the writer-director Mona Fastvold's musical biopic about Ann Lee (Amanda Seyfried), the founder of the Shaker movement, emerge when it leans into the strangeness of its premise. The sequences of Ann and her acolytes singing and dancing to remixed Shaker hymns are transcendent, capturing the completeness of their devotion. But Fastvold, the partner and creative collaborator of The Brutalist director Brady Corbet--she co-wrote both that film and Corbet's previous movie, Vox Lux--also interrogates the idea of spirituality as a lifeline. Ann, after losing four children in infancy, commits herself to celibacy, creating a religion that takes her far from home and from the burdens she had as a wife. Ann Lee isn't just about its titular character; as a study of how faith forms, it's familiar and profound in equal measure.
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What Republicans Can Do If They Really Want to Protect Free Speech

The best way to defend Americans' expressive rights is to pass laws.

by Conor Friedersdorf




While out of power, the American right was unified in complaining about the left's speech policing. Now that Republicans control the White House and Congress, free-speech rights and values are dividing the coalition. One camp thinks Republicans should refrain from policing speech; the other favors policing the left's speech. The second camp seems ascendant, unfortunately, while the first has failed to turn its beliefs into policy.

The Jimmy Kimmel controversy illustrates the fissure. After the late-night host made misleading comments about the ideology of the man accused of killing Charlie Kirk, Federal Communications Commission Chair Brendan Carr urged ABC to "take action" to address the matter, or else "there's going to be additional work" for his agency. Senator Ted Cruz, who often sides with the Trump administration, objected on free-speech grounds. "That's right out of Goodfellas. That's right out of a mafioso coming into a bar going, 'Nice bar you have here. It'd be a shame if something happened to it,'" he said on his podcast, warning, "There will come a time when a Democrat wins again" and "they will use this power." Other Republicans, including Senators Mitch McConnell, Dave McCormick, Rand Paul, and Todd Young, also objected.

In contrast, the activist Christopher Rufo argued that the right must police speech when in power to avoid being dominated by the left. "Turnabout is fair play," he wrote. "We cannot accept the idea that history started in 2025 or that only the Left can legitimately use state institutions. The only way to get to a good equilibrium is an effective, strategic tit-for-tat." This "tit-for-tat" approach seems to be part of the Trump administration's strategy. The Department of Education is policing speech on campus. The secretary of state is policing the speech of leftists with green cards and student visas. Attorney General Pam Bondi recently threatened to "go after" hate speech. President Donald Trump himself said that TV networks that employ hosts who criticize him too much should lose their license.

Yet the idea that "turnabout is fair play" is the best policy to protect speech, let alone the only way to spare the right from future abuse, is nonsense. The best method to secure free speech, for all Americans, is to pass laws that safeguard expressive rights--both now, under Trump, and in the future, regardless of who inhabits the White House. If Republicans are serious about protecting speech, they could pass such laws. And all of the Democrats who have criticized Carr's comments as an attack on speech could help.

Conor Friedersdorf: The attorney general's attack on free speech

I recently reached out to the most principled, nonpartisan free-speech organization that I know of, the Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, to ask what legislative changes it would suggest to bolster free-speech rights. FIRE responded with five suggestions, emphasizing that it had supported the changes long before the current presidential administration. These ideas are best thought of "not as a response to the current moment," Carolyn Iodice, the organization's legislative and policy director, told me, "but as options for removing powers that have been abused by both parties, and which no government official should have had in the first place."

One item on its wish list concerns the FCC itself: Congress could simply eliminate the FCC rules that regulate content on broadcast television and radio. This would make clear that the agency's regulators have no role policing the substance of TV and radio programming, as is the case with cable, streaming services, and satellite radio.

A second idea would target "jawboning," a term for when an official informally pressures a private party, such as a social-media platform, to censor speech that is protected by the Constitution. Doing so can be a First Amendment violation. But when it occurs behind closed doors, critics can't object. The jawboning that happened during the Biden era, when officials pressured tech companies to take down COVID-related content that they didn't like, still enrages the right. "Congress should require federal officials to report any communications they have with social media companies about third-party content," FIRE argues. It has drafted legislative language that would effect the change.

A third item pertains to what happens when the state breaks the law. When federal officials infringe on free speech, the conduct is illegal, but the victims often have insufficient remedies to vindicate their rights. "Federal officials can only be sued to get First Amendment violations enjoined; damages are never available," Iodice explained. FIRE argues that Congress should pass legislation to let people sue federal officials for damages in these cases.

A fourth suggestion would better protect Americans from frivolous lawsuits filed to retaliate against them for speech that is protected by the Constitution. "The idea is not to win on the merits, but to punish the defendant by dragging them through the court process or getting them to settle (and retract their speech) in order to avoid needing to spend money on a lawyer to defend them," Iodice said. Most states have passed laws to deter this behavior (they are typically called anti-SLAPP laws) by speeding up the judicial process and requiring people who file frivolous suits to pay the other side's legal fees. But there's no federal law of that sort, "so the state laws can often be avoided by filing in federal court," Iodice said.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution protects Jimmy Kimmel's mistake

A fifth proposal is the passage of the Respecting the First Amendment on Campus Act. The bill, introduced by then-Representative Brandon Williams, a Republican, in the previous Congress, would codify First Amendment protections in public schools. The bill's provisions include putting an end to "free-speech zones," which imply that expression is restricted elsewhere on campus, and prohibiting onerous security fees that colleges sometimes impose on organizers of events with controversial speakers. FIRE also believes that Title VI, which prohibits discrimination based on race, color, or national origin, is often interpreted by the federal bureaucracy and colleges in ways that are unduly restrictive of campus speech. The organization wants Congress to adopt a standard, articulated in the 1999 U.S. Supreme Court case Davis v. Monroe County Board of Education, that speech rises to a Title VI violation only if it is "so severe, pervasive, and objectively offensive" and "so undermines and detracts from the victims' educational experience, that the victim-students are effectively denied equal access to an institution's resources and opportunities."

Other people and organizations with sincere commitments to free-speech rights and values might draft a different wish list. Regardless, the point is that any majority that truly wants to better protect free-speech rights could propose and pass any number of laws that would improve on the status quo. The Democrats suffering under the Trump administration's policing of speech today failed to act when they were last in the majority, in ways that would have better protected everyone's ability to speak freely now.

The Republican majorities that now control the House and Senate are not without individual legislators who want to pass laws that would better protect speech. When I contacted Rand Paul's office, a spokesperson highlighted The Free Speech Protection Act, a bill that Paul has sponsored "to prohibit Federal employees and contractors from directing online platforms to censor any speech that is protected by the First Amendment," among other provisions. (I reached out to Cruz, too, to find out if he was pushing any of his own free-speech legislation. His office didn't respond.)



But the Republican leadership has failed to pass legislation that sufficiently addresses the concerns voiced by Paul and others. I reached out to Senate Majority Leader John Thune and House Majority Leader Steve Scalise earlier this week and asked whether they'd support the FIRE proposals or other efforts to better protect free speech, but neither replied.

Many politically engaged people on the right still spend a lot of time online complaining that their speech rights, and those of their allies, were violated by the left in recent years. Instead of merely airing grievances, they might consider doing something useful, such as pressuring allied lawmakers to better protect speech going forward. But my fear is that the MAGA coalition cares far more about punishing the left than about better securing even their own rights.
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Jeffrey Goldberg Wins 2025 John Chancellor Award from Columbia Journalism School

The Chancellor Award is presented to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments


Credit: Justin T. Gellerson/The New York Times/Redux



Today the Columbia Journalism School announced that The Atlantic's editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is the recipient of the prestigious 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism. The prestigious award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments, and recognizes Jeffrey's career as a writer and editor. We are resharing Columbia's announcement below:

Columbia Journalism School announced today that Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic, and the moderator of "Washington Week with The Atlantic" on PBS, is the recipient of the 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism.
 For more than 35 years, Goldberg has worked as a journalist of remarkable range, ability and influence. His reporting and analysis of foreign affairs, national security and domestic politics have garnered respect from readers and leaders alike. At a challenging time for journalism business models, he has led The Atlantic to both journalistic and business successes: three Pulitzer Prizes, three National Magazine Awards for General Excellence and profitability, growing the magazine's audience to over one million subscribers.
 He joined The Atlantic in 2007 as a national correspondent, and in 2016 he was named editor in chief. Before joining the magazine, Goldberg served as the Middle East correspondent and then the Washington correspondent for The New Yorker. Earlier in his career, he was a writer for New York and The New York Times Magazine, where he wrote 15 cover stories. His work for these outlets led the editor of Foreign Policy to call Goldberg "one of the most incisive, respected foreign policy journalists around."
 Goldberg has a proven instinct for knowing where the news is, and for having the courage to pursue stories that others won't. Earlier this year, he demonstrated his reportorial rigor in an unusual scoop known as Signalgate.
 Goldberg was inadvertently included in a high-level group chat on the Signal platform by National Security Advisor Mike Waltz that broke protocol by disseminating classified attack plans of an assault on the Houthis in Yemen.  When he wrote about it, without revealing the confidential details, Trump Administration officials attacked his journalism. He remained steadfast, and published more details about the content of the Signal chat.   
 Other career highlights range from extensive original reporting on Hezbollah, living in a Taliban madrasa in Pakistan, spending a week with Fidel Castro in Havana, reporting on a murder in a hunting preserve in Zambia, interviewing President Obama five times over the course of his presidency, and a piece disclosing that President Trump denigrated fallen US military servicemen as "suckers and losers."
 Over the last 30 years, Goldberg has interviewed, either for magazine features, newspaper articles, or at live events, almost every major political newsmaker of the era: Donald Trump, Barack Obama, George W. Bush, John McCain, Hillary Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, Warren Buffett, Benjamin Netanyahu, King Abdullah of Jordan, Mark Milley, John Kelly, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, David Cameron, Mohammed Bin Salman, along with major mafia figures and the Dalai Lama.
 Goldberg started his career as a police reporter at The Washington Post. He has worked as a TV critic, a consumer reporter and an advice columnist. He does not write only heavy pieces. He has been a humor columnist for The Jerusalem Post,  and an advice columnist for The Atlantic. He has also written rollicking accounts of going to a Bruce Springsteen concert with superfan Chris Christie; shooting pistols with Tom Clancy; and about the fictional mobsters on "The Sopranos" and the real ones in the Gotti family.
 Goldberg is the author of two books, Prisoners: A Story of Friendship and Terror, and On Heroism: McCain, Milley, Mattis and the Cowardice of Donald Trump. He became the moderator of PBS' "Washington Week with The Atlantic" in 2023.
 A former fellow of the American Academy in Berlin, he has also served as a public-policy scholar at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, and the distinguished fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. He is the recipient of numerous awards for his journalism, including the National Magazine Award for Reporting, the Daniel Pearl Award for Reporting and the Overseas Press Club's Award for human-rights reporting.
 "At a time when the institutions and ideals of both journalism and democracy in Americans are as besieged as they've ever been, there has been no better and braver champion and exemplar of those ideals than Jeffrey Goldberg," said Scott Stossel, The Atlantic's National Editor.
 "Jeffrey Goldberg's extraordinary work as reporter, author and editor stand out as an inspiration to us all," said Columbia Journalism School Dean Jelani Cobb. "His talent and courage shine - whether in reporting from conflict zones or leading a publication of record that holds the powerful to account."
 The John Chancellor Award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments. The prize honors the legacy of pioneering television correspondent and longtime NBC News Anchor John Chancellor, best remembered for his distinguished reporting on civil rights, politics and election campaigns.
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Why Assassinations Shaped the 1960s and Haunt Us Again

Geoffrey Kabaservice on political violence and assassinations in the 1960s. Plus: Is Trump making a massive political miscalculation?

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum argues that President Donald Trump is making a miscalculation in his second term. Instead of consolidating power before plundering the state, Trump has reversed the sequence, imposing massive tariffs that raise prices on ordinary Americans, flaunting foreign wealth, and enriching his inner circle at public expense. Frum speculates that by impoverishing the public before securing control, Trump is exposing himself to serious political risks and that Americans must resist the temptation to be passive, hopeless spectators.

Then Frum speaks with the historian Geoffrey Kabaservice about political violence, the assassinations and upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s, and what those episodes teach us about the threats facing America today. They revisit the murders that reshaped the era, consider how violence changed the course of politics, and draw out the parallels and differences between then and now: from polarization to technology to the shifting role of institutions.

Finally, Frum closes with a book talk on Emily Bronte's Wuthering Heights, reflecting on its enduring power and dark insights into human nature.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Geoffrey Kabaservice, a great historian of American life in the 1960s and 1970s, and we'll talk about how the shocking recent events in American life--the tumults and the threats of violence--compare and contrast with America's experience of polarization and violence in the 1960s and 1970s. In the space of the years from 1968 to 1972, we saw the assassinations of Martin Luther King [Jr.], Bobby Kennedy, and the attempted assassination against George Wallace. How does our time compare to theirs? What is different, and what, what is done and how people react?

Before my conversation with Geoffrey Kabaservice, I want to offer some few preliminary thoughts about a way to feel about the dangers that everyone who cares about free institutions must be feeling during this Trump era. Every week, it seems, brings some new outrage, some new attack on the essential institutions of a free society by the president and his supporters. It's easy and maybe even natural to succumb to some kind of feeling of despair, hopelessness. What can be done? What, if anything, will matter? So I'm not here exactly with an action plan. That's not my topic this week. I want to instead talk a little bit about the psychological mood we should bring to the crisis of our times.

Hopelessness is a resource for the tyrannical. Hopelessness is a resource for those who seek to abuse power, and hopelessness is a great danger. As long as we retain our capacity to feel shock at what is being done, there is some hope, and I want to talk about what that hope would look like.

Now, as I observe President Trump in this first year of a second term, I see him making one big mistake. And it's a mistake that is going to have him, and is going to exact, I think, a very big price. Look--there's a basic recipe for anybody who's trying to convert a formerly free society into a less free society, and that is: Consolidate power first. And only after you have consolidated power, plunder the state and impoverish the subjects. If you get the order wrong, if you do it backwards, you're in danger of losing power before it can be consolidated. Now that's exactly the program that [Hungarian Prime Minister] Viktor Orban did in Hungary. He achieved a lot of economic benefits for the ordinary Hungarian early in his tenure, and that became the basis for his consolidation of power. And by the time things began to go wrong for the ordinary Hungarian, it was a little bit too late for anybody to raise their voice. You can tell a similar story about [Russian President] Vladimir Putin and other kinds of people who've converted more free into less free societies, as Donald Trump seems to be wanting to do in the United States.

In Trump's first term, Trump mostly got it right. Trump made important economic mistakes. He got into trade wars with China that crashed the stock market in the second half of 2018. Between the fall of 2018 and the early winter, the Standard & Poor's index lost almost 20 percent of value. During Trump's first term, Brazil definitively overtook the United States as the world's largest exporter of soybeans and other important agricultural products because of Trump's trade wars with China that resulted in Chinese power and American retreat. But most people remember that at least the first three years of Trump's term--first term--as good years, and that created a lot of permission for him to do a lot of bad things during that first term. And that created the possibility for him to--and that memory of the three good years before the catastrophe of COVID, which he made so much worse by his mismanagement, that memory became a powerful aid to Trump's bid for return to power in 2024. And this time he returned to power with a really clear understanding of what to do and how to do it. This time he surrounded himself not with people who got in his way, as happened often in the first term, but with enablers, people who are determined to wreak his will and more than his will on anybody who stood in his way. And those enablers have done a lot of things for him. In the areas of mass media, in the areas of the courts, we have seen this striking again and again and again.

But Trump has been a much worse economic manager in the second term than in the first. He, early, introduced massive tariffs, which are massive tax increases on everybody and have driven prices higher and higher and higher. In the present quarter of 2025, we can see that the American economy is seriously weakening. We're not in a recession yet. Although it may feel that way to many Americans, the economy has been buoyed by massive investment in artificial intelligence. And that investment may continue, and the benefits to the economy of that investment may continue, and we may be able to avoid a technical recession. But for the typical American, things don't feel so good right now. The job market is softening, prices are rising, and people are noticing the effect of Trump's tariffs in their grocery bins. They're feeling that upon themselves--and they know that Trump did it and did it on purpose. It wasn't a miscalculation. It wasn't the unintended consequences of other acts. Trump is deliberately making things more expensive in order to transfer the tax burden from those best able to pay to those least able to pay.

A way to dramatize this point, a figure that I try to keep in mind is, this no-tax-on-tips gimmick that you've heard about, that expires in 2028. Over the life of the gimmick--from today until to the end of 2028--it purports it will deliver approximately $30 or so billion of relief to Americans who get the benefit of the tax break over the entire period from today to the end of 2028. In the month of August alone, Trump's tariffs extracted that much money--the same amount of money as the whole tax-on-tips benefit in one month, August, of this year--and he extracted that overwhelmingly from middle-income and lower-income Americans, who are paying more for so many different things, and as we enter the Christmas season, who will pay more for many more things than that. Every kind of gift, every kind of decoration. Even their clothes, the Christmas trees, everything: They'll be paying more for all of it. And Trump did that on purpose in order to make them pay the cost of the other benefits he's getting. So he began the process of plundering the state and impoverishing the people before he had consolidated power.

Now, how you stop him from consolidating power, that's a trickier matter. But Trump is casting a lot of hostages to fortune. This big, multibillion-dollar digital-coin thing he's doing--people don't maybe understand exactly what these coins do or how they work, but they are aware that the president is a vastly wealthier man than he was before he took office. And a lot of that money is coming from foreigners. And a lot of those foreigners seem to have received other kinds of benefits from Donald Trump. They notice, and they've heard of, that he got a gift of a plane from a foreign emirate, that foreign emirates are pouring money into his pocket, in the pockets of his children, of other people in his administration, his negotiators. And they know they're paying more. Trump did it in the wrong sequence, and I think he's in real danger of losing at least the House of Representatives and maybe the Senate. And it may be a wave too big to rig. Although certainly there are projects to gerrymander and to use the military in a way to suppress the vote.

He's doing it in the wrong order, and he's exposing himself to tremendous risks. And as he makes these mistakes, we all need to keep in mind: We're not spectators to this drama. Every one of us has some potential to be an active participant in the drama. There was a saying in the first Trump term: LOL, nothing matters. But the truth is: Everything matters. There's just a lot of everything, and it's up to each and every one of us to do our little part, whatever that is. To say, You know what? We don't accept what is being done. And simply keeping alive the feeling that it's not acceptable is itself the beginning of something.

So I'm not here with the playbook. We'll be talking about that in later episodes of the show--what specifically to do about what particular heinous action. But begin with courage, begin with self-belief, begin with the determination to act, begin with the determination never to stop being shocked by the shocking, and understand that Donald Trump is making mistakes that contain the potential of his own undoing. He is in a society with a lot of resources for freedom. He's trying to do a very big and bad thing, and he has to get a lot of things right in order to get away with the big and bad thing, and he's doing a lot of things wrong.

And now my conversation with Geoffrey Kabaservice.

[Music]

Frum: Geoffrey Kabaservice is [a] vice president of the Niskanen [Center] and host of its podcast The Vital Center. He is by training a historian, with degrees from Yale and Cambridge University in the United Kingdom. He's the author of an acclaimed biography of Kingman Brewster, president of Yale during the Vietnam era, and Rule and Ruin, a history of the decline and fall of moderate Republicanism.

Geoffrey is an especially astute observer of the tumults of the 1960s and 1970s, and, therefore, the perfect guest to discuss our topic today: How is the tension and polarization and dissension of America in the 2020s like and unlike the terrible experiences of the 1960s and 1970s?

Geoff, welcome to The David Frum Show.

Geoffrey Kabaservice: Thank you, David. It's good to be with you, even in troubled times.

Frum: So let's start by recalling some of the horrors of those days. In the 1950s and early 1960s, there was a terrible spasm of violence in the United States. Resistance to the civil-rights movement, bombings, murders, assassinations, but mostly localized to the southern United States. Americans in the North and West thought this had very little to do with them. Nineteen-sixty-four and '65 come the first of the urban riots that spread beyond the South into the great cities of the West and the North, and then the new left expands into a nationwide movement of bombings and other kinds of political attacks.

Martin Luther King [Jr.] is assassinated in April of 1968 by a white supremacist; Bobby Kennedy in June of 1968 by a Palestinian gunman, although acting independently, not under the control of the international Palestinian-terrorist movement; and in May of 1972, George Wallace, the segregationist governor of Alabama, who was running for president, was shot and crippled by a gunman who seems to have been a kind of loser seeking fame rather than somebody with a political agenda.

So looking back at that period, looking back at now, you remember the emotional intensity of those years. You are living the emotional intensity of now. How are we alike? How are we unlike that different period?

Kabaservice: Oh, thank you, David. That's a very good question, and it's not an easy one to answer.

The 1960s has always fascinated me, because the difference between what American society looked like at the beginning of that decade and what it looked like at the end of that decade were so radically different. I can't think of another period, except maybe the 1860s, of which that would be true. And it also--I think, one has to keep in mind--was an extraordinarily hopeful decade. Because it was a time when America was still relatively recently removed from having won World War II, as most Americans saw it, and having emerged undeniably as the really global superpower in the Cold War with the Soviet Union. And for most Americans--even including its African American citizens--the decades since the 1940s had seemed to be decades of progress and promise.

And then starting really in about the late 1960s, it became apparent that America was a victim of structural trends beyond its ability to control, as well as having maybe an excessive amount of change for many Americans to deal with. And people began to think that something had gone terribly wrong. And also at that time, the people who had been maybe the most idealistic in their hopes for the changes for the decade, the idea that everything would change for the better, began to see the limitations of that. And they began to become disillusioned, and sometimes that delusion expressed itself in violence. There also began to become a kind of chaos in American society, a disorder that was really foreign to most Americans' experiences. And the most vivid expression of that chaos and disorder was the assassinations of leading American political figures, including the ones you'd mentioned, but also I would say figures like Malcolm X and then people who actually were in politics in other capacities.

Frum: Well, let's try to bring this home to ourselves. I can dimly remember--I was born in 1960, and, of course, I grew up in Canada where all of this seemed like noises outside the window--but I can remember in the feeling of the grown-ups around me that things just seemed to be spinning out of control. And as I try to think about how it's different now, you put your finger on something that is very--it was the feeling of hope. That if, you were a northern liberal-ish American in the year 1965, you thought of violence as something, Yeah, the South is a violent place. Always has been. Maybe always will be. And of course, when the federal government tried to return to its equalizing mission that had abandoned a century before, and it came back to life in the 1950s and 1960s, yes: There was violent resistance, as there had been in the 1860s and 1870s. But outside of that special zone, this is a country that is moving ever faster toward ever-greater progress. And as tragic as the death of President Kennedy was in 1963, as shocking as that was, it didn't seem to interrupt the trend toward progress. In fact, in some ways it was followed by the spasm of the greatest liberal progress ever: the Great Society programs of '64, '65, for which John F. Kennedy's death became a kind of act of martyrdom and an act of permission. And then suddenly the King death and the Bobby Kennedy death.

The difference between then and now is maybe we didn't start with that feeling of hope. This just feels like the country's been on a cycle of radicalization that began maybe with the Great Recession, and now worse than ever.

Kabaservice: Yeah. You know, it's an interesting thing. Americans like to feel that their society's evolving toward something better. The reality of evolution, as I understand it from my scientist friends, is that evolution rarely happens in a gradual progression. It's usually an extreme leap forward followed by a consolidation, or maybe even a regression. And I think that's often been the case with American history, as well. It has not been a linear progression from low to high. There have been significant interruptions to that trajectory of progress, whether that be the Civil War, the failure of Reconstruction, the violent reaction against the capitalist system, but also against immigration that we saw in the 1920s, which then was followed by the Great Depression and the outbreak of World War II.

These are all eras of change. Every era has been an era of change in American history. But often people get to a point where things feel normal and they want to stay there, and they see change as a threat, and I think that was very much the case in the 1960s. Up to a point, Americans began to reckon with the fact that African Americans had been left out of the promise of America and its promises of equal opportunity--and that this was the case not just in the South but really across the entire country, although it was most vivid in the South, where it was written into law. And therefore Americans were very supportive; I would say the majority of the population, of the earliest civil-rights movement. But then when it came to the question about how far this equality would extend, how--whether through the government or through gradual societal change--then we began to see a reaction. And at the same time, the radicals, as radicals often do, caught a glimpse of utopia and proceeded to push that further. And I think that was the case, both on the political right and the political left. One might even say that the Goldwater movement around Barry Goldwater's 1964 Republican presidential candidacy was actually the first to take part of this millenarism.

And this is, I think, where we are right now. You know, we've come from what Americans thought was a good period, maybe in the 1990s, through the spasms of of 9/11, and then the financial crash of 2007-2008. The kind of recession of neoliberalism, if you want to call it that, and the rise of populism here and around the world, the reaction on part of many Americans against immigration. And it's a great deal of change for people to sort out, and we're not always sorting it out in wise ways. And again, not to bury the lede here, but you know, we have now seen the assassination of Charlie Kirk, a 31-year-old Republican activist, who founded Turning Point USA, one of the great organizers in the Republican Party. And his life has been cut short in such a tragic way, and yet reactions have been quite polarized, again, both on the Republican side and the left.

Frum: We're having this strange debate--I find it strange--about, is political violence more common on the right or the left? And the vice president, with his self-appointed mission of Are things bad? What can I do? I myself, I'm just one man, but what can I personally do to make the situation worse? Is there anything I can do or say to make things even more terrible than they are now? Because I don't want to look back on my life as vice president and say, I missed a chance to make things worse. And here's my chance today; it's just one day of a long--but today, this is going to be my chance. I will appear on Charlie Kirk's show. I'll bring one of America's leading spreaders of extremist, deranged conspiracy theories, Tucker Carlson, along with me, and we will say, What can we do to make it worse? 

And one of the things he did to make it worse was issue--and emphasize again and again--that it's a statistical fact that political violence is more common on the left than on the right.

And I listen to this and think, How would you even make such a statement? Because when people try to--and we're seeing now all these charts--you've got three variables, all of them completely subjective. What is the extreme left? What is the extreme right? And what is political violence? Look--if somebody shoots up a campaign office because he hates Democrats or Republicans, that's obviously political violence, probably, unless he's a schizophrenic and mistakes the campaign office for a confederacy of demons out to get him. But if somebody shoots up a school because he hates women, is that political? Sort of? Yes? No? If somebody shoots up a church to make a statement about immigration, is that political?

So that's one undefined variable. What is political violence? And what's the right and what's the left? The man who shot Bobby Kennedy in June of 1968 was a Palestinian nationalist gunman acting, as I say, for Palestinian reasons, but without direction. Is Palestinian nationalism a left-wing or a right-wing movement? You know, it often uses the language of the left, but it's also a kind of blood-and-soil nationalism driven by reactionary social ideas, so maybe it's right. I mean, just, see--once you begin to really press on this, when, you know, we have an impression that '68 to '71 was a moment of left-wing violence, and the anti-desegregation violence of the '50s and '60s was sort of right wing. But, you know, Arthur Bremer--the man who shot George Wallace--was he right wing? Was he left wing? Was he neither? Was he both? Maybe he's outside these categories.

Kabaservice: Yeah, I completely agree with you that no political persuasion has a monopoly on political violence. No group, no set of individuals. Political assassins are, by their definition, unusual figures throughout the course of history. Sometimes they're attached to a cause. One might point to, let's say, Francois Ravaillac, who assassinated the French King Henry IV in 1610. He was a Catholic fanatic. He didn't like the edict of Nantes and other attempts that Henry had made to bring about a religious settlement. But often--

Frum: John Wilkes Booth.

Kabaservice: John Wilkes Booth, another case in point--but often, political assassins are people who are mentally unwell, driven by their own demons.

In the case of Arthur Bremer, he had become alienated from his parents. He'd moved out; he'd dropped out of college after one semester. In his case, he seemed to have been driven by a desire for fame. He initially wanted to assassinate Richard Nixon when he was on a visit to Ottawa, Canada. Fortunately, the Canadians did the United States great service by having too-tight security to allow him to get close to Nixon, but eventually he found his chance and shot George Wallace and paralyzed him. In, I believe, it was Laurel, Maryland, in 1972.

But really all he wanted was to become famous, not to become a nobody. And I think that sense of powerlessness--particularly for young men, in a society with access to guns--is a large part of what drives political assassinations, more than any political persuasion we could think of.

Frum: Yeah. I sometimes think that one of the ways to understand what's going on now is: We're in a kind of race where the technologies for getting people agitated are spreading faster and faster and wider and wider. So much of the debate we're having this week--or the week that you and I record--is, people open their social media and someone they had never previously heard of, far away from them, has said something unfeeling, insensitive, reprehensible, callous. That they would, before social media, never have known about and never have had an opinion about or a reaction to because they would never have heard it. And now there's this technology to say, There's someone 2,000 miles away, whom you didn't know, who just said something you wouldn't like. Here it is. How do you feel? Well, I'm mad. So we have a race between spreading the technologies of upset, easier and easier access to ever-more-lethal weapons, because assassins in the 1960s had to use pretty crappy handguns. That's why Gerald Ford survived the two assassination attempts on him; the weapons just weren't that good. At the same time the policing is getting better and better and better and more professional and more comprehensive. And so we have the sense of the world coming apart, the technologies of violence getting better, but the police intercepting many attempts because of their superior capabilities as well.

Kabaservice: Yeah; I think you have pointed correctly to technological change driving instability. After all, it was the printing press that made possible the wars of religion that wiped out something like a third of Germany in the Middle Ages. Of course, the coming of radio was instrumental to the rise of dictatorships in Europe. And now we are dealing with the as-yet-untapped potential, for good and ill, of social media and artificial intelligence. You know, one of the things about social media that I would add to what you said is: It's not just people you've never heard of whose reprehensible opinions you now know about. Unfortunately, it's some people close to you who have been given this platform that, for whatever reason, they're making use of to spread just distasteful views of what are often tragic situations. It's pushing us apart. And, you know, I suspect in ways we haven't really delved into, that social media may actually be what's driving immigration from the less-developed countries to the developed countries, because people can now see for themselves people much like themselves living much better lives away from the country of their origin. So we're struggling to deal with this technology, and we're also struggling to deal, I think, with the fact that social media brings out often the worst aspects of us humans. And it blinds us to the better aspects.

Frum: And there are bad actors, foreign and domestic, who sometimes are creating these things. I mean, many of the things you are seeing aren't even real; that is, they're not human. They exist, but they're created by a program, an algorithm, and brought to you by an actor, a bad actor, foreign and domestic, who wants to work on you and people like you.

One of the ways we can see how things were different is to look back at the movies that come to us from the period, the late '60s and '70s, and see how dark they were, and their message is one of official indifference and corruption. The cities seemed to be decaying. Death Wish, the [1974] Charles Bronson movie in which Charles Bronson is radicalized by an attack on his family, and he becomes a vigilante assassin and guns people down. And people found real meaning in the--by the way, you're supposed to think he's--the director doesn't want you to identify with. Well, maybe; it's complicated. Directors have complicated motives. But theoretically, the theory of the movie is that Charles Bronson is bad, but the reaction of people to the movie was, Yeah, go get 'em. Go shoot down; go do one more vigilante act of violence. But that sense that society was spinning out of control: I wonder if people now have that same sense, or whether there's something different when you can escape the feeling of "out of control." If you could just put your phone away, you wouldn't have those feelings that things are out of control.

Kabaservice: As always, David, you're raising some fascinating questions. You know, the 1960s was a decade where radicalism didn't penetrate to the mainstream, but as you yourself have written about in an excellent book, the 1970s was the decade when that dark, conspiratorial view really penetrated to the mainstream, and it did so particularly through what I consider to be some great works of American art from that period. In films like not just Death Wish, but, let's say, Three Days of the Condor, The Parallax View: you know, these dark, sinister movies about wider conspiracies and powerless individuals caught up in them. And I think, again, that sense of powerlessness is something that I keep coming back to as what drives violence, and the desire to see these people taken down a peg. Maybe through the political process, but maybe not through the political process. Maybe through violence and assassination. And yet it's also the fact, I think, that that was part of what brought Ronald Reagan to power in the 1980s: a sense that this isn't who Americans wanted to be. We didn't want to be in this unsettled state. We wanted more certainty. We wanted to return to what we thought of as tradition and stability.

And so there's an ebb and flow in these forces as well. And we may be--it looks right now like we're in a period when we're really coming apart, but maybe it will be precisely that feeling that things have gone so far that brings us back together.

Frum: Well, I want to say, people will often say, this will often be set up for interviews that you see: We've never been so polarized. And you think, That's not true. We've never been so aware of being polarized; maybe that's true. But the big difference now, the thing I would say is the role of the government. So, Donald Trump, when he ran for president the first time, often compared himself to the Richard Nixon of 1968--that is, a figure of law and order. Ha ha. But that's how he was positioning himself, and that's very much how they're doing it right now in 2025: This represents law and order against chaos.

But one of the things that was striking about Nixon is--whatever he said when he had some booze and pills and the privacy of the White House that we only find out about through diaries after the fact--what he would say in public was very unifying. In 1968, I'm going to paraphrase this, I won't have the quote exactly, but in his nomination acceptance speech in 1968, he said, There could be no justice without order and no order without justice. And he nodded left. He nodded right. His message was: Bring us together. That was the slogan in 1968. That is, we want to leave behind. Whereas the Trump administration seems to regard ill feeling as a resource. Something they can use in every way they're trying to inflame, that the people who are making things worse are--it is not just the adjunct professors of English at some community college that you only know about courtesy of Instagram or TikTok. It's the president of the United States and the vice president and their most senior officials who want Americans to be angry at each other as a resource for power for themselves. That's different from the '60s and '70s.

Kabaservice: Yeah. You know, a number of people have pointed out that, although America went through these convulsions in the 1960s, that in some sense we were a stronger and more cohesive society then, and that was part of what is allowed to get beyond the convulsions. And Richard Nixon is a fascinating figure for biographers, precisely because he is so evidently caught between the angel on his shoulder and the devil on his shoulder: these conflicting impulses of dark and light. And you had a feeling that Nixon was always haunted by the figure of his saintly Quaker mother, who wanted him to bring peace to the world. And yet he understood that power actually lay through populism and positive polarization, in the phrase of his vice president Spiro Agnew, and demonizing people whom he could mobilize a majority of people against. Again, the Pat Buchanan phrase is kind of famous: If we tear the country apart, we'll end up with by far the larger half.

So these impulses have always been there, I would say, on both sides of the aisle. But it's only recently--

Frum: I hadn't heard that. I didn't know that quote.

Kabaservice: Oh, it's terrible. It's terrible. But clearly that playbook has been followed, if not with direct inspiration from Buchanan, by the Trump administration, and it's only getting worse now that the adults are no longer in the room.

Frum: Trump now wants to give a presidential medal--or many of the people around Trump--want to give a presidential medal of freedom to Buchanan. So maybe it's kind of deserved, because he showed the way to Trumpism.

But it does need to be said that the actual toll of violence in the country was surely greater in the 1960s and '70s, and whatever definition of political violence we have, the numbers of people hurt and killed would've been much greater, 1967 to '72, than today. Bombs did go through the mail, and most of them were unsuccessful, but some of them reached their target; some of them did harm. In one spectacular case, the bombmakers themselves were the people killed. They blew up the townhouse in Greenwich Village where they were making the bombs they sent around the country.

You did have incidents like Kent State, where the National Guard opened fire on students. I think four people were killed, if I have that right. And urban rioting that was much more costly in life and property in the 1960s than any of the worst incidents of 2020.

Kabaservice: Yeah; that's right. We tend to forget about the violence of that era. We look back mostly to our edited version of what we would like about the 1960s, whether that's the better music or the more stable culture. But the fact is that the reaction, by the tail end of the 1960s and into the 1970s, was really quite severe. and I believe that it was 1972 or '73, where there were 1,900 bombings a year. And as you say, yes--some of the Weathermen blew themselves up at their Greenwich Village townhouse, but there also was a fatality at the University of Wisconsin, where a scientific researcher was killed in a bombing. And this kind of level of violence drove Americans to think that everything that was stable had come unstuck, and people actually were looking for a dictatorial figure in that period. And there's, again, some similar impulses that you see nowadays.

Frum: One of the things that is an American habit is always to put things into legal categories. And we've had this flurry where the attorney general said Hate speech is not free speech. And many of the people around Trump have suggested that people who say things they don't like should be put in prison. And obviously, that's completely unconstitutional. They may still try, but it's completely unconstitutional. It's illegal. American law is quite clear about how wide the bounds of speech that is protected from government retribution is.

But, you know, we're also human beings. And the fact that someone can't be arrested or prosecuted for saying something hateful doesn't mean that you have to say, Well, I disagree with your--I personally am going to go out of my way to not react to what you just said. Because we also have human reactions, and there's this whole social realm, and that's really where a lot of the fights took place. I mean the moments between 2014 and 2022--and, for lack of a better term, cancel culture seemed to be at zenith--were moments where in liberal institutions, people who were further left sort of used judo powers against people who were less far left. In hope of both punishing people they didn't like but also asserting control over the institution, changing the way universities worked, changing the way art institutions worked, changing the way publishing houses worked. And for a time it seemed pretty successful. Now we're watching the counterpart of that, where people on the right are trying to say, Look--maybe even if I can't put you in prison for speaking unfeelingly of the death of Charlie Kirk, perhaps I can cost you your job, especially if you work in some kind of governmental institution.

Kabaservice: Yeah. You know, David, we're living through a period when liberal democracy is under threat and under stress. Not just here, but all around the world. And I'm reminded of a G. K. Chesterton quote that you may know, about Christian idealism. He said it "hasn't been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult and left untried." And liberal democracy is a very demanding creed, and it's one that's very hard to live up to, because I think we're fundamentally tribal creatures. We want what we want, and we want to bring pain and punishment to our enemies, even as we bring good things to our side. And this means that many people who profess a belief in liberal democracy just often don't uphold the creed or live up to it. And that's what cancel culture is about. It's trying to change the norms of civilized society in a way to punish your enemies, whether through the loss of their jobs or loss of their associational status or expulsion from university or whatever.

And yeah; we're coming to the end of a period, one hopes, where we've seen a lot of this cancellation taking part from the left. And unfortunately, this is a moment when the right is just trying to imitate the left in its illiberalism. And what we don't have that I think we did have in the 1960s was a group of prominent leaders who could hold themselves to that more demanding creed and implore Americans to live up to what they know to be our best ideals.

Frum: Right. And the central text is the speech that Bobby Kennedy improvised in April '68 in Indianapolis on the night that Martin Luther King was killed--maybe the greatest improvised speech in American history. And you can watch it. It's actually, you missed the first couple of seconds, but somebody had the wit to turn the camera on. So it was caught in the strange Kodachrome color of those days, in which he said, We have to ask ourselves: What country do we want to be? Do we want to find peace? Do we want to find rage? Who talks in those terms today? Nobody, certainly nobody in the Trump administration, talks that way.

Kabaservice: Yeah. I can't think of anyone in American life, frankly, who would quote Aeschylus to a largely working-class and African American crowd of people, and use the insight of the ancients and the pain that Kennedy himself had felt in the loss of his brother--his brothers--as a way of bringing peace and order.

David Frum: Yeah, well, the thing about that Aeschylus quote, I, again, I won't have it exactly. But it was something like, Pain falls drop by drop upon our heart until through the grace of God--through the awful grace of God, I think is the phrase he used--we discover acceptance and submission to God's will.

Now, I'm sure I bungled the quote, but it was not something that he just happened to have in his pocket. That had been a phrase that he had been thinking about the death of his brother for five years, or nearly five years at that point. And he had been writing about it, and that phrase had been the talisman that he had found and it was just in his mind all the time. I'm not even sure if it's an accurate quote from Aeschylus, actually; I should have looked that up before we did this podcast. But at this point you might as well give it to Bobby Kennedy, because that's how we know it, is through him. And it's so powerful. That music--who can sing that music? I think there's some people at the state level who try. Some people in positions of private responsibility who try, but it is kind of a sobering thing. Maybe this is why we feel that things are spinning out of control. Even though there's less violence--it's less chaotic, you can avoid a lot of it by putting away your telephone--it's the leaders of the country who are the people who are most grimly trying to make things worse when they ought to be trying to make things better.

Kabaservice: You know, one of the people that I wrote about quite extensively at the beginning of my scholarly career was John Lindsay, who was the Republican mayor of New York, while he later became an independent and ran on the Liberal ticket. But, he was mayor of New York on the night that Martin Luther King was assassinated, in 1968. And his response was to go to Harlem, with barely any kind of security, and talk to the people in the crowd, try to persuade them that he shared their horror and sorrow, that the powers that be were listening to them, and that it was in the interest of everyone that they not give in to the urge to violence and revenge. And Lindsay then went on to become really, I think, the guiding voice behind the Kerner Commission, which came out with its famous warning about America dividing into two societies: one Black, one white, separate and unequal. And there was a speech I came across from Lindsay in that period, more or less, where he pointed out that the Kerner Commission was one of several elite commissions in that era--most of the members of whom were white, male, Christian, straight, successful--and they came to some surprisingly radical conclusions. Not because I think they were infected by radical chic, but because, as Lindsay put it, change doesn't come from calling for change; it comes from a society where both the leaders and the participants and the average citizens are engaged in the long, difficult struggle to try to bring a society in line with its professed ideals. And I think that's what's missing right now--that we've given into tribalism. We've given into the urge to revenge. We're not looking to the wisest among us and cooler heads in this particular moment.

Frum: Yeah. And crime from that period that I think is reminiscent of what is happening now. There are people who admire Charlie Kirk more than I do, who want to compare him to Martin Luther King, which is not accurate, to put it mildly.

But he is--I think, the figure from that period he reminds me more of is Malcolm X. A person who also was capable of great eloquence, great power, meant a great deal to many people, who also said reprehensible things, is not an uncomplicated character. You don't do him justice when you try to idealize him into something that he wasn't. You have to take him as he was, where there were obviously great talents, as there were with Charlie Kirk, and there were great flaws. And murdered in a way that, again, in a very public setting, in a way that was witnessed by many people and was terribly shocking and dismaying. And became a kind of complicated martyr, in a way that I think Charlie Kirk will become a complicated martyr.

This is maybe the core of the wisdom that some of the Charlie Kirk, the collective--what happened with Malcolm X is we sort of have domesticated him. We've brought him into the American story. There's a movie made about him that sort of suppresses some of the darker aspects, and highlights, while he was in the process of change, he was going to become a different person maybe. That emphasizes the quotes that were empowering and uplifting, and suppresses the parts that were bigoted and defamatory. And we make him, we pull him into the American story by tidying up a little bit. And maybe that's what's going to happen with Charlie Kirk.

Kabaservice: You know, the comparison of Charlie Kirk to Malcolm X has occurred to me as well. And obviously it's not exact, in so many ways. But, you know, as the saying goes, history doesn't repeat itself, but it does rhyme.

There was considerable speculation that Malcolm X was killed precisely because he was moving in a direction toward liberalism and some kind of integrationism, and therefore that was a threat to people further to his extreme who therefore removed him. And Charlie Kirk, for all these flaws and the difficulties that we both have had with him, was actually somebody who was under pressure from his extremes. The Groypers, for example--basically neo-Nazis, who called him a sellout and a traitor because he was not willing to drop his support for Israel, and also because he basically was trying to counsel the young men in his orbit away from that kind of nihilism and conspiratorialism and violence that he found threatening to the republic. And instead he was encouraging them to drop their excessively online existence, to touch grass, to get married and have kids and join a church.

It's fascinating to me that the response to Malcolm X on the part of good liberals was actually pretty similar to their response nowadays to Charlie Kirk. There's the line from the Phil Ochs song "Love Me, I'm a Liberal." These people who shed copious tears when John F. Kennedy was assassinated, when Medgar Evers was shot, and yet would say, Well, Malcolm X got what was coming. He got what he asked for this time. I think there's a lot of that reaction to Charlie Kirk, and it really obscures our humanity.

Frum: There's a line in Shakespeare, that If we got what we deserved, who would escape whipping. We're very flawed creatures. All of us, every one of us. We all want to be treated a little better than maybe we deserve. We want to be treated as our humanity entitles us to be treated, not as our faults called for. We don't want to be judged by, you know--that's such a standard, where would you be? And I think one of the things that I think we all need to think about is: If you didn't admire Charlie Kirk, think about someone you do admire. And if they met this terrible end in front of the world on film that their family would see, in this gruesome way, what would you want your neighbors to say? That's what you should say.

Kabaservice: Yeah. We all should hope for that kind of charity. But we are likelier to get it if we extend that charity to others, particularly those with whom we disagree most intensely. And that is difficult. And that's where institutional supports come in; that's where norms of civilization and democracy come in; that's often where religion comes in, as well. But it's difficult. It runs counter to our nature.

Frum: The spasm of violence, of anti-war violence, was of '68, '71,'72 came to an end when the draft ended, the Vietnam War ended, when the economy got a little softer. And so people began to think a little harder about questions, about, How do I, as a soon-to-be college graduate, how do I personally make a living? Not assuming, as you did in '67, that there would be no problem making a living. And it did seem to bubble down. And then Watergate was this kind of catharsis, after which you had leaders who were less polarizing than Richard Nixon was: Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter. And society seemed to put it out of its system for a time.

What would be the equivalent today? How can we imagine if we are looking back on 2025 from the perspective of 2030, and we tell a good story about how America sort of calmed down. What would that look like? Do we have to ban TikTok and break the algorithm? What would be the way by which we came to a kind of greater sense of social peace?

Kabaservice: People who spend most of their time looking backwards are very poor guides to what's going to happen moving forward. And to be honest, we don't even really know what brought the cycle of violence to a close in the 1970s. Student, campus unrest came to an abrupt end after the Kent State killings, and most of America actually was on the side of the people who did the shooting rather than the people who were killed. And I think that was sobering. Richard Nixon's landslide reelection in 1972 was quite sobering to the left, some of whom reacted in violence, but others of whom retreated, I guess. And some of whom then tried to think about better ways to reinvent the Democratic Party and liberalism in a way that would make it more broadly appealing.

And there's also the fact that the United States in the late 1960s was coming to the end of its monopoly position, so to speak, when much of the developed world lay prostrate from World War II. By the late '60s and early '70s, you had other countries being able to produce more efficiently and at lower cost, and, in some cases, better than the United States could. And this was what led to the Rust Belt and our industrial decline. And I think a lot of people looking from 15, 20 years in the future will think to themselves, Why didn't Americans take the threat of China more seriously? I'm not saying whether we're in a cold war or should be in a cold war with China, but we've allowed China to really pass us by far in its manufacturing capability, its defense capability. And they'll think, Why didn't Americans actually see that it was in their best interest to preserve the way of life that benefited them so much, to be on the forefront of technological and scientific breakthroughs? To come together as a country from both sides, both partisan parties, to really invest a lot of resources in keeping ahead of that all-important race? I think the answer to whether the future will be happy or unhappy depends on whether we can actually see these larger interests or not.

Frum: Yeah; I think there's a kind of stripped-down, simplifying, streamlined version of American thinking. What history that goes like this: While the revolution looked pretty grim, the United States was fighting against the odds, but there was George Washington, and so everything turned out all right. And the Civil War could easily have been lost or gone, but there was Lincoln, so everything turned out all right. And the Great Depression and World War II. So I guess that's it. You got lucky three times. I guess we're always going to be lucky. And it may be that one way to look at it, like, say, you know: At exactly the moment that, as you say, the challenges were needed, the United States had leadership that divided the country against itself and alienated the United States from its friends. And that made a big difference.

One of the teachers who had the most influence on me was a historian whom you may know, Conrad Russell, who taught the 17th century. And Russell's big theme was: Do not assume that because something has big consequences, that it must have big causes. That often things that could easily have gone different ways happen and that have large and enduring consequences. And if people had made slightly different choices at moment one, the whole world would've been different at moment one plus 15 years. And it may be something like that now. If the United States has been making--has been led by leaders who make--very bad choices. And maybe this time the costs really do endure, and maybe this time they do. I think one of the things that we are going to be left with after the Donald Trump years is: From Gerald Ford to Joe Biden, presidents lived with the FBI director they inherited. The FBI director had a set term, and unless the FBI director was shown to have done something very, very wrong--this happened at the beginning of the [Bill] Clinton administration with an FBI director who was accused of abusing his expense accounts--the president left the FBI director in place. Ronald Reagan I don't think appointed an FBI director until he'd been in office for seven years. Trump fired an FBI director at the beginning of each term. In fact, at the second term, he fired the FBI director he had himself appointed during his first term, because he wanted someone who was even more compliant.

So if Kash Patel is still FBI director in 2029, and there's a Democratic president, obviously you have to fire Kash Patel--and not for fiddling the expenses or for anything else or for abusing the plan. You just say, You know what, you're an unworthy person. You are too political. And the tradition of apolitical FBI enforcement is over. I wonder if any Democrat is going to look back at the Merrick Garland experiment and say, We need to do that again with the next attorney general. Or whether the Democrats will say, We're going to make sure the next attorney general hunts down all of these criminals and make sure that every corruption case, real or suspected, is investigated to the fullest power of the state. And whether Trump has just changed the rules--not just for his party, but for both parties.

Kabaservice: You know, as always, David, there's a loft in what you say that takes time and thought to unpack. Let me come at your question somewhat obliquely. There's a phrase attributed to the German leader Otto [von] Bismarck, which is that God looks after fools, drunks, and the United States. And the United States has had that kind of providential streak in much of its history. But maybe it's also relied on its luck for too long, and maybe that luck is running out as we give into the darker angels of our nature. But the fact that there are darker angels means that there are also better angels of our nature. And Americans historically have been a fairly pragmatic people, and they don't like wallowing too long in error. And they seek to recover from the mistakes that they've inflicted upon themselves.

I can't believe that Donald Trump's program of revenge and unfettered populism and turning against the rest of the world is going to lead to the kind of material successes that Americans have become used to. Think of as a necessary concomitant of progress. There's that phrase by Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, "the narrow corridor," that societies pass through for success, neither becoming too statist nor too anti-statist. I tend to think of moderation the same way. There really is only one way; it's the relatively moderate way. We either thrive together or fall separately. And I have to feel that most Americans who have their country's best interests at heart, who even have their own material interests at heart, are not going to be content with a political pathway that leads us into division and economic, cultural, social downfall.

You know, we joke about living through the waning days of a dying empire. But the reality is that people hate being in a society that feels like it's in decline. And they come to feel, as Charles Krauthammer put it, that decline is a choice--which means getting out of decline is also a choice. And you know, I think a Democratic president, if there is one in 2028, will probably engage in what used to be called lustration, the process of removing the worst actors from political life and banning them from political participation. I don't see how the Democrats won't give into that level of revenge. But at the same time, the Democrats have to realize that Donald Trump is in office, in part, because they damaged their own brand with so much of the American public, and they need to find a way back toward the center. They need to find a way to recover both the working classes and the middle classes, not just the college-educated classes, if they're going to have a chance of becoming the leaders that the country needs right now and that the world needs, frankly.

So I have hope, but I'm not optimistic, if that makes sense. But I think we have to proceed as if the things that we're seeing right now in the Trump years--the damage that we're seeing to society--ultimately will be reversible.

Frum: Let that be the last word. Geoffrey, thank you so much for joining me today.

Kabaservice: Thank you, David. It's a real pleasure.

[Music]

Thanks to Geoffrey Kabaservice for joining me today. I promised I'm going to go with a finale about a book I've recently been reading or rereading. In this case the book is a venerable classic of English literature, Wuthering Heights, published in 1847 by Emily Bronte.

The book was called back to my attention because, as you may know, there's a new movie coming out in 2026 that remakes Wuthering Heights. The novel has been made into a movie at intervals since 1939, the classic with Laurence Olivier and Merle Oberon. Of course, I have no idea what's in this new movie. I can hazard some guesses. The novel is often assigned to high-school students because it is this intense tale of thwarted romance--doomed, thwarted romance--exactly the kind of thing that high-school students are supposed to appreciate. But of course, the book is much more than that. It's a story about multigenerational child cruelty. It's a story about religious hypocrisy. It's a story of class prejudice and class resentment. It's a story that also teaches us more about the art of reading, because the central narrator of the story is a childhood nurse and lifelong servant of one of the principal characters, and this narrator is a woman of extraordinary spitefulness and unreliability. And so, one of the things the novel teaches the young reader to do is to read with suspicion, to understand that you can't just trust the person because they're the narrator, because they tell you things have happened in a certain way. And as you may have heard if you listened to my discussion of Frankenstein, I think one of the great merits of the study of literature is to understand, not to trust; that it teaches us not to trust narrators. Or anyway, to ask ourselves: What is a narrator's agenda? Why am I hearing the story that I'm hearing?

For this occasion, I want to go back and reread Wuthering Heights more naively, the way we invite high-school students, in fact, to read it. As a story of love and romance.

In case you don't know the plot: A prosperous Yorkshire landowner brings home a foundling child--that's the famous Heathcliff--and the landowner then raises this child as almost his own. The landowner's decision to bring Heathcliff into his family polarizes the family and creates tremendous rippling effects. One of the landowner's two children, a son, instantly hates the newcomer and becomes his lifelong enemy. The other, the daughter, Catherine, becomes an intimate friend and play-fellow of young Heathcliff, and gradually they become lovers of a kind of almost incestuous kind, as they've been raised together since quite early childhood.

When I say lovers, the relationship is never consummated. This is a great story of sexual frustration, but the passion they feel for each other begins in adolescence and lasts as long as they both live and beyond, as we'll see. As Catherine reaches marriageable age, the class differences that are such a theme of the novel reassert themselves. Heathcliff is a person with no family, no origin story, no money at the time. And Catherine is pressured, or feels herself obliged, to break off with him and marry instead the son of a nearby landowner even more prosperous than her own family is.

Catherine's decision to marry another man sets in motion a complex cycle of revenge, which brings catastrophe upon just about everyone. Ultimately, Heathcliff marries the sister of the man Catherine marries. So the former semi-incestuous Heathcliff and Catherine are now bound together in another complicated brother-sister relationship: each married to a brother and a sister of this other neighboring family.

Now, as I said, when I studied this book in high school, our excellent English teacher, who was a veteran of Canada's Normandy campaign, urged us to look past the love story, to read for the other themes. And I imagine that may happen when the new movie is made. After all, Margot Robbie, who's one of the two stars of the movie, came to global fame--she was famous before--global fame playing Barbie, a movie whose underlying theme was mistrust and even antipathy to male-female romantic pairings. In Barbie, the only way to become a fully actualized human woman was by stepping away from the feminine role epitomized by the doll that gave the movie its name. And if some of the themes of that Barbie movie--the director of the new Wuthering Heights is another character from the Barbie movie, another actress in the Barbie movie--if those themes are carried over, you would expect this new Wuthering Heights to do, as my English teacher in high school did, and say, Let's go get beyond the love story and get to all these other dark themes of social criticism.

But I kind of think that today's audience needs a story of intense sexual love. Our modern relationship scripts are based on a lot of skepticism about romantic love. We have a lot of pornography, obviously, and that is one kind of sexual relationship, but it is the opposite of romantic. And pornography, any person will do for any other person. But otherwise, most of our relationship stories are based and advise a kind of low-temperature amiability that we recommend as the best foundation for long-term companionship between any two persons of any two sexes. The idea that a man and a woman might choose one another once and forever, and suffer and die if they cannot have that exact person that they chose, that seems to our modern sensibility somewhere on a scale from impossible through unhealthy to outright dangerous.

Look--we can agree that too much of a cult of passion is dangerous. There's a lot of criticism of the romantic idea, and Wuthering Heights itself is not exactly a romantic novel. It doesn't recommend the passion of Heathcliff and Catherine as the path to a happy life or even a fulfilling relationship. They die tragically, and their only hope is to be reunited as ghosts flitting about the moors together. But the readers of Wuthering Heights have glimpsed in that relationship some possibility that they might apply to their own lives. And as we recommend to others this low-temperature amiability instead of sexual passion, I think we are not teaching the next generation something about what to look for and what to want.

Rereading this book reminded me of a passage from C. S. Lewis, from his Screwtape Letters. So I went and looked it up, and I'm going to quote it. Now this is from one of his demonic characters to another. The character in Screwtape Letters writes: "The use of fashions [in thought] is to distract the attention of men from their real dangers. We direct the fashionable outcry of each danger of each generation against those vices of which it is least in danger, and fix its approval on the virtue nearest to that vice which we're trying to make endemic. The game is to have them running about with fire extinguishers whenever there's a flood and all cry crowding to that side of the boat, which is already nearly gunwale under. Thus, we make it fashionable to expose the dangers of enthusiasm at the very moment when they're all really becoming worldly and lukewarm; a century later when we are really making them all Byronic and drunk with emotion, the fashionable outcry is directed against the dangers of the mere 'understanding.' Cruel ages are put on their guard against sentimentality, feckless and idle ones against respectability, lecherous ones against Puritanism; and whenever all men are really hastening to be slaves or tyrants, we make liberalism the prime bogey."

We're in an age where sexual passion, the call of man to woman, of woman to man, they're deeply mistrusted. It would be an antidote to read a book from a different era that shows us a different possibility. I think our movies may, however, provide us more of the sickness we're struggling from and less of the antidote we need. So, unless I'm grievously mistaken about the direction in which the new Wuthering Heights movie goes, go back to the original: Read the book, and feel a pang of sympathy, understanding, and admiration for the doomed Heathcliff and the doomed Catherine.

Thank you so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. Thank you to Geoffrey Kabaservice for joining me. I hope you'll share and listen and subscribe on whatever platform you use to view or listen to this program. Please remember that, as always, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. Thank you so much for viewing and listening. See you next week.

Goodbye.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/09/the-david-frum-show-geoffrey-kabaservice-political-violence/684354/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump Dares the United Nations to Mock Him Now

The president made clear that he's done "standing up for the world."

by Jonathan Lemire, Missy Ryan




The world laughed at Donald Trump.

Seven years ago, Trump was just a few sentences into his annual United Nations General Assembly address when most of the gathered leaders of the 193 countries represented began to chuckle--and then outright guffaw. A visibly startled Trump had been boasting about his administration's successes; he had long claimed that other nations mocked his presidential predecessors, and now it was happening to him. Trump later publicly downplayed the moment. But aides at the time told us he was seething.

No one is taking him lightly now.

Trump returned to the United Nations rostrum today for the first time since he reclaimed the White House. The moment underscored how dramatically his relationship with the world has changed. Trump has led a campaign to upend the global order that the United States built following World War II. He has bent foreign leaders to his will while antagonizing allies by musing about a return to an age of American imperialism, when the U.S. could simply seize the territory it wanted. He and his advisers have launched trade wars and aligned themselves with movements that have eroded democracies and supported rising authoritarians.

In his meandering, grievance-filled speech today, Trump belittled the threat of climate change, warned about excessive immigration, and touted his role as global peacemaker even though the wars in Ukraine and Gaza have escalated in recent months. He mocked alliances and the United Nations itself, outlining something of a Trump Doctrine that prioritizes individual nations' sovereignty and a transactional approach that rewards only those nations that can do something for the United States--or him personally.

"During the campaign, they had a hat, the best-selling hat: 'Trump was right about everything.' And I don't say that in a braggadocios way, but it's true," he said. "I've been right about everything."

Trump: 'I run the country and the world'

Trump, in some ways, has withdrawn the United States from the world. He has weakened ties with traditionally close allies, derided globalism and curtailed U.S. soft power by slashing everything from foreign aid to overseas government-funded media. Since returning to office, Trump has heralded America's exit from the UN's global health agency, its human-rights council, and its cultural organization. He has also cut funding for a wide array of UN activities, including food assistance and aid to refugees and children. As a result of this major reduction from its biggest funder, the UN has secured funding for only a fifth of this year's required budget for humanitarian activities, a top UN official said this month.

Matthew Kroenig, vice president of the Atlantic Council, told us that Trump's approach reflected a Republican Party consensus that global institutions like the UN have long been broken, allowing Russia the power to thwart Security Council measures on Ukraine or enabling decades of General Assembly resolutions critical of the U.S. ally Israel.

Although Trump has always been suspicious of the United Nations and other organizations of "global governance," his approach was tempered during his first term by a staff who hoped to exercise American leadership in a more traditional way. In his 2018 address, Trump emphasized his commitment to not just championing American interests but also "standing up for the world." In his second term, Trump is unapologetically America first, leaving allies scrambling to reorient their global blueprints as he hews to more of a lone-dog approach. Not only is the United States no longer the world's sole superpower; it is less interested in bringing the world along in pursuit of its priorities.

That is visible in the decision by Canada, France, Britain, and other close allies to move forward with recognizing a Palestinian state, leaving America and Israel ever more isolated. Trump warned against recognition again today, suggesting that it rewards Hamas for its October 7, 2023, terror attack. But he has also privately fumed that Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu continues to expand the war.

European nations, meanwhile, are attempting to provide security aid and guarantees to Ukraine to compensate for the unpredictability of future American support. And other reordering is under way as well. Richard Gowan, an expert on the UN at the International Crisis Group, told us that other nations are moving ahead without Washington on issues including the environment and pandemic preparedness. (That strategy won't work on matters of security, where Washington remains the sine qua non.)

"There was an assumption that Trump was an aberration and that the next president would come back and reset the clock," Gowan said. "That's no longer the case. So people are taking it much more seriously this time around."

Rather than a forum for international cooperation, the United Nations has turned into another arena for global competition. "The purpose is to muscularly advocate the American view and push back against the bad guys," Kroenig told us of Trump's approach. (Although Trump in a post-speech meeting with UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said he was behind the organization "100 percent," aides have told us he believes that the organization is feckless and easily ignored.)

George Packer: The Trump world order

Trump's shifting strategy for the Ukraine conflict took another turn today when, following a meeting with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, he posted on social media his belief that Kyiv could eventually recapture much of its territory from Russia, given Moscow's economic woes. This was perhaps Trump's most pro-Ukraine statement yet--he previously largely deferred to Russia in the conflict--and it comes just weeks after he insisted that Kyiv would have to give up territory. But Trump still emphasized that the primary support would need to come from the European Union and NATO: Although the U.S. would continue to sell weapons to NATO, it would not increase its aid to Ukraine, and he made no mention of further cease-fire talks.

As Trump spoke, he kept mentioning "peace." Driven by his desire to win a Nobel Peace Prize, the president has invested heavily this year in brokering peace deals. He repeated his claim today about having ended seven wars, though some of the affected countries dispute his involvement. He also warned European allies that they must stop buying Russian energy before he makes good on his promise to sanction Moscow over its Ukraine invasion. Many in Europe see that challenge as a nonstarter; Russia-friendly EU countries such as Hungary and Slovakia have refused to stop doing business with Moscow, as has Turkey, a key NATO member. Some diplomats feel like Trump knows it will go nowhere but will still use their noncompliance as an excuse to, once more, back down against Vladimir Putin.

Trump's new tack also means that stalwart U.S. allies are rethinking their economic and security reliance on the United States and finding new partners on climate change and other priorities. Trump today declared that the concept of a "carbon footprint" is a "hoax," and that climate change is the "greatest con job that's ever happened to the world." (China may eventually fill the vacuum on the issue, including in renewable-energy development.) Although no nation can afford to walk away from America's political and economic might--meaning foreign leaders must woo Trump to get the best possible deal on tariffs--the president's threats to violate allies' sovereignty represent a before-and-after moment for countries such as Canada, Denmark, and Panama. Trump also boasted about his recent military strikes against boats that he has claimed were being steered by Venezuelan drug dealers, saying, "There aren't too many boats that are traveling on the seas by Venezuela."

The rapid global reordering has left allies unsettled. "This is not a transition," Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney said at a Council on Foreign Relations event yesterday. "This is a rupture."

As Trump was introduced in the famed Turtle Bay assembly hall today, his fellow world leaders applauded. They then took his insults, sitting stone-faced when Trump declared not just his greatness but that their "countries are going to hell." And only when Trump teased them about a busted teleprompter and broken escalator did they chuckle. They laughed with Trump, not at him.
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The People Who Are Still Convinced Kamala Won

The left is dabbling in 2024-election-fraud theories.

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.


Stop me if you've heard this story before: Partisan claims of fraud in the presidential election. Elaborate statistical analyses. Reports of shadowy, closed-door doings. All of this, they say, points to one conclusion: The results were compromised, and the real winner was kept out of the White House.

That sounds like the aftermath of the 2020 election, but it's also what's happening right now. Kamala Harris's loss in last November's presidential election produced few prominent claims of fraud, and nothing like the concerted effort, using both lawsuits and force, to keep President Donald Trump in office that followed his defeat nearly five years ago. In the past few months, however, spurious allegations that fraud helped Trump win back the White House have been flourishing more online, elections experts told me, though why they're so popular right now--other than the left's compounding anger with the Trump administration--is not clear.

The parallel to fraud theories about the 2020 presidential election is more than superficial, Justin Grimmer, a political scientist at Stanford who has studied election-conspiracy theories, told me. "The most remarkable thing is the similarity in the analysis that we're seeing from the bad claims made after 2020 and these similarly bad, really poorly set up claims from 2024," he said.

One popular example alleges that an NSA audit of the 2024 election found that Harris, not Trump, had actually won, according to a former CIA officer who allegedly participated in the audit. On July 31, an anonymous Substack newsletter called This Will Hold, which claims to offer "the truth they're not telling you," published a post stating, "In an exclusive interview, former CIA operative Adam Zarnowski laid out pieces of an intricate network of bad actors and covert operations behind transnational organized crime and the stolen 2024 election." It adds that "none of his revelations are classified" and that Zarnowski "is prepared to testify under oath." The implication of this bombshell is clear to the author: "We have the authority and the obligation to remove this entire unelected, illegitimate regime."

The theory has many problems. No evidence exists for Zarnowski's claims about his background other than his own word. Elsewhere, a LinkedIn profile calls him a "former CIA paramilitary operations officer" and an expert in the subject of human trafficking, but nothing suggests his statistical or elections expertise; a self-published book is full of oddball claims. I attempted to reach Zarnowski using a couple of different methods but received no response. (Snopes, which was able to contact Zarnowski, reported that he did not provide definitive proof of his professional background or the alleged audit.)

Moreover, nothing in the Substack post actually supports Zarnowski's claims; instead, it offers innuendo about voting-machine failures and the companies that sell elections equipment. Neither the NSA nor any other federal agency conducts elections audits, nor is there any plausible explanation for why they would do so. The absence of an actual audit here or anywhere else is notable: As with the claims offered by Trump and his allies in 2020 and 2021, the theory relies on implication, with hard evidence seemingly always just out of reach.

But there are more fundamental issues of logic in the theory. States actually do conduct audits of their votes, and unlike the supposed NSA audit, the process and results of those reviews are public. The theory appears to suppose that Democratic officials in key swing states conspired to help Trump and hurt Harris, for whatever unstated reason. These claims "ring as hollow and grifting as nearly identical claims made by those who profited off the Big Lie that Trump didn't lose the 2020 election," David Becker, the executive director of the Center for Election Innovation & Research, a nonpartisan nonprofit, wrote in an email.

The post from This Will Hold mentions another group peddling similarly bogus claims of fraud. The Election Truth Alliance, which describes itself as nonpartisan, offers a different spin on fraud claims--less cloak-and-dagger, more regression-analysis-and-spreadsheet--but ultimately not one that is any more convincing. The ETA argues that "patterns consistent with vote manipulation are present in 2024 U.S. election results," a conclusion "based on analysis of publicly-available state and local election data using multiple evidence-based methodologies." This is more promising than the Zarnowski chimera, but only on the surface. One of the ETA's methods involves analyzing how Harris fared compared with down-ballot candidates. For example, both the ETA and another group called SMART Elections have zeroed in on Rockland County, New York, noting that Harris got many fewer votes there than did Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, a fellow Democrat.

Like so much other purported evidence for fraud, the disparity can be explained in mundane terms: Many people don't vote in every contest, and although presidential candidates tend to receive more votes than down-ballot contenders, the rule isn't firm. Former Senator Joe Manchin received more votes than did Democratic presidential candidates in West Virginia, cycle after cycle. The MIT political scientist Charles Stewart III demonstrates that Harris's underperformance in Rockland County relative to Gillibrand appears to stem from her unpopularity with ultra-Orthodox Jews in the county.

The ETA employs two similar metrics that compare reported results with expected results, based on the number of votes cast. The problem is that voter behavior is messy and unpredictable. That's the point. If elections fully conformed to models and expectations, there would be no need to hold them. But the patterns are also sometimes predictable. "This is one of the big errors that was made in the post-2020 analyses," Grimmer told me. "A whole group of amateur statisticians were shocked to find out that in a small number of heavily populated counties, the Democratic candidate does quite well, and that in a large number of sparsely populated counties, the Republican candidate tends to do better."

One reason that claims of fraud seem to grab hold of some people is that they are conveyed via elaborate-seeming statistical analyses, which may or may not be valid uses of the data but are enough to impress casual viewers (or at least to make their eyes glaze over). The ETA also posted a "working paper" by Walter Mebane, a respected political scientist at the University of Michigan, that statistically examined 2024-presidential-election results in Pennsylvania. When I reached out to Mebane recently, he told me that he had not closely examined claims of misconduct in Pennsylvania but believed colleagues who had deemed them unfounded. He added that the ETA had provided him with useful data but that he didn't endorse its claims. "They have a lot of things they say I don't agree with, but I'm not taking the time to fight with them in public," he said. (In an email, the ETA agreed that "a noticeable down-ballot difference could result from a more popular candidate at either the presidential or lower-ballot level," but stood by their methodologies and findings. They added that they intend to move forward with litigation in two states in which the organization claims to have discovered "evidence consistent with vote manipulation.")

The problem with any claims of election fraud on a scale that could change results, setting aside the statistical flaws, is that they ask audiences to accept abstract interpretations of numerical data while ignoring real-world information. For example, almost every state allows election observers and has poll workers from multiple parties. To change votes would require that multiple people across parties conspire to flip votes and then stay quiet about it--and also that no voters or observers notice. "That seems pretty far-fetched to me," Tammy Patrick, the chief program officer at the Election Center and a veteran elections official, told me.

Knocking down false claims is frustrating work, especially when the same ideas that were debunked four years ago pop up again from new culprits. Grimmer has spent countless hours chasing down the truth, explaining it to reporters, and even debating election deniers. And so I was struck by the compassion he showed for people who fall for the theories. "The people who believe them, they're not crazy people," he told me.

"It's hard to believe that a majority of the country disagrees with your choice when you're so passionate and certain about your choice," Grimmer said. "They're smart people, and they think, I must be able to discover what's going on here." Sometimes, though, reality just doesn't work the way we expect.
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Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump tells pregnant women to "fight like hell" not to take Tylenol.
 	Daniel Byman and Riley McCabe: Left-wing terrorism is on the rise.
 	Alexandra Petri: Sure, let's try bribes!




Today's News

	At the United Nations, President Donald Trump gave a speech that criticized the organization and its global efforts on climate change. He also warned that without action on immigration and stronger borders, "your countries are going to hell."
 	Trump posted on social media that Ukraine, with NATO's financial support, could feasibly win back all of its territory lost to Russia during the war.
 	According to a New York Times investigation, Errol Musk, the father of Elon Musk, has been accused of sexually abusing five of his children and stepchildren since 1993; Errol denies the claims, calling them "false and nonsense in the extreme."
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AI Is Coming for Parents

By Miranda Rake

A few weeks before my daughter's fourth birthday, I stumbled across an AI party planner called CelebrateAlly. "Looking to plan a themed party, a surprise bash, or just a relaxed get-together?" read a banner on its website, which promised that the app would take care of "all the details--themes, activities, and decorations." It also offered to write birthday cards, "capturing your heartfelt sentiments beautifully!"
 The offer had a certain appeal. I was overwhelmed, entering the phase of planning where I actually had to execute on my daughter's vision for her bash. We'd been talking about the party for months, and her requests were specific yet constantly changing. (She wanted a unicorn cake--no, a unicorn pinata; to invite only her cousins--then a few of her friends too, and then all of the kids on our block.) But I was genuinely curious to hear them. Each question I asked her was a way to draw closer to her: I learned about who she is right now while, I hope, showing her that I really want to know. After all those conversations, using AI would have felt like a betrayal.


Read the full article.
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Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: A24 / TIFF.



Watch. These are the 14 most exciting films heading to theaters through the end of the year, Shirley Li writes.

Explore. Robert Redford's decades of work explored one theme over and over: the hollowness of the easy victory, Sally Jenkins writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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        How Charlie Kirk's Death Will Change His Message
        Mark Whitaker
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How Charlie Kirk's Death Will Change His Message

For a case study in how martyrdom can transform a firebrand, look to Malcolm X.

by Mark Whitaker




As the leader of a young conservative political movement that helped Donald Trump win a second presidential term, Charlie Kirk accomplished a lot in his too-short life. But at Kirk's packed memorial in Arizona last weekend, his admirers proclaimed that the slain activist now stands to become something even more powerful and potentially lasting: a martyr.

A premature and violent death can turn a controversial individual into an object of sympathy and a symbol of a larger movement--one that gains attention with every new headline and eulogy. By evoking both curiosity and compassion, martyrdom can make a polarizing public figure more influential in death than they were in life.

To see how such a process can take place, consider the example of Malcolm X, another firebrand who was gunned down while addressing followers, in his case in a packed ballroom in Upper Manhattan 60 years ago, in 1965. In a turbulent decade marred by murderous attacks on powerful men, Malcolm X was one victim among many. But in the decades since, his legacy has only grown--and despite the differences between the two men, that evolution offers some insight into what might become of Kirk's.

Isaac Stanley-Becker: What Charlie Kirk told me about his legacy

By the time of his death, Kirk had become a prominent voice on the Christian right, and a steadfast advocate for the nationalist MAGA agenda. Malcolm, as a spokesperson for the Nation of Islam, made his name preaching Black pride, advocating racial separatism, and criticizing the civil-rights strategy of unconditional nonviolence favored by Martin Luther King Jr. Then, in the year before he died, he broke with the Nation of Islam, converted to Sunni Islam, envisioned a broader-based Black-nationalist movement with supporters from various religious backgrounds, expressed a willingness to accept the financial backing of white allies, and traveled the world seeking support for the Black cause.

Yet the two men had some things in common. Both acquired national reputations for their formidable skill as speakers--forceful and provocative, but also engaging and quick on their feet. Both relished debating critics, all the better if it was broadcast on television or radio, and going to college campuses to try to shape the thinking of young people. Beyond their flamboyance, both were highly effective grassroots organizers with a knack for appealing to the disaffected. Just as Malcolm spoke to Black people in the urban North whose concerns weren't addressed by the civil-rights battles of the Jim Crow South, Kirk built his political movement, Turning Point USA, on the grievances of young white men who felt sidelined in the age of the #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements.

The gruesome way that these two figures died caused ordinary Americans who had only a negative or hazy opinion of them to see them in a new light. Malcolm was long portrayed by the white media establishment as a scary, demagogic figure. A New York Times editorial the day after he was murdered described him as "an extraordinary and twisted man, turning many true gifts to evil purpose." But photos in Life magazine of his wife, Betty Shabazz, leaning over his bullet-ridden body and tearing up at his funeral humanized him as a father who had left behind a grieving and pregnant widow, four young daughters, and two more yet to be born. His murder transformed him from an abstract idea or menace into a man with a loving family who was suddenly, tragically gone.

News reports about Kirk's death tended to avoid highlighting his most inflammatory comments. Most mainstream-media eulogies did not note that Kirk once said that passing the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was "a huge mistake," for example, or mention his many attacks on changes brought about by immigrants of color. But even people who knew of and rejected Kirk's views couldn't help but be moved by the New York Post's front-page image of his wife, Erika, the mother of their two young children, weeping over his open casket. "If they thought my husband's mission was big now..you have no idea," she declared in a post on Instagram with this photo. "You. All of you. Will never. Ever. Forget my husband @charliekirk1776 I'll make sure of it." By taking over as leader of his movement, she stands to play a central role in keeping her husband's memory alive, just as Shabazz did as a social activist in her own right.

In Malcolm's case, the media establishment grew more respectful once it saw how beloved he was among his followers--"our own Black shining prince," in the words of the actor Ossie Davis at Malcolm's funeral. Malcolm had also been working with the journalist Alex Haley on what would become The Autobiography of Malcolm X, a rivetingly personal account of his life and views, which was released posthumously within the year. This nuanced, thoughtful chronicle, which revealed a far more sympathetic and complicated man than earlier headlines had painted, arrived just when the American public was finally reckoning with who Malcolm was and what the country had lost in his death. It went on to sell in the millions and recast him as a self-created hero of literary proportions.

Kirk never got to write his own story, but his death has ushered forth validation of his historical importance from respected writers across the political spectrum. George F. Will described Kirk as an heir to William F. Buckley Jr., given his talent for making conservative politics "fun." On the left, Ezra Klein credited Kirk with being "one of the era's most effective practitioners of persuasion" and argued that "liberalism could use more of his moxie and fearlessness." Already, his more controversial views are receding from public memory, and he is instead being memorialized as a man of faith and strong beliefs who loved a good debate.

Malcolm X's legacy has also been shaped by all of the video and audio recordings he managed to leave behind. In the 1960s and '70s, members of the Black Power generation huddled together listening to vinyl records of his speeches. In the '80s and '90s, hip-hop pioneers sampled his most memorable phrases, while up-and-coming Black conservatives, including future Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas, memorized his calls for Black self-help. In recent decades, Black Lives Matter activists and young militants fighting for political and social change around the world have found inspiration in Malcolm X YouTube clips.

Kirk has left an even richer video and audio trove to be mined for posterity--by critics who want to remind the world of his more incendiary statements, but also by followers who will seek to aggregate, edit, and extrapolate on those fragments to amplify Kirk's message and legacy.

From the November 2020 issue: Beyond the myth of Malcolm X

Beyond his still-electrifying words and cool image, Malcolm X is admired most today for the personal odyssey he made in his 39 years--from street hustler to self-taught prisoner, then from worshipful follower of the Nation of Islam leader Elijah Muhammad to independent thinker who tried to bring the spirit of Pan-African unity to the racial struggle in America. Had he not undergone this evolution, and talked and written about it so candidly, he would likely be seen today as a marginal figure of a bygone age.

Kirk, too, changed during his time in public life. As a teenager, he co-founded Turning Point USA as a primarily political organization. But by 31, he was a husband and father who shaped much of his message, including his opposition to abortion and gay rights, around the idea of protecting the traditional family. There are signs that those messages will make Kirk an enduring figure in our ongoing culture wars, just as Malcolm is invoked today for his celebration of Black identity and history. But although Kirk shrewdly raised and rode the right-wing-populist tide of the moment, he had yet to make the kind of transition from provocateur to statesman that Malcolm had begun.

Kirk's assassination and Malcolm's were both met with widespread calls for an end to political bloodshed. "Rights Leaders Decry 'Violence,'" read a New York Times headline upon Malcolm's death. Yet anyone with a passing awareness of the '60s knows that Malcolm X's murder was followed by too many others. At Charlie Kirk's memorial, Erika Kirk struck a moving note of mercy and healing. "That man, that young man, I forgive him," she said of her husband's killer. "I forgive him because it was what Christ did, and is what Charlie would do." Yet many of Kirk's more powerful supporters seem inclined to harness his memory for vengeance. Death may elevate Charlie Kirk to the ranks of tragic heroes, but his legacy will now be forever entwined with how the country reckons with this ugly new era of political violence.
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When Child Death Was Everywhere

RFK Jr.'s health policies stem from the idea that the past holds the secret to health and happiness.

by Elizabeth Bruenig




The way we respond to the disappointments, dangers, and defects of the present helps determine our political affiliations. If you think the answers lie somewhere in a future condition we've yet to achieve, then you may be persuaded by progressive politics; if you think the resources for rescuing society lie somewhere in the past, you may be attracted to conservative politics.

This general pattern helps explain the recent alignment of conservative politics and the anti-vaccine movement, despite its long-standing association with crunchy, left-ish causes. Today, the two tendencies have joined in mutual agreement about the wholesomeness of natural health versus modern medicine, indulging in nostalgia for a world before the widespread use of vaccines.

The past does contain its share of treasures, and it can be hard to accept that a world so rife with pain and despair is in certain ways the best it has ever been. But the idea that the past held a secret to health and happiness that we've lost somehow--especially with respect to infectious disease--is a fantasy with potentially lethal ramifications.

Read: The neo-anti-vaxxers are in power now

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the vaccine-skeptical current secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services, originally shared politics with the older anti-vaccine advocates, back-to-the-Earth types who themselves demonstrated a conservative impulse in their search for a primeval Eden. (Plenty of left-leaning people persist in that tradition, though it seems better fit for today's right, which has a certain appreciation for the pastoral.) A Democrat until 2023, Kennedy entered public life as a champion of environmental protection, battling against corporate interests in court to keep harmful waste out of the air and water. Over time, this overall concern with modern impurity destroying pristine nature evidently extended to other areas of his thinking. As his career progressed, Kennedy adopted several controversial opinions regarding healthy eating, condemning, among other things, meat issued from factory farms, seed oils, and processed food. In a 2024 campaign video from his presidential-primary run, Kennedy promised to "reverse 80 years of farm policy in this country," harkening to a time before synthetic pesticides and chemical additives to animal feed.

If a conservative is, as William F. Buckley Jr. famously wrote, someone who "stands athwart history, yelling 'Stop!'" then Kennedy certainly fits the bill. A proper conservative fights to preserve the status quo. But the most reactionary members of the right won't settle for protecting the ground their party has already staked out; their project is to return to the status quo ante, the way things were in the (sometimes distant) past. The slogan "Make America Great Again" manages to disparage the present while promising a return to an era in which Christianity was nationally dominant, manufacturing jobs were the bedrock of the economy, and the country was ever expanding. Kennedy's positions on processed food and pharmaceuticals fit perfectly into that picture.

"Today's children have to get between 69 and 92 vaccines in order to be fully compliant, between maternity and 18 years," Kennedy said during a recent Senate hearing about Trump's 2026 health-care agenda, by way of comparison with children of the past, who were required to receive fewer vaccines (if any at all). Likewise, Kennedy has rejected the introduction of fluoride into drinking water, a practice initiated in the mid-1940s to help prevent tooth decay, as well as the pasteurization of milk, which began in the late 19th century. "When I was a kid" in the '50s and '60s, Kennedy said earlier this year, "we were the healthiest, most robust people in the world. And today we're the sickest."

Read: How RFK Jr. could eliminate vaccines without banning them

This is in some respects true, but in other ways dangerously wrong. Kennedy is quick to point out the relative rarity of chronic conditions such as childhood diabetes and autoimmune disorders in the past. But he is apparently hesitant to acknowledge that mid-century America came with its own share of serious health problems, including a high rate of cigarette smoking and horrifying infant mortality rates compared with the present. When Kennedy was young, vaccine-preventable childhood illnesses such as measles routinely killed hundreds annually. So far this year, only three people in the United States have died of measles--largely the result of an outbreak of the disease caused in part by declining vaccination rates. And if modern innovations in food and medicine have come with their share of hazards, it would be wrong to conclude that their predecessors were superior. Raw milk allegedly caused the hospitalization of a toddler and the miscarriage of an unborn child as recently as this summer.


 At the center of the "Make America Healthy Again" crusade is a high degree of trust in the wisdom of nature. But the contemporary appeal of unadulterated nature springs from human successes in controlling the elements; it's hard to romanticize a relatively recent vaccine-free past while considering photographs of children's bodies ravaged by smallpox, a disease that persisted well into the 20th century. Likewise, long before COVID-19, America experienced cholera and flu pandemics with hundreds of thousands of associated deaths, as well as lesser outbreaks of illnesses such as diphtheria, polio, and pertussis, all three of which were notorious child-killers. Today, the rarity of those conditions has fostered a false sense of security, and a naive assessment of the natural world. Relinquishing the successes of general vaccine coverage, however, is guaranteed to belie the idea that untainted nature contains all the keys to health and wellness. Our historical moment has enough strife without revisiting past battles fought and won.



*Illustration sources: The New York Historical / Getty; GHI / Universal History Archive / Getty; Bettmann / Getty.
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Brendan Carr's Half-Empty Threat

The FCC can do plenty of damage to free expression--even without revoking licenses.

by Paul Farhi




As chair of the Federal Communications Commission, Alfred Sikes took the agency's duty to foster broadcasting in "the public interest" seriously. Sikes, a conservative who was appointed by George H. W. Bush in 1989, engaged in a long-running battle against Howard Stern's employer, Infinity Broadcasting, levying repeated fines against its stations for violating rules against broadcasting "indecent" material when children were in the audience. (The legal tangle helped persuade Stern to move to satellite radio, where he faced no such editorial restrictions.) One thing he never did, however, was seek to revoke licenses for Infinity's stations.

In a recent interview, Sikes told me that current FCC Chair Brendan Carr's threats against the late-night host Jimmy Kimmel and TV networks are antithetical to the agency's founding mission. Carr, he said, seems to be opposed to "too much free speech. In my view, the public interest is for free expression."

Like his political patron, Donald Trump, Carr is fond of threatening TV networks whose programs displease him. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way," Carr said on a podcast last week. "These companies can find ways to change conduct and take actions on Kimmel, or there's going to be additional work for the FCC ahead." He seemed to be suggesting that the FCC would go after licenses held by ABC's parent company, Disney, if the network didn't discipline Kimmel for comments he'd made following the murder of the conservative activist Charlie Kirk. After two of ABC's major broadcasting affiliates announced that they would be dumping Kimmel, the company caved, suspending him "indefinitely."

Jemele Hill: A censored rap legend has advice for Jimmy Kimmel

Then, yesterday, ABC reversed itself, announcing that Kimmel would return to the air this evening. One fact that might have given the network courage: It's highly unlikely that Carr could do what he has threatened to do.

Revoking a broadcasting license is the FCC equivalent of the death penalty. Networks rely on their owned and affiliated stations to beam news and entertainment programs to the entire country. Losing even one link in this chain--especially at a station in a big city such as New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago--would undermine an already deteriorating business model. But, like the actual death penalty, license revocations are legally complicated, time-consuming, and subject to multiple judicial appeals. (Moreover, broadcast and cable networks, such as ABC and CNN, don't have licenses; only local stations do.) For these reasons, the FCC almost never tries to take a license away, preferring lesser disciplinary measures such as fines. Carr likes to say that "broadcast licenses are not sacred cows," but the FCC has tended to treat them as such.

For the FCC to pull a license on the basis that Carr and Trump have suggested--that is, for programs or comments deemed offensive or objectionable--is rarer still. Calls to cancel station licenses over controversial programs have flared ever since the government began regulating radio broadcasts, a century ago. Critics demanded CBS's license for airing Orson Welles's sensational radio play, The War of the Worlds, in 1938; for Howard Stern's bawdy radio bits in the 1990s; and for the Super Bowl telecast of Janet Jackson's "wardrobe malfunction" in 2004. Those demands led nowhere.

In the second Trump administration, predicting exactly what norms will hold, and what the courts will or won't allow, is a tricky game. But history strongly suggests that the First Amendment prevents the FCC from becoming America's programming police. In the nearly century-long history of the agency, only three stations out of thousands have ever lost a license because of something they aired. The first and last time it happened to a TV station (as opposed to radio) was in 1969, when the United Church of Christ, after years of effort, successfully sued the FCC to revoke the license of a Jackson, Mississippi, TV network over its racist business practices.

Sikes, the former FCC chair, was part of a group that in 2023 challenged the license renewal of a Philadelphia TV station owned by Fox Corp. The group argued that the station's principal owners, Rupert and Lachlan Murdoch, lacked the requisite "character" to hold the license because of Fox News's promotion of Trump's repeated lies following the 2020 election. Was this consistent with Sikes's view that "the public interest is for free expression"? The FCC chair at the time, Jessica Rosenworcel, a Democrat, evidently thought not. She dismissed the petition this past January, saying that it was "fundamentally at odds with the First Amendment." Carr agreed, and declined to reinstate the Fox-license challenge--but revived previously dismissed complaints against ABC, CBS, and NBC.

Carr, a communications lawyer and former FCC staffer, surely knows how difficult it is to revoke a license. (Neither he nor an FCC representative responded to requests for comment.) He should also realize that his targets--including Disney--know it too. So why issue threats that both sides know aren't realistic? One answer is that Carr is playing to an audience of one. Muscling media companies dovetails perfectly with Trump's fulminations about "unfair" TV news coverage and the sanctions the networks should receive for it.

Another answer is that Carr's license crusade isn't really about licenses at all. In attempting to coerce Disney into muzzling Kimmel, Carr's real implied threat was about the regulatory apparatus under his control. The FCC is a choke point for media and communications companies that seek to grow by merger or acquisition. Deals need to be reviewed and approved, and licenses need to be transferred. Carr is in charge of those decisions. This dynamic appeared to explain Paramount Global's decision to pay Trump $16 million in July to settle a legally dubious lawsuit he'd filed against Paramount-owned CBS News and 60 Minutes. Without that payoff, Paramount knew that its chances of steering its long-delayed merger with Skydance Media through the FCC were nil. In fact, the agency approved on the Paramount-Skydance merger shortly after Paramount paid off Trump. Disney probably had the FCC's merger power in mind when it, too, paid Trump $16 million to settle a frivolous defamation claim involving the anchor-host George Stephanopoulos.

Adam Serwer: The Constitution protects Jimmy Kimmel's mistake

The Kimmel fiasco demonstrated that other companies are attuned to Carr's agenda and power as well. The day after Carr called Kimmel's program "garbage" and suggested that ABC-affiliated stations "push back" and preempt it, Nexstar and Sinclair--both owners of dozens of ABC stations--obliged. Both said that they would dump Kimmel even if Disney stood by him. As aggressive buyers of broadcast stations, Nexstar and Sinclair have every incentive to remain in Carr's good graces. Both companies have lobbied the FCC to amend rules that prevent them from buying even more stations. Indeed, Nexstar's pending $6.2 billion deal to buy a competitor, Tegna, depends on the rule change.

Disney's decision to reinstate Kimmel suggests that this kind of censoriousness might have its limits. Even some staunch Trump allies, including Senator Ted Cruz, have publicly criticized Carr's behavior. "It might feel good right now to threaten Jimmy Kimmel, but when it is used to silence every conservative in America, we will regret it," he said on his podcast, comparing Carr to "a mafioso." (Yesterday morning, after a week spent taking a victory lap over Kimmel's cancellation, Carr attempted to backtrack, claiming that he hadn't actually threatened anyone.)

As of this writing, however, Nexstar and Sinclair say that they will continue to refrain from broadcasting Kimmel's show on their ABC affiliates. This is not because they are at serious risk of losing their license if they put him back on the air. Fear is one explanation for these companies' decisions. Greed is a better one.
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Left-Wing Terrorism Is on the Rise

For the first time in more than 30 years, attacks by the far left outnumber those by the far right.

by Daniel Byman, Riley McCabe




No matter how hard ideologues try to exclusively blame their political foes for acts of political violence, the truth is that violent extremists today emerge from across the political spectrum. We have studied this problem and believe that our data can help illuminate an issue too often defined by partisan finger-pointing. As part of a study to be published this week by the Center for Strategic and International Studies, we compiled and analyzed a data set of 750 attacks and plots in the United States from January 1, 1994, to July 4, 2025. Our research focuses only on incidents of terrorism, which we define as attacks or plots by a nonstate actor attempting to achieve a political end and exert a psychological influence on a broad population. Among other details, the data set includes the types of weapons used, the intended targets, the number of fatalities, and the ideology of the perpetrators.

We found that left-wing terrorism has increased since President Donald Trump's rise to political prominence in 2016. Indeed, 2025 marks the first time in more than 30 years that left-wing attacks outnumber those from the far right. Despite its recent increase, however, left-wing terrorism is not nearly as common today as it was in the 1960s and early '70s. Those years marked the height of groups such as the Weather Underground and the Symbionese Liberation Army, best known for kidnapping the newspaper heiress Patty Hearst. In the '80s and early '90s, left-wing terrorism declined while jihadist and right-wing terrorism rose, particularly in the forms of anti-government and white-supremacist violence.

Following that trend, according to our analysis, violence on the left accounted for four plots and attacks from 1994 to 2000, compared with 144 on the right. That difference narrowed in the following decade, but the right continued to account for significantly more attacks and killings than did the left.

Read: Strawberries in winter

The year 2016 was a turning point for left-wing terrorism, even as right-wing incidents remained much more common. Trump's political ascent and the expansion of the MAGA movement seem to have reenergized left-wing violent extremism, which accounted for 37 incidents from 2016 to 2024, most of them motivated by either anti-government or partisan sentiment. By July 4 of this year, far-left extremists had already been responsible for five terrorist attacks and plots, putting 2025 on pace to be the left's most violent year in more than three decades.

On July 4, for example, law-enforcement officials say that an assailant shot and wounded a police officer who was responding to reports of a disturbance at a U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement detention facility in Texas; meanwhile, another alleged assailant fired at ICE correctional officers. Authorities apprehended 14 suspects, who now face federal charges including attempted murder of federal officers and firearm-related offenses. Details about Kirk's alleged killer are still emerging, but preliminary evidence indicates that he had left-wing motivations, and could add to this year's tally. 

In many cases, categorizing the ideology of a perpetrator is difficult, if not impossible. Some extremists pick from a "salad bar of ideologies," as the former FBI Director Christopher Wray once said, many of which don't fit the traditional right-left dichotomy. In other instances, such as the 2011 shooting of Democratic Representative Gabby Giffords, a perpetrator's beliefs are so muddled that even calling them "political" exaggerates their coherence--despite the fact that the target is a political figure.

A major shift in politics, however, can cause the losing side to become more combative. Just as Trump's election led to a rise in left-wing violence, President Barack Obama's election corresponded with a surge of violence from the right. From 2009 to 2016, right-wing extremists were responsible for 106 terrorist attacks and plots, nearly double the 58 right-wing incidents that occurred in the eight years prior. These tend to be more lethal than left-wing attacks, which generally target specific individuals, such as the murder of UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson last year or the assassination attempt on Trump at his West Palm Beach golf course. Right-wing extremists, by contrast, are more likely to target whole groups. In the past decade in the United States, 36 left-wing attacks have killed 13 people, whereas 152 right-wing attacks have killed 112.

The Biden administration took important steps to counter the rise of far-right extremism. After January 6, 2021, the U.S. government brought charges against more than 1,000 people, disrupting violent right-wing networks such as the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys. The administration also made right-wing groups a counterterrorism priority, taking measures to reduce the presence of extremists in the military. The far-right-terrorist death toll fell under Biden, compared with the previous four years, but lethal attacks persisted.

This year, however, violence on the right has plummeted. Only one right-wing-terrorist incident occurred in the first six months of 2025: the June assassination of the Minnesota state legislator Melissa Hortman and her husband. This extraordinary drop-off is too recent to allow for any definitive explanations--and the number of terror incidents often fluctuates over short periods--but Trump's reelection could be a key factor. His victory deflated election conspiracies that had once motivated many extremists. Since then, Trump has taken a maximal approach on some of the far-right's highest-priority issues, particularly immigration. Enrique Tarrio, the former Proud Boys leader and a convicted seditionist whom Trump pardoned, recently summed up the president's potential psychological effect on the violent far right: "We won. We've got what we wanted."

Under Trump, right-wing extremists may feel less need to mobilize, because they sense that their interests are already being taken care of. But Kirk's death could change this calculus. Conservatives, including members of Congress and online influencers, have used the assassination to support the contention that the left is engaged in "war." Trump himself has claimed that a network of political organizations fund and support violence, and must be neutralized. This sort of rhetoric could encourage right-wing vigilantism or presage a government crackdown on left-leaning organizations--which in turn could inflame left-wing extremism and pose a grave threat to free speech.

Jonathan Chait: Stephen Miller's hypocrisy is right there in his speech

Exaggerated rhetoric across party lines helps explain why both Republicans and Democrats believe that more than 40 percent of the other side supports murder if it serves their political interests. In reality, less than 4 percent of Americans support partisan violence such as assault or arson, let alone murder. Even that number is too high, of course, but it would surely drop if partisans stopped misconstruing their opponents.

Actually stanching political violence will require America's leaders to commit to fighting all forms of extremism, not just those associated with their opponents. The Trump administration has prioritized combatting the rise of left-wing terrorism but not right-wing terrorism, which remains a concern despite its decline this year. Developing the programs and expertise to suppress different forms of terrorism takes years, and ignoring a long-term threat to go after a more immediate one could be deadly over time.

Condemning all political violence, especially when it emanates from one's own side or targets one's opponents, is also an important means of breaking the cycle of distrust. Many prominent Democrats have done this since Kirk's shooting. So did many Republicans after the assassination of Hortman and the attack on Paul Pelosi in 2022. Still, both sides need to improve, as evidenced by some left-wing celebrations of Luigi Mangione, the alleged killer of Thompson, the health-care executive, and the failure of some conservative leaders to expressly condemn white supremacists, Hortman's assassin, and other violent extremists.

Utah Governor Spencer Cox has served as a model in unequivocally denouncing extremists, which makes them outcasts instead of heroes. Cox described Kirk's killing as "an attack on all of us." And he offered a simple exhortation that would benefit both sides, particularly in moments like these, when violence can spiral: "Disagree better."
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Stephen Miller's Hypocrisy Is Right There in His Speech

In the White House adviser's view, violent rhetoric is allowed only when he and Trump are the ones spewing it.

by Jonathan Chait




Yesterday, Stephen Miller delivered a eulogy for Charlie Kirk that served as a battle cry for the Trump administration's state-sponsored war on his perceived foes--a war for which Miller is the primary strategist. The speech was a jarring piece of rhetoric. It is a perfect encapsulation of the ethos of Trumpism, boiling away the president's idiosyncratic habits of mixing insult comedy and weird digressions into his rhetoric and leaving, in Miller's tongue, the residue of pure ideology and will to power.

Miller's theme was that President Donald Trump's side embodies pure good, his opponents pure evil, and the former is destined to utterly destroy the latter. Republicans have never stopped complaining that Hillary Clinton once described a portion of Trump's base as "a basket of deplorables." Yet over the weekend the president's most powerful adviser depicted half the country as worthless, irredeemably wicked, and fated for destruction.

"We are the storm. And our enemies cannot comprehend our strength, our determination, our resolve, our passion," he thundered. "Our lineage and our legacy hails back to Athens, to Rome, to Philadelphia, to Monticello. Our ancestors built the cities. They produced the art and architecture. They built the industry."

I feel less confident than Miller does that future historians will laud Trump's distinct additions of legalized bribery, casino-style decor, and Ultimate Fighting Championship matches on the White House lawn as cultural and philosophical advances. Yet Miller confidently conscripted the pillars of Western civilization into his domestic political war.

Miller's peroration managed the difficult combination of being redundant and short. In place of uplift, he brought bludgeoning repetition. "The light will defeat the dark. We will prevail over the forces of wickedness and evil," he said at one point. "We will defeat the forces of darkness and evil. And we will stand every day for what is true, what is beautiful, what is good." he proclaimed shortly thereafter.

Miller directed much of his speech to the enemy camp. "And to those trying to incite violence against us, those trying to foment hatred against us," he said, "what do you have? You have nothing. You are nothing. You are wickedness. You are jealousy. You are envy. You are hatred. You are nothing. You can build nothing. You can produce nothing. You can create nothing." In case any member of the audience had dozed off, which seems unlikely given the volume at which he spoke, Miller reiterated the point a few sentences later: "And what will you leave behind? Nothing. Nothing. To our enemies, you have nothing to give. You have nothing to offer. You have nothing to share but bitterness."

Having nothing to share but bitterness is a strange insult for Stephen Miller, of all people, to hurl. But part of the Miller worldview is an almost proud insistence on holding his enemies to standards he refuses to abide by. The Trump camp has insisted that the fault for last year's attempts on Trump's life lies with anybody who has attacked him as dangerous or authoritarian. Yet Trump himself attacks his enemies in such terms routinely, and Miller seems to be attempting to exceed his boss's Manichaean style by depicting their opponents as the literal embodiment of malevolence.

In some ways, Miller's speech was the distilled antithesis of Barack Obama's rhetorical style. Obama gained fame with a stirring 2004 speech arguing that America's cultural divisions were surmountable--that red America and blue America had more in common than the pundits appreciated. Miller's view, like that of his boss, is that America is even more divided than we think, and the only resolution to this state of affairs is for one side to subjugate the other.

Ten years ago, a white supremacist gunned down nine worshippers at one of the oldest Black churches in the South, including Clementa Pinckney, a pastor and member of the South Carolina state Senate. The horrific event provides a striking contrast to the aftermath of Kirk's murder. In his eulogy, Obama did not scour the internet for conservatives making insensitive comments about the event--even though many such cases could be found, including on Fox News--let alone use the tragedy as a pretext to delegitimize the opposition.

Obama described the murderer in the singular and spoke of reconciliation. "The alleged killer could have never anticipated the way the families of the fallen would respond when they saw him in court--in the midst of unspeakable grief, with words of forgiveness," Obama said. "He couldn't imagine that." Miller's speech used the third person plural to describe Kirk's assassination: "They cannot imagine what they have awakened. They cannot conceive of the army that they have arisen in all of us because we stand for what is good, what is virtuous, what is noble."

Miller made no effort to distinguish the vaguely defined multitudes that he implicates in Kirk's murder from Trump's political opponents or the Democratic Party--which, at other times, he has said is "not a political party. It is a domestic extremist organization."

Miller taunted his opponents, "You have no idea the dragon you have awakened." To the contrary, his targets seem very aware of the administration's instinct to take revenge. But given Miller's past statements, I question the premise that Kirk's murder "awakened" Miller's desire to crush the right's enemies. It seems to have merely provided a convenient pretext.
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Democrats Don't Seem Willing to Follow Their Own Advice

Party leaders know they need to moderate on cultural issues to win back working-class voters--so why don't they?

by Marc Novicoff




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

Immediately following the 2024 presidential election, Democrats seemed to be in rare agreement: They had moved too far to the left on cultural issues, and it had cost them. The day after Kamala Harris lost to Donald Trump, for example, Representative Seth Moulton of Massachusetts told The New York Times, "I have two little girls, I don't want them getting run over on a playing field by a male or formerly male athlete, but as a Democrat I'm supposed to be afraid to say that." In that moment, the floodgates seemed poised to open. Moulton's perspective, though taboo among much of the party's activist base, placed him firmly in the American mainstream. Surely more Democrats would start coming out of the woodwork to advertise their moderate cultural views, and the idea of a radical Democratic Party would begin to fade away.

In fact, in the ensuing 10 months, the floodgates have mostly stayed closed. With a few exceptions--notably California Governor Gavin Newsom and, less notably, former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel, who hasn't won an election since 2015--Democrats have avoided making comments similar to Moulton's, whether regarding trans athletes or other high-profile social issues on which the party is vulnerable, such as immigration and climate.

This is a sign of a strange dynamic that has emerged in Democratic politics. Many pundits, strategists, and even elected officials recognize that the party has weakened itself by being out of touch, or at least perceived to be out of touch, on cultural issues. As Representative Ritchie Torres of New York told Time in May, "We swung the pendulum too far to the left." But for the most part, the very same Democrats making that argument haven't followed it to its natural conclusion by moving significantly rightward on any major issue. Even Torres's big postelection immigration "flip-flop," as Politico put it, was to announce that he would no longer fight against the deportation of undocumented immigrants who have a criminal record.

Countless Democrats are barnstorming the country and the media, stressing the need to broaden their party's appeal and reach voters where they are. But they have yet to prove that they're willing to do what it takes.

Seemingly every other week, another Democrat gives a podcast interview or writes an op-ed about how the party must win back the working-class voters it has alienated. "If you are setting a table that people with mud on their boots and grease on their jeans do not feel comfortable at," Representative Kristen Rivet of Michigan told me in July, "you are walking away from the Democratic agenda." But if you pay close attention to what these politicians say, you will struggle to find much evidence of them trying to stake out positions that might bring some of those blue-collar voters back into the fold.

The platonic ideal of political moderation works something like this: Pick a high-profile issue on which your party is perceived as out of touch with public opinion. Signal publicly that you agree with most voters on the issue, and that you disagree with the members of your own base who think otherwise. "You've got to go against your party," Elaine Kamarck, a Brookings fellow who was a prominent centrist New Democrat during the 1990s, told me. Creating conflict demonstrates your independence and draws media attention, without which voters might never know about your position. The gambit is not without risk--you're purposely angering some of your own supporters--but it hopefully pays off because you gain new supporters, and most of your angry existing supporters will still vote for you.

The canonical example was executed by Bill Clinton. In 1992, while running to become the first Democratic president in 12 years, he spoke to Jesse Jackson's social-justice activist group, the Rainbow Coalition. The night before his speech, the group had hosted the rapper and activist Sister Souljah, who had recently caused a stir by saying, about the Rodney King riots, "If Black people kill Black people every day, why not have a week and kill white people?" Clinton used his own appearance to condemn Sister Souljah's comments. His speech infuriated Jackson and many other left-wing activists, who felt that Clinton had taken her comments out of context. The back-and-forth became a major news story. Of course, this was the plan. "If nobody gets mad, you're not doing anything courageous,"Kamarck, who worked in the Clinton White House, told me.

Jonathan Chait: Moderation is not the same as surrender

Trump is no moderate, but in 2016 and 2024, he used selective moderation to make inroads with swing voters who disapprove of certain unpopular Republican Party orthodoxies. In his first run for president, he committed to not cutting Social Security and Medicare, and he hammered his primary opponents for supporting the invasion of Iraq. In his 2024 run, he promised not to enact a national abortion ban. All three of these positions were broadly popular but offended core Republican constituencies--budget hawks, neoconservatives, and pro-lifers, respectively. They seem to have paid off.

The Democrats who complain most loudly about the need to fix the party's brand aren't trying anything this ambitious. Their efforts to appeal to moderates and conservatives tend to be uncontroversial, which might defeat the purpose. One recent Washington Post article compiled various recent "Sister Souljah moments" from Democratic politicians. It included, as a lead example, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro boasting that he'd legalized hunting on Sundays. No core constituency in the Democratic Party is outraged by the thought of hunting on Sundays, which is why you almost certainly heard nothing about Shapiro's comment.

Newsom might be the most high-profile exception to the trend. In apparent preparation for a presidential run, the governor has taken public steps to shed his image as a doctrinaire California progressive. In March, he launched a podcast featuring conversations with conservatives. His very first guest was Charlie Kirk. During that episode, Newsom declared that allowing trans girls to compete in girls' sports was "deeply unfair." A few weeks later, he repeated the sentiment to Bill Maher. And in May, he proposed freezing enrollment of undocumented immigrants into California's Medicaid program--a very modest break with the left that nonetheless angered immigration activists in the state. Newsom's approach, along with his outspoken opposition to Trump, is raising his profile: In recent weeks, he has appeared at the top of some 2028 presidential-primary polls.

By and large, however, even the elected Democrats most insistent on the need for change seem focused on adjustments to the party's communication style, rather than to its substantive positions. One school of thought holds that Democrats can woo cross-pressured voters without having to compromise on policy at all, as long as they switch up their vocabulary. Last month, the centrist group Third Way published a list of jargon that it would like Democrats to stop using. The list included the genuinely ubiquitous--privilege, existential threat, unhoused--along with more obscure academese, such as minoritized communities, chest feeding, and person who immigrated.

The memo hardly made a splash, because its point of view had already become conventional wisdom: fewer academic buzzwords, more folksy language. Be less "preachy," as Pete Buttigieg put it in July. No more "advocacy-speak," per Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear. Demonstrate your "alpha energy," as Elissa Slotkin says frequently. Slotkin bragged in May to The Washington Post about a speech that she'd given to some Teamsters ahead of the election: "I just said, 'Hey, you motherfuckers, I don't want to hear another goddamn word about all Donald Trump has done for you.' They love it."

A related theory of rhetorical moderation is about emphasis, not word choice. Because Democrats are much closer to the median voter on bread-and-butter material issues than Republicans are, perhaps they just need to talk more about their popular economic ideas and less about their unpopular social-issue positions. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut recently articulated a version of this argument to my colleague Gilad Edelman. "Climate, guns, choice, gay rights, voting rights: Every single one of those issues is existential for an important community," he said. "But I think right now, if you aren't driving the vast majority of your narrative around the way in which the economy is going to become corrupted to enrich the elites, then you aren't going to be able to capture this potential realignment of the American electorate that's up for grabs." Representative Tom Suozzi of New York is a rare Democratic moderate on immigration. So I was surprised that, when I asked him whether his colleagues needed to change any of their cultural positions, he said, "No. We've got to focus more. We have to lay out clearly what the platform is, what the emphasis is."

Both ideas--talk like a normal person, and shut up about social issues--have some merit. But because working-class voters already think Democratic politicians hold radical left-wing cultural views, tactical silence seems unlikely to dislodge that belief.

Why didn't more Democrats follow Seth Moulton's lead after the election? The answer might lie in what happened to him after his comments about trans athletes. In the weeks that followed, his campaign manager resigned, protesters swarmed his district office, and the chair of the local Democratic committee in Salem, Massachusetts (where Moulton was born and resides), referred to him in an email as a "Nazi cooperator." The committee promised to find a primary challenger. Over the summer, the threat came true: Moulton will defend himself in a primary for the first time since 2020. (His opponent, Bethany Andres-Beck, is trans and uses "any/all pronouns.")

Moulton told me that "fear of backlash" is what prevents Democrats from adjusting their publicly held cultural commitments. He estimates that more than half of his Democratic colleagues in the House, possibly many more, privately agree with him that girls' sports should be limited to cisgender girls. After Moulton wrote a Washington Post op-ed warning against "Democratic purity tests," he said, scores of colleagues approached him in the halls of Congress to thank him. But, he told me, they did so in a whisper. "Thank you for saying that, because I really can't," they'd say.

This silence is a result of the primary system. Because the overwhelming majority of elected Democrats at the federal level are in safe seats, they're more likely to lose to a primary challenger from their left than to a Republican in the general. Everyone knows what must be done to improve the party's image, but each individual actor's incentive is to do nothing--or, if not do nothing, then settle for rhetorical adjustments without taking any controversial positions.

Jon Favreau: The conversation Democrats need to have

That strategy might be enough for Democrats to win the House next year. A recent New York Times analysis found that, even if Republicans succeed in their most ambitious gerrymandering plans, Democrats could expect to take the House back by winning the national vote by 3.4 points. In 2018, during Trump's first term, they won by about seven (excluding uncontested races).

But the Senate is a far more difficult prospect for Democrats. To take back the upper chamber in 2026, Democrats must not only beat Susan Collins in Maine, but win five races in states that Trump won last year, including two that he carried by more than 10 percentage points. The idea that they can do so without fielding candidates who are willing to publicly renounce some left-wing orthodoxies is delusional. Nor is this a quirk of the 2026 cycle. By design, the Senate favors less-populous states, which today are disproportionately rural and white. Democrats might never control the Senate again if they don't return to being competitive in such states. That would mean never stopping the confirmation of a Republican official or judge, and never being able to confirm their own without Republican votes.

Democratic recruiters could respond to that fact by looking for the kind of culturally conservative Senate candidates that rural voters used to approve of, but there's little sign of that happening. In Maine, national Democrats have been trying to recruit 77-year-old Governor Janet Mills, most famous for refusing to go along with a Trump executive order to ban trans women from women's sports. In North Carolina, Iowa, Ohio, Texas, Alaska, and Florida--of which Democrats must win at least three to take the Senate--the leading candidates mostly appear to have standard Democratic cultural views; two are Democrats who lost Senate races last year and haven't publicly changed any of their positions on high-profile social issues since.

For Democrats to appeal to cultural conservatives, some of them probably have to actually be more culturally conservative than what the party has offered in recent years, and not just adopt a different affect or ignore social issues entirely. Or they could simply cross their fingers and hope voters spontaneously adopt new perceptions about the party. That strategy offends no one and incurs little risk. That's why it's unlikely to work.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/09/democrats-moderation-working-class/684264/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Pity Trump's Defenders

Conservatives rushed to exonerate the president from the charge of censorship. He swiftly contradicted them.

by Jonathan Chait




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

Minutes after news broke that ABC had bowed to the Trump administration's threats and indefinitely suspended Jimmy Kimmel, Ari Fleischer, the former Bush-administration press secretary, tried to explain why the thing that just happened was not actually what happened. "Liberals want to make this firing about 'free speech,'" he wrote on X, "Did it ever occur to them the issue might be accuracy? Kimmel told his viewers that Charlie Kirk was murdered by MAGA."

Nothing to see here, just a network imposing a zero-tolerance standard for factual accuracy upon its comedians and implementing it without warning. (Despite his fanatical belief in the importance of factual accuracy, Fleischer's own tweet substantially misconstrues the facts: Kimmel's joke implied that it was possible Kirk's murderer was a MAGA supporter, but did not say so outright. Fleischer's self-punishment for this error will no doubt be merciless.)

These are glorious, heady days for the Republican Party's unselfconsciously authoritarian wing. Every day President Donald Trump tramples on the rights of their enemies, and the natcons rejoice, This is what I voted for.

David Sims: An escalation in every way

But we should spare a thought for the party's more conflicted wing, the anti-anti-Trump conservatives such as Fleischer. They profess support for free speech, democracy, and the rule of law while attempting to remain Republicans in good standing. They resolve this tension by focusing on the hypocrisy and foibles of their old liberal foes and ignoring the actions of the world's most powerful person.

It is a survival strategy, and not a pleasant way to spend four years. That which causes the natcons unremitted joy forces the anti-anti-Trumpers into painful mental contortions. No event to date has given them more anguish than Trump's gleeful defenestration of Kimmel.

As the story developed, a slightly more complicated explanation than Fleischer's hasty effort took shape. The anti-anti-Trumpers conceded that the sequence of events looked bad. Yes, the Federal Communications Commission chair, Brendan Carr, threatened to revoke broadcast licenses from ABC stations, warning, "We can do this the easy way or the hard way." Rolling Stone reported that "multiple execs" at ABC and Disney considered Kimmel's comments to be minor, but "the threat of Trump administration retaliation" forced their hand.

But perhaps the relationship between these events was purely coincidental. "Neither Carr nor the FCC ever asked ABC or any of the broadcast stations to do anything specifically. There was no formal complaint or a specific action requested," Conn Carrol wrote in the Washington Examiner. The conservative commentator Mike Solana insisted that, despite the perception that Trump ordered Kimmel off the air, "this didn't happen." Rather, Solana elaborated on X, "jimmy's ratings were abysmal. he spread a conspiracy theory about kirk. two major affiliates refused to carry his show. ABC fired him."

Ilya Shapiro, a fellow at the Manhattan Institute, argued on X that Kimmel was fired because his show "was losing money"--"there was thus no govt coercion here." But, he allowed, "FCC statements were unhelpful because makes it look like threat of govt action for bad viewpoints."

Trump's FCC chair threatened to destroy ABC's business, and the network just so happened to then do something Trump very much wanted it to do, but only paranoid leftists would presume these two things were somehow related. Sure, the threat was "unhelpful" for the way it might seem like coercion to the uninitiated. But if anybody was the victim here, it was Trump, who was unfairly blamed for the blunders of a subordinate.

David A. Graham: Is Colbert's ouster really just a 'financial decision'?

Alas, as often happens when his friends attempt to devise a tortured alibi, Trump promptly blurted out his intentions the following afternoon.

"I have read someplace that the networks were 97 percent against me again, 97 percent negative, and yet I won, and easily," Trump said about the 2024 election to reporters on Air Force One on Thursday. He added: "I would think maybe their license should be taken away. It will be up to Brendan Carr."

Indeed, the idea that Trump would threaten the networks because he wants them to stop criticizing him was floated by Trump himself last month: "Despite a very high popularity and, according to many, among the greatest 8 months in Presidential History, ABC & NBC FAKE NEWS, two of the worst and most biased networks in history, give me 97% BAD STORIES. IF THAT IS THE CASE, THEY ARE SIMPLY AN ARM OF THE DEMOCRAT PARTY AND SHOULD, ACCORDING TO MANY, HAVE THEIR LICENSES REVOKED BY THE FCC."

Awkwardly, these comments do make it seem like Trump may very well be extorting the networks by threatening their broadcast licenses so they'll remove his critics from the airwaves. But surely there's another innocent if convoluted explanation for these facts brewing in the minds of the not-yet-openly authoritarian Republican elite. Their future in the party may depend on it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/09/trump-kimmel-free-speech-censorship-critics/684275/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Mike Pence: Donald Trump Has Not 'Changed the Republican Party'

The former vice president spoke at The Atlantic Festival about the president he once served.

by Annie Joy Williams, Elias Wachtel




In a conversation with Tim Alberta at The Atlantic Festival, former Vice President Mike Pence discussed his conservatism, the state of free speech on the right, and his relationship with President Donald Trump.

Alberta asked Pence about ABC's decision last night to "indefinitely suspend" the comedian Jimmy Kimmel. The network's move came after Kimmel said "the MAGA gang" was "desperately trying to characterize this kid who murdered Charlie Kirk as anything other than one of them." The Federal Communications Commission chairman threatened Disney, which owns ABC, with unspecified consequences if it did not "take action" against Kimmel. Pence argued that there's a distinction between government censorship and private employment decisions, stating that "the First Amendment does not protect entertainers who say crass or thoughtless things, as Jimmy Kimmel did in the wake of a national tragedy," and that it is an employer's right "to make that decision." However, he added, he "would have preferred that the chairman of the FCC had not weighed in."

Alberta cited a string of other incidents that suggest the administration's intolerance of oppositional speech, including Attorney General Pam Bondi's promise to prosecute "hate speech" and Homeland Security Adviser Stephen Miller's vow to dismantle left-wing groups.

Pence seemed open to government investigation into left-wing groups that participated in acts of violence during the Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020. "But that doesn't include people that are simply exercising their First Amendment rights in a peaceful manner," he said.

Alberta also asked Pence about his willingness to buck Republican Party norms when they conflicted with his conservative principles. Pence noted that elected officials have an obligation to serve their country and their constituents over the president. Pence also insisted that Trump has not changed the Republican Party. He remains hopeful that when Trump exits the stage, his party will return to its Ronald Reagan-era roots.

Until then, Pence said, "I do think leaders would do well to restore a threshold of civility in American public life."

The following is an edited transcript of the conversation:



Tim Alberta: Good morning, Mr. Vice President. How are you?

Former Vice President Mike Pence: I'll let you know in about 39 minutes. I'm good. Tim, it's good to see you. Thanks for having me.

Alberta: Yeah. Of course. It's been a crazy couple of weeks here. I want to start, obviously, with the Charlie Kirk assassination. You know, following the shooting last week, President Trump had been given several opportunities to call for healing and to bring down the temperature. But instead, he largely responded by blaming the "radical left" and basically blaming the left for all that ails the country, including political violence. I don't know if you were surprised by that, necessarily, by his response, but were you bothered by it?

Pence: Well, again, thanks for having me here. And I want to thank The Atlantic Festival, and thank you all for the warm welcome. I knew Charlie Kirk, met him in the campaign in 2016. That's a dynamic young man, a good, godly young man, devoted husband and father of two beautiful young children. And as I sit here today, I'm just heartsick about what happened last week. I understand the anger that so many feel around the country, including, I think, the president. But there is no place in America for political violence. And it should be universally condemned. I want to commend law enforcement in Utah, Tim. I spoke yesterday to Governor Spencer Cox, who I think really distinguished himself in the thoughtful way that he articulated the efforts of Utah law enforcement, working with federal officials. To be able to apprehend the perpetrator of the crime within 33 hours was a great credit to law enforcement at every level, but also a great credit to the good people of Utah who responded, quickly and admirably.

And the Bible says, "You mourn with those who mourn and grieve with those who grieve," and I think it's important that in the wake of this national tragedy that we take time simply to grieve the loss of life that occurred here. But I also believe we need to resist the temptation to put America on trial. I mean, absent any additional evidence, one man was responsible for the assassination of Charlie Kirk. That man is now in custody. And now comes justice. And while with this rising tide of political violence that we've seen on both sides of the aisle, I understand the deep concern. I don't think we ever want to lose sight of the fact of personal responsibility. And the need for every American to focus on holding those accountable who would perpetrate this violence in the name of politics or for any other reason. And all that being said, it's, you know--Charlie Kirk probably had some differences with people in this room. I probably do too.

Alberta: No, no.

[Laughter]

Pence: But that's okay. He was a champion of freedom of speech. He went, as I've sought to do since I left office, he went to campuses. It was a year and a half ago, I was at the UVU [Utah Valley University] campus speaking with students. Was at George Mason University just yesterday. It's been a great joy for me. But he took that case, that conservative-youth case, to campuses everywhere. He was, in a very real sense--he was a champion for the freedom of speech. And I truly do believe that we need to make sure that part of his legacy is a continuation of the vitality of freedom of speech for every American for years to come.

Alberta: Well, let's talk about freedom of speech. Mr. Vice President, I'm sure you saw the news last night that Jimmy Kimmel's ABC show was pulled indefinitely, after the FCC Chairman, Brendan Carr, made sort of a mafioso threat to go after the network in response to Kimmel's remarks about the assassination. Now, the substance of those remarks from Kimmel aside--and to be clear, he was wrong, flat-out wrong factually--isn't the First Amendment at risk when the FCC chairman tries to intimidate a news network over content that he personally disagrees with, or that the state disagrees with?

Pence: Well, the First Amendment of the Constitution protects against government censorship of individuals. And we ought ever to be vigilant, to ensure the right of every American to express their views without government interference or censorship. The First Amendment, though, does not protect entertainers who say crass or thoughtless things, as Jimmy Kimmel did in the wake of a national tragedy. And private employers have every right to dismiss employees, whether they're a television talk-show host, or otherwise, if they violate the standards of that company. Now, I would have preferred that the chairman of the FCC had not weighed in.

Alberta: Yeah.

Pence: But I respect the right of the networks to make the decision. And it's not personal for me. I don't think Jimmy Kimmel ever had a kind word to say about me and once apologized for something he said about me on the air. But that's not the point. The point in this case is that, in the wake of a heartbreaking tragedy impacting people across the country, that he would act in such a calloused and thoughtless way. And I respect the right of his employer to make that decision. Speech is important, though, and the other part of this is, you know, I have long believed that democracy depends on heavy doses of civility. During the course of my 20 years in public office, I tried to manifest that. It proceeded out of my Christian faith--something we share, Tim. You know, I often tell people I'm a Christian, a conservative, and a Republican in that order. And so, at least later in my life, when I got into politics, I tried to live up to that standard, to do unto others as I would have them do unto me. And I hope I left Washington, D.C., with the kind of rapport and relationships that I perceive among people who knew that, for me, it was never personal.

I think negative personal attacks have no place in public life. It wasn't always true for me, though. Full disclosure: You can buy my autobiography, which is entitled So Help Me God. It's available on Amazon.com and where all good books are sold. Early in my political career, I got very involved in negative personal attacks. I was in a couple of congressional campaigns, gave as good as I got. But after it was all over, I had time to reflect on what the obligations of my Christian faith that I'd come to as a freshman in college had on me, and I wrote an essay entitled "Confessions of a Negative Campaigner" in 1991. I said, if I ever had the chance to go back to the public square, first, I would seek to run campaigns, and serve, in a way that treated others the way I wanted to be treated. Secondly, I'd try to be about issues that were more important than my election, and then, third, be about winning. And I always sought to hew to that.

But in the wake of this rising tide of political violence all the way back to the congressional baseball game that happened when we were in the White House, and my friend Steve Scalise almost lost his life that day. The attack on Gabby Giffords, the assassination attempts against President Donald Trump, the attack which threatened the lives of the family of Governor [Josh] Shapiro in Pennsylvania. Of course, the heinous murder of the Minnesota Speaker of the House [Melissa Hortman], and Charlie Kirk's assassination. In the wake of all of that, while I don't think we should blame the American political debate on moments where evil grabs hold of the heart of an individual and leads to violence, I do think leaders would do well to restore a threshold of civility in American public life. Let's argue about policies. Let's argue about direction.

Alberta: Do you have any leaders in mind?

Pence: Well, I occasionally have a bad-hair day, so I'm on the list. But I would tell you, I honestly believe that it's something I've witnessed over the last 30 years. You know, I'm somebody who believes you can disagree without being disagreeable. I mean, somebody I enjoyed a very warm, personal relationship with, up until the day he passed away, was a giant of the civil-rights movement who served in the Congress, the late Congressman John Lewis. Now, John and I, I think, Tim, disagreed on everything, except one--and that was that Martin Luther King Jr. was one of the heroes of my youth. I knew who John Lewis was the day I arrived, and we bonded on the foundation of our faith, even though we in public policy expressed itself differently. But he was a man of a deep Christian faith. It had animated him being an enormously consequential leader in the civil-rights movement. You know, it led to him inviting me to co-lead the annual civil-rights pilgrimage to Selma, Alabama, on the anniversary of Bloody Sunday. And one of the great privileges of my life was walking across the Edmund Pettus Bridge with my children, my wife at my side, and John Lewis. It was an extraordinary experience.

The humorous part of that was after I was elected vice president, I went to a big public event. I think it was a congressional baseball game itself, and this was before the tragic events that would follow a year later. But I remember I walked into the main hall at the stadium and, as you might imagine, all the Democrats and the staff were on this side of the main hall, all the Republicans were on this side, and as the new vice president, I'm over here. People are shaking hands. And suddenly, across the lobby, I see John Lewis waving his arms, and, like, makes a beeline straight to me, throws his arms around me, says he's proud of me, great to see you. And I don't know if there were more slack jaws among Republicans or among Democrats. But it is possible to forge relationships with people that you differ with on issues, as long as we understand that there are things more important. There are things that really bind us. It's the ideals of the country. It can be our shared faith. We can build on that.

Alberta: Mr. Vice President, I want to linger for a moment on this question of the First Amendment and freedom of speech, because the FCC chairman saying to ABC, "We can do this the easy way, or we can do this the hard way'--this is not an isolated example. We have President Trump saying that George Soros should be put in jail, Stephen Miller promising a government campaign to dismantle and destroy left-wing groups. The attorney general, Pam Bondi, talking about prosecuting hate speech. So I'm wondering, are you worried that the administration is using Charlie Kirk's murder as a pretense for prosecuting political dissent in this country?

Pence: Well, I spent four and a half years explaining what President Trump meant.

[Laughter]

Pence: So I'll leave the president to his words.

Alberta: You can take a stab at it.

Pence: I have more confidence in the people around the president than that. I said before, I was disappointed to see the chairman of the FCC weigh in to a matter that--

Alberta: But these are the people around the president, though. The attorney general, talking about prosecuting hate speech.

Pence: Well, of course, we don't prosecute hate speech in America. There are hate crimes in America, where there are actions. But we don't prosecute speech. I believe she's sought to correct that impression. And I appreciate that. I would just tell you, Tim, that I understand the concern of many on the left when they hear about investigations. I just remember that summer of 2020 and the riots that tore asunder Minneapolis and some, I think, 50 cities across the country. And what we found along the way was that some organizations were actually pre-positioning bricks that rioters could use, pre-positioning water and supplies and food. And I don't know that we ever got an answer to that. And if there are individuals that are facilitating violence against American citizens, I believe they should be held to account, and they should be exposed. But that doesn't include people that are simply exercising their First Amendment rights in a peaceful manner.

Alberta: I want to talk about party politics. The title of this session is "The Future of Conservatism." And it seems like ancient history now, but you had really first distinguished yourself in the Congress as a conservative who was opposing your own party's president, George W. Bush, on some of the major initiatives of his presidency--No Child Left Behind, Medicare Part D, the bank bailout. And I'm wondering today, when you see Republicans in Congress making these--

Pence: I'm speaking at the George W. Bush library tomorrow. You're going to get me uninvited.

Alberta: No, he wouldn't uninvite you.

Pence: But you're right. No, you're right.

Alberta: You guys are buds now. But I'm curious: When you see Republicans in Congress today making these sort of gratuitous shows of capitulation to President Trump, encouraging him to run for a third term or, you know, hanging the gold-framed portraits of him in their congressional offices, what does it say to you about the separation of powers? And what does it say to you about the state of the Republican Party today?

Pence: I mean, even at the risk of getting uninvited tomorrow, it took me a long time to get to Congress, which you can read about in my book. And I learned a lot of lessons along the way. But one of the things I learned was--I just thought if I ever get there, I'm just going to do what I told people I would do in all the years that preceded it. I was actually a talk-radio-show host in Indiana. I know that seems impossible. I can be a lot more interesting, you know, when you let me go.

Alberta: Rush Limbaugh on decaf, I believe.

Pence: I was Rush Limbaugh on decaf. I really was. I spent 10 years, or the better part of 10 years, on the radio talking about the principles of limited government, a strong defense, American leadership in the world, traditional values. And I just said that when I get to Washington, I'm just going to, this is how I'm going to vote. And that was when President Bush was elected. The first bill he introduced was doubling the federal Department of Education, which--I'm someone that believes, and I did as governor, that education is a state and local function. I've been married to a schoolteacher for 40 years, so I voted against it. I was one of the few. We opposed entitlement expansions under President Bush out of a commitment of fiscal discipline, but people would ofttimes come up to me, and they would say on the floor, they'd say, "Hey, you have to go along with the administration on this because you work for the president." And I would say, "I don't work for the president. I work for the people of east-central Indiana." And I believe that's how the Framers intended it.

Yesterday was Constitution Day, so I visited my office in Washington, which is right across from the National Archives. And if, before you head home after The Atlantic Festival, you make your way to Washington: For the first time in history, the entire Constitution is displayed at the Archives. Every single page, every single amendment. And I made a point, when I took over some interns for our foundation yesterday, I pointed out what Article I is. It's written right there. It's the legislative branch that appears under those timeless words chiseled into the hearts of every American, "We, the people." At the founding of the country, the Framers of the Constitution conceived of a government of co-equal branches of government, and separation of powers. I have an argument today with the president's unilateral tariffs imposed on friend and foe alike. Because Article I, Section Eight of the Constitution gives the authority to tax and tariff--they call them "impose"--to the Congress, not the executive.

Alberta: Do Republicans in Congress know that?

Pence: And so I have been urging my colleagues to reclaim that authority, and to reassert their prerogatives.

Alberta: What do they say to you when you encourage them to do that?

Pence: It's a close majorities right now. I mean, Russell Kirk, who's my favorite political philosopher, wrote long ago that "politics is the art of the possible." And I don't ignore the fact that there's very close majorities in the House, that we live in a competitive time. I don't ignore the dominant role that President Trump plays in the life of the Republican Party today. But I actually think the members of my party would serve the president well. Another great example of this is: I have, over the last three years, I've visited Ukraine twice since the brutal and unprovoked Russian invasion. I hold the view that the United States and our Western allies need to continue to give Ukraine the resources they need until the Russian invasion is stopped and repelled. But right now, 85 members of the Senate are co-sponsoring a bill that would put back-breaking sanctions on countries that buy Russian oil and essentially prop up the Russian war machine. We've written, we've been very public about it, that the president has not given the Senate the green light to pass the bill yet. And if I was around, I'd probably be a little bit of a pain in the neck and say, "Let's pass it anyway." Foot on the floor--put it on the president's desk.

I've met Vladimir Putin. And I'm going to tell you something folks: Vladimir Putin is not going to stop until he's stopped. He's not going to stop until we raise the cost for his brutal invasion, so high that he rethinks it. And I think the time has come for harsh new sanctions against those that subsidize the Russian war machine. We probably ought to go ahead and unfreeze those Russian assets, about $300 billion, and send them to Ukraine. But this is an important contest. Because I have no doubt, I've said this many times, I have no doubt, I was on stage during--I ran for president in 2023, not so where you'd notice. But I was on stage with another writer and commentator who said that my support for Ukraine, for U.S. support for Ukraine, would get us into World War III. Well, anybody that thinks capitulating to the barbaric ambitions of dictators will get you into World War III needs to study World War II.

And I say, with some sadness, it was Republicans that led the effort in the 1930s to look the other way, to say it wasn't our fight in Europe. And I got to tell you: I have no doubt that if Vladimir Putin overruns Ukraine, it's only a matter of time before he crosses a border that our men and women in uniform are going to have to go fight him. And so I think we need to stand firm now, call out our Western allies, as the president has rightly done, to do more. But I think the time has come--going back to Article I--that the Senate and the House ought to send those sanctions to the president's desk and send a deafening message that the American people stand for freedom and stand as a leader of the free world.

Alberta: Mr. Vice President, sticking with the Republican Party for a minute, I have this vivid recollection of you and I talking aboard your campaign airplane. It's the fall of 2016--

Pence: It was called Trump Force Two.

Alberta: Well, was it called that during the campaign? During the '16 campaign?

Pence: It was.

Alberta: Okay. Trump Force Two. Well, this was minutes before, you may recall, minutes before the plane went off the tarmac at LaGuardia and almost went into the river. And the ambulances and fire trucks had to come get us off the plane.

Pence: I remember.

Alberta: It was quite an episode. But you told me that evening on the plane--you said that looking back on the Bush era, you said that by about 2006, the Republican Party had lost its way. Those were the words that you used. And as a result of it, the Republican Party then went into this long period in the wilderness. And you were describing this 10 years later, in retrospect. So here we are, late 2025, and I'm curious, as you look back over the last 10 years--but specifically at this moment in the Republican Party with massive spending and tariffs and trade wars and threatening cities with military occupation and taking equity stakes in private companies--has your party once again lost its way?

Pence: Well, thanks for remembering all that history. I'm really humbled by that.

[Laughter]

Pence: I did. I said, under President Bush, we were growing government in the federal level, and I hold the view that the Republican Party needs to be a choice, not an echo. And we lost the majority in 2006. And we would win it back. But when we arrived at the White House in January of 2017, I think part of the reason I was chosen is because candidate Donald Trump ran on and wanted to build an administration--one of the distinguished members of which you heard just a little bit ago, H.R. McMaster--that would hew to that traditional conservative agenda: a strong military, American leadership in the world, standing with our allies, standing up to our enemies, promoting pro-growth tax relief, deregulation, standing for the right to life, standing for values and religious liberty. And I would tell you, Tim, that while the administration did not end the way I wanted it to, and I'll always believe I did my duty on that fateful day four years ago, by God's grace.

[Applause]

Pence: Thank you. But in the days leading up to that, I'm very proud of that record. The first Trump administration--that I like to call the Trump-Pence administration--governed on a conservative agenda. And the reason I jumped in that primary in 2023 was because I sensed that the Republican Party, and even my former running mate, were following what I call the siren song of populism, unmoored to conservative principle. Beginning to embrace a more isolationist view of American foreign policy, as opposed to America as the leader of the free world. Policies that, frankly, expand big government, talk of price controls on a whole range of industries, including our pharmaceutical industries.

And I also, frankly, saw President Trump as a candidate, and others in our party, marginalizing the right to life after what I believe was an extraordinary new beginning for life for the American people, in the overturning of Roe v. Wade. And so I do have a concern, [even] while I'm grateful for the extension of the tax cuts. I am frankly proud of President Trump for taking military action against Iran. I'm grateful that he's gotten to a better place on Ukraine. Because the forces in and around the president in this administration are driving toward that populist agenda. And my calling right now is simply to be a voice for what I think has been the traditional, conservative Reagan agenda. That's the agenda that drew me to the Republican Party.

Alberta: I know that, in talking with friends of yours and kindred spirits, you hold to a belief that once the Trump era passes, and once he has left the national stage, that the party will come back to those traditional conservative values. But I look around, and I see this exodus over the past 10 to 15 years of some of those traditional small-government conservatives in the Republican Party, largely replaced by some of those flame-throwing populists that you've been describing. So I'm wondering where that confidence comes from. Why do you believe that the Republican Party will regain its old, small-government form once Trump exits stage right?

Pence: Because I think President Trump--who, it may surprise you, because he and I are very different people--but we had a very good working relationship for four years. Never had a cross word between us until those fateful days at the end. But I think President Trump has, in effect, changed the leadership of the Republican Party in many respects. But I just don't believe he's changed the Republican Party.

Alberta: You don't?

Pence: No. I've been traveling around the country, without all the company I used to have. I stop people on the street, say hello at the airport, speak at events, speak at schools. And everywhere I go, I've had people come up to me and say kind words about our service. And then Republican-leaning voters will say, "I just agree with your philosophy of government; I really believe that." I think that as long as we hold that banner high, the time will come when people come back to it. And I think that's not only good for the Republican Party--which may not be a real priority for some in the room--but I think when you look at the agenda of a strong America in the world, a strong national defense, a limited government, fiscal responsibility, a respect for values and liberties, that's just good for America. And I think the American people aren't going to have it any other way.

Can I tell you one other anecdote? We're here at the World Trade Center. Last week, our hearts broke on Wednesday. And then on Thursday, I always have a heavy heart on September 11. But I want to give you a little bit of hope about the country.

Back when I was a radio talk-show host, I was interviewing a bunch of Medal of Honor winners from World War II. And this was 1999. And this World War II veteran who had jumped on a hand grenade in a foxhole in Europe, and it went off--I don't even know how I was talking to him--got the Medal of Honor. And he's sitting next to me, and he's obviously a conservative guy and an older fellow. I got pretty comfortable with him, and I said: "Boy, you probably look around at the youth these days and really worry about America, don't you? Being part of the Greatest Generation?"

And all of a sudden his face just changed, and he said, "You don't have the first idea what you're talking about." This was on the air. And I said, "Well, why don't you help me?" So he said: "Growing up in the 1930s, we partied as much as kids do these days. We ran around, we wasted time, drove our parents crazy. But when the time came, we did what needed to be done, because we were Americans. And what you don't understand is that these kids will do the same thing."

Fast-forward two years. The planes hit right here, then at the Pentagon, and then in Shanksville. And the next day, in cities and towns, large and small, there were lines around the block at every recruiting station in America. And I'll never forget, on that day I thought of that man. He was right. I really do believe, at the end of the day, those three words I mentioned that I just saw yesterday in the National Archives. Other than my faith in God, my faith in the American people is boundless. And the American people will steer us back to what they know has always made this country strong and prosperous and free, and they'll always step up and do what needs to be done.

Alberta: I'd like to close the loop on this question of Republicanism in the future. You believe that Trump has not fundamentally changed the party. I would disagree, and the clearest data point would be that the former vice president under Donald Trump was Mike Pence. The current vice president under Donald Trump is J. D. Vance. What do you make of J. D. Vance?

Pence: We've actually never met. He was a pretty harsh critic of our administration during our four years. It's a free country; I never held it against him. He emerged in politics after we had left office. But I have a unique appreciation for that job, and I pray for the vice president; I pray for Usha, and for their little children. And I wish him well in the role that he's in.

Alberta: Did you have any conversations when he was put on the ticket?

Pence: But to your point, I think the time will come when our party is talking about the direction that we're going to take our party, whether it's back to those traditional conservative values as an alternative to a Democrat Party's agenda, or whether we're going to follow a populist--even a progressive--agenda of isolationism, and big government, and shying away from values. I look forward to that debate.

Alberta: 2024 was the first time that you hadn't been on the ballot in decades, and you chose not to endorse President Trump. Obviously, that made some waves, and I'm wondering--with the distance that you had from office--whether you had a newfound appreciation for some of those traditional conservatives who had been reluctant to support him and to support your ticket back in 2016 or again in 2020.

Pence: Well, I'll never understand why they wouldn't support the ticket I was on.

[Laughter]

Pence: But I stayed out of the '24 race. The president and I have an enduring difference about my duties under the Constitution, on a day in January 2021. I always thought he'd come around on that, and the fact that he hasn't remains an issue between us. But I also withheld my endorsement for all the reasons that you helped articulate today. I saw the president beginning to steer away from the agenda that the two of us had governed on. And I couldn't endorse an agenda that led our party in a different direction. Since the outset of the administration, we have tried to be praiseworthy when we see the administration doing those things that I think are consistent with how we governed, and how Republicans would hope for an administration to govern. But we've been willing to take on issues, and even personnel, that we think depart from the standards, values, and principles of Republicans. That's what kept me out.

I just hope to continue to be, among others, an anchor to windward. Because I do think the time will come that either we have a changing of the guard in politics, or we face some other national crisis at home or abroad, and the American people will come back to the things that we know make us strong and prosperous and free. And when that comes, I'm going to be a voice within the Republican Party to carry that.

Alberta: Are you still in contact with the president at all? Even casually, when a grandkid is born or anything like that?

Pence: I don't talk as much to the president as I used to. We had a brief encounter at President Carter's funeral. I congratulated the president, and his countenance softened, and he gave me a vigorous handshake. I congratulated Melania as well. I don't talk to the president as much as I used to, but I have every reason to believe he still listens to me.

Alberta: You do? That's interesting; why do you say that?

Pence: Well, because I know things. One of the best-kept secrets in America--I hope it's an encouragement--is that Donald Trump listens. He does. I would always wait until it was just us alone, because I always thought Walter Mondale put it best; he said the vice president owes the president his opinion once, and in private. And I hewed to that until history and my oath to the Constitution did not permit it.

But I do believe the president listens and is attentive. And so while I'm not in the Oval Office--as I was virtually every day for four years--my hope is to continue to be an influence, to encourage the better angels of his nature. Whatever differences you have with President Donald Trump, he is our president. And we want him to be successful; we want America to be successful. And that's the reason I pray for the president, and that's the reason why I'll continue to try to be a consistent voice for conservative values, so help me God.

Alberta: Let me close with this, Mr. Vice President. Your faith is so central to your life. And I was struck in reading your book that President Trump didn't just put you in danger that day. He put your family in danger. And I know that your family and your wife have had a hard time with that. You had a very hard time with that; you were very angry. Has it been a struggle to forgive President Trump for what he did to you and your family on January 6?

Pence: When we were evacuated, first to my Senate office and then to the loading dock underneath the Capitol, we were witnessing what was happening mostly just on our phones. I've often been asked if I was afraid, and--I don't say this to be self-important--I wasn't afraid. I was angry. I was angry at what I saw, and I found myself thinking: Not this, not here, not in America. To see the capital of the free world desecrated and ransacked, to see law-enforcement officers assaulted--it deeply angered me.

But I will tell you: What was a day of tragedy, I think history will record as a triumph of freedom. Some people express to me, even to this day, appreciation for what we were able to do that day. But I remind people that it was every Republican and every Democrat in the House and Senate who reconvened the very same day, after Capitol Hill Police secured the Capitol, and we completed our work to see to the peaceful transfer of power under the Constitution of the United States. Our institutions held that day. And I believe every member of the Congress and in the Senate deserves to be remembered for that.

But the next morning, I woke up, and as you may recall, the president made statements committing to a peaceful transfer of power. He condemned the rioters; he memorably said, "You will pay." I thought we were back to a good place.

Alberta: So much for that.

Pence: But as the week wore on, I went about my business focusing on the transition. And it was the following Monday after January 6 that his daughter and son-in-law approached my office in the West Wing and said, "Would you be willing to meet with the president? He'd like to talk to you." And I said, "I don't really have anything more to say to him, but if he's got something to say to me, I'll listen to him."

And I will tell you something people in this room may be surprised to hear. I walked down to the Oval Office, back the small hallway to the small dining room where we spent so many meals together. The president was sitting at the end of the table, and he was deeply contrite about what had happened. He truly was. He immediately asked after my family. He said he was not aware that Karen and my daughter were with me.

I said, "They wouldn't leave, Mr. President. I tried to get them to leave the building. They wouldn't go." And then we sat, and we talked all through it. And I again explained to him what I believed my duty was, and how I kept my oath to the Constitution that day. And I also told him that I thought the people that had desecrated the Capitol had done a great disservice to our movement. Because the people that I met through countless rallies, countless events over four and a half years, are some of the most hardworking, decent, God-fearing, law-abiding, patriotic people I've ever met--who would never do something like that there or anywhere else. And I told him that.

But we talked through it. And in the days that followed, we worked together to complete the work of the administration, and we parted amicably. I'll never forget one of our last short meetings in that very same little room. The president--he was in many ways downcast for those remaining weeks of the administration--again he made reference to our disagreement, and I told him that I was praying for him. And at the end of the meeting, I got up and I said: "Well, Mr. President, there's probably two things we may never agree on."

Because when I told him I was praying for him, he said, "Don't bother."

Alberta: He said don't bother praying for him?

Pence: He did, but he said it in a sad tone. So when I got up, I said, "There's probably two things we're never going to agree on."

And he looked up faintly from where he was seated at the end of the table, and he said, "What's that?" And I said: "We're probably never going to agree on what I did that day. And I'm never going to stop praying for you."

And I haven't. Was I angry? Yes. But I have learned, as a follower of Jesus Christ, that when you pray for people consistently, forgiveness flows out of that eventually. And I believe I've forgiven the president from my heart. I haven't forgotten; I haven't compromised or said I have a different view of matters. But I've forgiven him from my heart. And I think forgiveness might be one of our scarcest natural resources these days. We could all do well to think about being more forgiving to one another.

I went to the inauguration, because I felt the former vice president should be there. I'd gone to the inauguration of President Biden, and I went to President Trump's inauguration. And I had a senator walk up to me there, and he said, "Good to see you, Mr. Vice President. I'm glad you're here." But then he said to me with a sigh, "It's a funny business we're in, isn't it?"

I put my hand on his shoulder, and I said: "It's not a business. It's a country."

And he all of a sudden said, "You're right." But sometimes I think the political debate devolves into entertainment or jousting, when in fact we've got to find a way to be together. We've got to find a way to work out our differences in a principled way. And I think the way we work out our differences is if each of us will stand without apology upon the common ground of the Constitution of the United States of America. It is the common ground, and it was fashioned to bring together disparate voices and disparate ideals into an environment where those could be resolved and we could move forward as a nation.

I'm very hopeful about the future, because I have great faith in the American people, but I also have faith in God--that he's always had his hand on this nation. And he'll see us through. I think we've got great challenges ahead, and most of them are going to be across oceans. My son is a major in the United States Marine Corps; he's currently deployed. One of my unworthy son-in-laws is a lieutenant commander in the United States Navy.

[Laughter]

In our family, it's very personal. My dad fought in combat in Korea. I think decisions that we make as Americans--collectively working through the political process--are going to have a great deal to say about what the rest of this century looks like and how much it mirrors the first half of the last century. So, the stakes are high, and we've got to come together. I believe we will, and I hope my presence here today gives some evidence of the fact that it all begins when we start talking to each other, listening to each other. And I thank you for your kind attention today.

Alberta: Mr. Vice President, thank you for being here.
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The Running Mate Kamala Harris Didn't Dare Choose

"I love Pete," she writes in her new book. But picking a gay man would have been too risky.

by Jonathan Lemire




Updated at 1:40 p.m. ET on September 18, 2025.

As Kamala Harris rushed to pick a running mate last year, her "first choice" was her close friend Pete Buttigieg, but she decided that it would be "too big of a risk" for a Black woman to run with a gay man.

Buttigieg "would have been an ideal partner--if I were a straight white man," Harris writes in a passage of her soon-to-be-released book, 107 Days, that I saw. "But we were already asking a lot of America: to accept a woman, a Black woman, a Black woman married to a Jewish man. Part of me wanted to say, Screw it, let's just do it. But knowing what was at stake, it was too big of a risk."

"And I think Pete also knew that--to our mutual sadness."

Harris instead selected Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, and the two went on to lose to Donald Trump. Her honest recounting of that decision--much more candid than I usually see in political memoirs--highlights one of the core challenges facing Democrats, especially as they try to refocus their message ahead of the next presidential election, in 2028. After years of highlighting and celebrating the historic characteristics of their nominees, many in the party are now embracing a singular focus: who can win.

The constant battle: The first excerpt from Kamala Harris' 107 Days

Harris writes that Buttigieg originally topped the eight names on her vetting list because "he is a sincere public servant with the rare talent of being able to frame liberal arguments in a way that makes it possible for conservatives to hear them."

"I love Pete," she wrote. "I love working with Pete. He and his husband, Chasten, are friends."

Buttigieg fell out of the running before Harris narrowed down her list to a few finalists. A person familiar with their conversations told me that the two did not discuss her reasoning. Spokespeople for Harris and Buttigieg declined to comment.

The two leaders got to know each other as they both ran for president in 2020, when Buttigieg was the party's unexpected breakout star. The former mayor of the small city of South Bend, Indiana, Buttigieg adopted a "go anywhere and say yes to anything" media mantra that put him in front of every camera and microphone possible as he tried to grow his name recognition. Not even 40 years old at the time, the Rhodes Scholar and former naval intelligence officer quickly became one of the party's most effective communicators and surprised many with his strong performance in the Iowa caucuses. Even after his bid fizzled, he won admiration from the party's eventual nominee, Joe Biden, who compared him to his late son, Beau, and later appointed Buttigieg as his secretary of transportation.

During Buttigieg's tumultuous tenure at the Department of Transportation, the nation began traveling again after the coronavirus pandemic, and airlines struggled with pilot shortages and an avalanche of flight delays. But he remained a sought-after spokesperson for the party, often venturing where few of his fellow Democrats dared to go--Fox News and other conservative media outlets--to sell the Biden agenda.

When Biden abandoned his reelection campaign in July 2024, after his disastrous debate performance, he handed the party's mantle to his vice president. Buttigieg was suggested as a possible running mate by allies, who touted his high name recognition and ability to act as an attack dog; they also noted that his age (he was just 42) would help Harris make the race about generational change and distance herself from the then-81-year-old Biden.

Democrats are still debating Joe Biden's decision to run

Harris wrote about how her life was upended when she became Biden's running mate in 2020, and her awareness that she was about to "cause the same sudden swerve in someone else's life."

In the brief passage that I saw, which is separate from and unrelated to the excerpt The Atlantic published last week, Harris doesn't explain to readers whether Walz knew that he wasn't her initial favorite. The Minnesota governor had burst onto the national stage weeks earlier with a series of buzzy national cable interviews, and Harris has said that she liked his mix of Midwest folksiness and progressive bona fides. But after a well-received convention address, Walz became something of a nonentity on the campaign trail and turned in a middling performance in his one debate with J. D. Vance.

Walz announced this week that he will seek a third term as governor. Teddy Tschann, a spokesperson for Walz, told me in a statement that Buttigieg is "outstanding."

"The party's lucky to have such a deep bench of talent," he said. "Now we need everyone out on the field making our case ahead of '28."

Most Democrats do not believe that Harris's choice of running mate played much of a role in the outcome of the election. As they scramble to find their next generation of leaders, Harris is providing a blunt message on just how much diversity voters can handle on a ticket. Ahead of the 2020 election, Harris moved to the left along with most presidential hopefuls and many primary voters, a shift that included an embrace of progressive policies on issues such as policing and immigration. The party debated gender politics, such as pronouns and transgender rights, and there was a heavy focus on the backgrounds and identities of its candidates. By 2024, Democrats seemed out of step with a country that appeared more focused on kitchen-table issues. Trump fanned the electorate's doubts, wielding the word woke as a slur and attacking Harris for being too liberal. One ad, pillorying Harris's defense of transgender rights, was later credited by pollsters for helping him make gains with key voting demographics such as Black and Latino men.

Democrats' previous two attempts to make history with their nominees failed: Hillary Clinton lost to Trump in 2016, and Harris did the same eight years later. Some Democrats wonder whether embracing pioneering candidates cost the party the elections. Last November, Trump continued to gain strong support from white men while also making real inroads with Latinos and smaller strides with Black men and young voters.

The rumored and early list of possible 2028 presidential candidates includes Maryland Governor Wes Moore, California Governor Gavin Newsom, Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, and Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro, as well as Buttigieg, Walz, and, of course, Harris. In the weeks after the election, Harris told confidants that she would likely not run again--only to privately say in recent months that she would consider it. Her book, set to be released Tuesday, will surely be viewed by some as a first step toward another possible campaign.



An earlier version of this article stated that Pete Buttigieg nearly won the Iowa caucuses in 2020. While he lost the popular vote, he narrowly won the state-delegate equivalents.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/09/kamala-harris-running-mate-pete-buttigieg/684249/?utm_source=feed
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How Originalism Killed the Constitution

A radical legal philosophy has undermined the process of constitutional evolution.
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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 U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit 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. Circuit. "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. Circuit 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 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." It originally stated that Antonin Scalia, Robert Bork, and Clarence Thomas had served on the D.C. Court of Appeals. In fact, they served on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the D.C. Circuit. It also originally stated that J. Harvie Wilkinson III was retired. In fact, he is a judge on the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals.
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Ukraine's Plan to Starve the Russian War Machine

Negotiations have stalled. Trump keeps changing his policies. Ukrainians, backed by Europeans, are taking matters into their own hands.    

by Anne Applebaum




Updated at 10:58 ET on September 25, 2025

In one section of a sprawling warehouse in central Ukraine, workers have stacked what appear to be small airplane wings in neat rows. In another section, a group of men is huddled around what looks like the body of an aircraft, adjusting an electronic panel. In makeshift locations elsewhere in Ukraine, workers are producing these electronic panels from scratch: This company wants to use as few imported parts as possible, avoiding anything American, anything Chinese. Jewelers, I was told, have turned out to be well suited for this kind of finicky manufacturing. Ukraine's justly celebrated manicurists are good at it too.

They are not alone in being new to the job. Everyone in this factory had a different profession three years ago, because this factory did not exist three years ago. Nor did the Ukrainian drone industry, of which it forms part. Whatever their job description before Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, everyone at this production site is now part of a major shift in the politics and economics of the war, one that hasn't been fully understood by all of Ukraine's allies.

Once almost entirely dependent on imports of weapons from abroad, the Ukrainians are now producing millions of drones, large and small, as well as other kinds of weapons, every year. They are using them most famously on the front line, where they have prevented the Russians from making large-scale gains this year, despite dire headlines, and where they have ensured that any territory occupied by the Russians comes at a terrible price, in equipment and lives. The Ukrainians have also used sea drones to clear their Black Sea coast of Russian ships, an accomplishment that seemed impossible even to imagine at the start of the war.

Finally, they are using drones to hit distant targets, deep inside Russia, and lately they are hitting so many military objects, refineries, and pipelines that some Ukrainians believe they can do enough damage to force the Russians to end the war. On Monday, they once again struck Gazprom's fuel-processing plant in Astrakhan, for example, one of the largest gas-chemical complexes in the world and an important source of both gasoline and diesel. Yesterday, they hit a key part of an oil pipeline in Bryansk. Presumably President Volodymyr Zelensky transmitted this optimism to President Donald Trump, who again upended his administration's previous policies yesterday and declared that Ukraine is "in a position to fight and WIN all of Ukraine back in its original form."

The company that I visited, Fire Point, specializes in weaponry for these long-range attacks, producing large drones that can travel up to 1,400 kilometers and stay in the air for seven hours. Fire Point recently attracted attention for its newest product, the Flamingo cruise missile, which can hit targets at 3,000 kilometers, and the company is testing ballistic missiles, too. These capabilities have put Fire Point at the cutting edge of Ukraine's most ambitious strategy: the campaign to damage Russian refineries, pipeline stations, and other economic assets, especially oil-related assets. Trump has still never applied any real pressure on Russia, and is slowly lifting the Biden administration's sanctions by refusing to update them. By targeting Russia's oil and gas industry, the Ukrainians have been applying "sanctions" on their own.

Read: Ukraine's most lethal soldiers

This campaign is not new. I spoke with a Ukrainian officer responsible for helping coordinate the long-range-bombing campaign, and he told me that "sporadic" attempts to hit targets deep in Russia began immediately after the start of the invasion. After the Ukrainians received some American drones under the aegis of a program called Phoenix Ghost, their efforts became more serious. Made for different kinds of wars, the American drones were susceptible to Russian jamming, and the U.S. imposed restrictions on their use. One former soldier now involved in drone manufacturing told me that the Ukrainians weren't necessarily prepared to use them either. He and some colleagues found boxes of drones in a warehouse along with some other U.S. equipment in the first year of the war, and figured out how to use them from videos they found on the internet. Only later did they receive real instruction. (I agreed not to identify the officer or the former soldier, who fear for their security.)

Whatever their faults, these American donations did inspire the creation of long-range-drone units. Some are part of the military; others are connected to Ukrainian intelligence. As they grew to understand the technology, the commanders of these units, just like the teams deploying battlefield drones and sea drones, concluded that they needed their own drones, as well as their own drone research and development, with a constant feedback loop between the operators on the front lines and the industrial engineers. As the officer told me, "Everything interesting started a year ago, when the Armed Forces of Ukraine started to receive mass numbers of Ukrainian-made drones." Once their own production lines were in place, they were not trapped by technology invented somewhere else, and they could continually update it to counter advances in Russian tactics and electronic-warfare technology: "What we had two years ago or a year ago," the officer said, "it's dramatically different from what we are operating right now." A weapon that worked last winter might no longer have been useful over the summer.

As a result of both new technology and expanded capacity, the numbers of attacks inside Russia have increased. The officer told me that Ukraine's long-range-drone units now launch several dozen strikes on Russia every night.

Until recently, the impact of the long-range-drone campaign was hard to measure. The Ukrainians do not always admit to hitting targets deep inside Russia, and many of the targets are in obscure places, where no one is around to record the strike on a cellphone. Russian authorities also make a major effort to hide these strikes and the damage they do, both from their own population and from the rest of the world. On one occasion, Ukrainians learned from satellite pictures that their drones had successfully struck a military airport. They could see debris, oil spills, and other evidence of a successful attack. Just three hours later, all of that evidence was gone: The Russians had cleared the airfield and cleaned the tarmac.

Sometimes evidence emerges anyway, usually via a home video, posted to Telegram, made by a Russian who happens to be near a burning factory or exploding refinery and is shouting for his wife to come and look. But even so, it can be hard to know whether these dramatic fires are caused by drones or by Ukraine's even more clandestine sabotage campaign inside Russia, alleged to have both Russian and Ukrainian participants. The vacuum has left the field open for what the officer called "fake experts," and sometimes false claims from those who want to steal credit.

But the Ukrainian military does keep careful track of the damage being done, and has thought carefully about how to prioritize certain targets. It has disrupted airports and hit weapons factories and depots. The Ukrainian officer told me that, early on in the war, his colleagues realized that the Russians are not deterred by the deaths of their soldiers: "Russia can sustain extremely high levels of casualties and losses in human lives. They don't care about people's lives." However, "it is painful for them to lose money." They need money to fund their oligarchy, as well as to bribe their soldiers to fight: "So naturally, we need to reduce the amount of money available for them." Oil and oil products provide the majority of Russia's state income. This is how the oil industry became the Ukrainians' most important target.

The campaign against the oil industry has been helped by the degradation of Russian air defenses, which had been moved closer to the border of Ukraine and at the moment aren't numerous enough to cover every possible economic target across a very large country. Since August, 16 of 38 Russian refineries have been hit, some multiple times. Among them are facilities in Samara, Krasnodar, Volgograd, Novokuibyshevsk, and Ryazan, among others, as well as oil depots in Sochi; an oil terminal at Primorsk, in the Baltic; and pumping stations along another pipeline that supplies crude oil in Ust-Luga, in the northern part of the Baltic. In August, the Ukrainians also hit the Unecha pumping station, a crucial part of the Druzhba pipeline that links Russia and Europe and still supplies oil to Hungary and Slovakia, the two European countries that have sought to block or undermine sanctions (and the only two European NATO states who, alongside Turkey, import Russian oil at all).

Read: Ukraine's warning to the world's other military forces

The result: Russian overall oil exports are now at their lowest point since the start of the war, and the Russians are running out of oil at home. The commander of Ukraine's Unmanned Systems Forces has said that more than a fifth of Russian refining capacity has been destroyed. The regime has banned the export of refined oil products, because there isn't enough for the domestic market. Gas stations are closed or badly supplied in areas across the country, including the suburbs of Moscow and St. Petersburg. Telegram accounts post videos of cars waiting in enormous lines. Earlier this month, Izvestiya, a state-owned newspaper, actually admitted to its readers that severe fuel shortages are spreading across central and eastern Russia, as well as in Crimea, a problem it attributed, laughably, to "the seasonal increase in fuel demand and the growth of tourism activity."

Quietly, Europeans are backing Ukraine's strategy. The Germans will invest $10.5 billion in support for Ukraine this year and next, a large chunk of which will be spent building drones. Sweden has pledged $7.4 billion. The European Union's decision to invest $6 billion in a "Drone Alliance" with Ukraine is mostly designed to build anti-drone defenses along Europe's eastern border, but that money will also accelerate production and benefit Ukraine as well.

Both the Ukrainians and their European allies are also looking harder at the so-called shadow fleet, the oil tankers now traveling around the world under flags of convenience, fraudulent flags, or no flags at all, carrying illicit Russian oil. Many are old, dangerous boats, with inexperienced crew and little or no insurance. Some have been involved in accidents already, and they could do real environmental damage in the Baltic Sea. Sweden, Germany, and Denmark have all announced that they will check the papers of these shadow tankers and sanction those that aren't insured, adding them to a growing list of sanctioned ships. The point, for the moment, is not just to protect the environment but to raise the costs of Russian oil exports and thus to reduce the amount of money flowing into Russia and back up Ukraine's air campaign. More extreme measures, including banning these unmarked, uninsured ships from the Baltic altogether, are under consideration too.

But that will take time, which no one in Ukraine wants to waste. No one wants to wait for Trump to impose new sanctions on Russia either. Drones, which can defend the front line and take the battle deep into Russia, can do more. In an address to the nation on September 14, Zelensky put it very clearly: "The most effective sanctions--the ones that work the fastest--are the fires at Russia's oil refineries, its terminals, oil depots." In the absence of an American policy that offers something other than rhetoric, the Ukrainians, backed by Europe, will pursue their own solution.
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Back to School in Gaza

When the air strikes are over, the teacher resumes her lesson.

by Ghada Abdulfattah




In Gaza, as in much of the world, September usually means sharpened pencils, pressed uniforms, and the first day of class. This year, the month arrived with bombed-out buildings, new displacement orders, and worsening famine.

At 10 on a hot Sunday morning in the southern city of Khan Younis, a teacher named Alaa Abu Sabt stood before a group of about 20 children. They were gathered in what everyone in their camp calls "the educational tent"--though the only signs that the structure was being used as a school were some pencils, stacks of loose paper, a single jar of crayons, and a blackboard, balanced precariously between two broken chairs.

"Let us wait a little more until the others come," Alaa told the children. That morning, a water truck from an aid organization had arrived, and most of the students had been busy waiting in line and hauling jerricans back to their tents. Some slipped into class late, dusty and out of breath. Alaa reminded a boy named Usaid to shake the sand from his sandals before stepping onto the thin sheet spread across the dirt floor.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: Gaza's suffering is unprecedented

The day I visited, to get the kids settled, Alaa began her class with drawing. She passed around paper and the jar of crayons--fragments of salvaged wax, some melted into odd shapes. Usaid lives in a tent with his parents, three siblings, and an uncle's family, but he sketched a house of colored squares where each child has their own room.

The school has "no bathrooms, no water," Alaa told me. "When a child needs the bathroom, they have to run back to their tent." Alaa earns no salary for her teaching. She has reached out to aid groups for materials but met with little success. "I am in need of the basics," she told me--pens, paper, pencils. "But they are very expensive, if they can be found at all." No one has textbooks; backpacks are a rarity. "It feels like a luxury to even imagine those things now," she said.

Hunger is constant. Parents sometimes send their children to the school tent just to distract them from their empty stomachs. "Do they focus? Of course not," Alaa said with a weary smile.

In a humanitarian emergency, survival comes first. Palestine has one of the highest literacy rates in the world--98 percent. But now, education is necessarily a lower priority in Gaza than safety, food, water, and medical care. This hierarchy means that for many children here, classrooms have become little more than shelters from hunger, grief, and fear.

Classes in Gaza had only just started when the war began two years ago. Schools quickly became shelters for displaced families, mattresses crammed into classrooms where desks once stood. Many of these refuges have since been obliterated. As of this year, almost all of Gaza's schools have been damaged or destroyed.

Last year the Palestinian Authority, based in Ramallah, in the West Bank, began offering "virtual schools" for children in Gaza, allowing them to register for online classes led by teachers in the West Bank. The curriculum was meant to make up for lost learning by condensing two academic years into one, having students focus on just the core content of each subject.

"On paper, it is a solution; in practice, it is nearly impossible," Alaa said. Many kids don't even have access to pens, let alone laptops or other devices that would allow them to attend virtual classes. Even when they do, electricity is scarce, internet connections are unreliable, and families are preoccupied with finding food, water, and shelter.

Alaa and other volunteers within the camp instruct children from grades one through 10. The younger kids are taught Arabic, math, and English; the older kids also learn science, physics, and chemistry. Alaa tries to follow the curriculum, but without reliable internet or other supplies, she is often forced to improvise.

Claire Porter Robbins: Giving birth in Gaza

Many of the children in her classes don't even know what grade they should be in. "Before the war, I was supposed to be in first grade," a young girl named Manal said. "Now ... I don't know. Maybe second. No, third." Most of the third graders now struggle with basic reading and writing.

Ahmed and Mahmoud often arrive late. Their father was killed a couple months ago while trying to bring food home from an aid-distribution center. Aya, who lost her father during the third week of the war, brings her 4-year-old sister, Ameera, to class because there's no one to look after her at home. Ghada's brother also died early in the conflict. Manal's father has been missing since November 2023, she told me; Israeli forces took him at the checkpoint while he and his family fled south from Gaza City. Alaa herself lost a brother in an Israeli air strike.

This is Alaa's fourth school tent since the war began. For months, she taught out of the tent she was living in until she was able to find a separate one to use as a school--but then that tent and its replacement were destroyed by Israeli air strikes. The children are so used to the sound of strikes that they can tell whether they're coming from a plane, a drone, or a ship. On the day I visited, Alaa was teaching math when the air filled with the low buzz of Israeli surveillance drones, followed by the thud of nearby explosions. The children flinched. Some looked toward the flap of the tent, ready to bolt. Usaid tried to reassure them. "Do not be afraid," he said.

Alaa waited until the bombing stopped, and then resumed her lesson.
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Flying Over My Battered Homeland

From the back of a cargo plane dropping humanitarian aid into Gaza, I could envision a better future.

by Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib




We were stuck in a holding pattern, circling in Jordanian airspace near the border with Israel while awaiting the order to proceed. Our five-plane aerial convoy was part of a Jordan- and United Arab Emirates-led effort to air-drop food into the Gaza Strip, to mitigate the disastrous humanitarian conditions that its population is facing almost two years into the war. Once we received permission, we flew over Israel and out to the Mediterranean Sea. And then, as we descended to 2,000 feet, I was able to see my home for the first time in 20 years.

In some desolated areas, there was nothing left standing. But I was also able to spot some pockets of life that had not yet been entirely destroyed. Tents covered long stretches of the dusty landscape. And from above, I could see Israel Defense Forces convoys and camps, maneuvering tanks, and the flash of ongoing strikes. The back of the plane opened, and I watched the pallets of aid slide out and deploy their parachutes.

The airdrop was a stop-gap solution; it could not possibly deliver aid at the necessary scale. But it was also a pragmatic way to surge food to Gaza's civilian population. Delivering food by truck is a time-consuming process requiring coordination with the Israeli authorities and cooperation with local NGOs to distribute the aid within the Strip. By early summer, as Israeli restrictions effectively halted such deliveries, the situation within Gaza grew desperate. Even after deliveries resumed, much of the population remained dangerously malnourished.

Airdrops allow civilians immediate and direct access to food, bypassing the complicated and dangerous process of delivery and distribution on the ground. The method isn't without its challenges. Dropping heavy packages runs the risk of injuring people on the ground. On a per-pound basis, it's a much more expensive way to deliver the food. But at the moment, no perfect mechanism exists for delivering aid in Gaza. And as the Israeli military's ground invasion of Gaza City in the north promises to compound the suffering of the Strip's civilians, every bit of aid helps.

Claire Porter Robbins: 'We're trying to do the best we can before we die'

I spent my time at the King Abdullah air-force base in Jordan, where the flights originated, talking with crews and volunteers about why they backed the aid drops. Many cited the difficulty of getting aid into the Strip; the drops gave them a chance to help. Indonesia sent two C-130 aircraft to participate in the airdrops. The country lacks diplomatic relations with Israel, but the airdrops gave it a mechanism to help Palestinian civilians. And beyond the immediate assistance they provided, the airdrops demonstrated something else, too: Gaza's airspace can be reopened, in a way that addresses Israel's security concerns.

Seeing Gaza in ruins has redoubled my determination to do two things. The first is to expose Hamas's criminality and the futility of its terror, which has led to the annihilation of Gaza. And the second is to secure a better future for the people of Gaza, by pushing for pragmatic solutions.

The insistence on comprehensive solutions has held back progress. We cannot wait until the fighting stops, the hostages are released, and Hamas retreats before starting to make necessary changes. Instead of arguing about a day-after plan, discussions should focus on today. I've been pushing for greater international cooperation, the involvement of regional actors in stabilization, and community-centric governance--under the auspices of what I've called the Gaza Transitional Service.

But any transitional plan should focus on restoring access to the Strip, with an independent mechanism for entry and exit, and freedom of movement within it, in a manner that addresses Israeli security needs. The most creative solutions are also, given the current constraints, perhaps the most pragmatic. An artificial peninsula could be constructed on the coast of the Gaza Strip, built in phases from the rubble that the war has produced. Even a small peninsula could host a basic airfield and seaport to facilitate the movement of people and aid, severing Gaza's unhealthy dependency on Israel and Egypt. And over time, it could be enlarged to accommodate expanded facilities. Multilateral parties trusted by Israel, the Palestinians, and the United States could provide technical, security, and logistical support and services to ensure compliance with necessary codes and standards.

Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: Hamas wants Gaza to starve

The same pragmatism on display in the flights over Gaza provides the best chance for overcoming entrenched divisions and narratives. The immediacy of the horror unfolding in Gaza City, and the cataclysmic conditions facing civilians there, should not foreclose the possibility of thinking about a better future. Gaza's population, which has suffered immensely, is in desperate need of security, prosperity, stability, and a fundamentally different path forward.
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The Art of the Decline

How Trump's dealmaking has degraded American foreign policy

by Vivek Viswanathan




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

The sight of the Indian, Russian, and Chinese heads of state holding hands in late August led even Donald Trump to concede that the U.S. had "lost" India and Russia to China. But the president suggested that he wasn't bothered: "May they have a long and prosperous future together!" he wrote on Truth Social.

Behind the display of bravado, Trump must surely have sensed that his approach to foreign policy was catching up with him. His signature style, which involves breaking trust with America's friends while alternately cozying up to and lashing out at its competitors, rests on a notion central to his self-conception: the deal.

As dealmaker in chief, Trump has turned U.S. trade negotiations into a series of deals, haggled with Nvidia and AMD on China exports so America could get in on the deal, and called an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement the "ultimate deal." He covets the Nobel Peace Prize, ostensibly as a tribute to his dealmaking prowess.

Read: So, about those big trade deals

Yet Trump has little to show for his methods: no end to the war in Ukraine, no new modus vivendi with Russia or China, no progress on Middle East peace, no breakthroughs on trade, and certainly no Nobel Peace Prize. The recent rupture in relations with India follows breaches with Europe and Canada. Mexico may be next.

Why is Trump's dealmaking backfiring so spectacularly? The answer may lie in his dismissal of an important bit of American dealmaking folklore: namely, that a deal is a deal.

Several aspects of Trump's posture, although ill-suited to the current moment, are not new. He hesitates to make long-term commitments and has a penchant for acting alone--traits he shares with a unilateralist strain in U.S. foreign-policy making that persisted well into the 20th century. He takes pride in driving a hard bargain, as have other tough American negotiators, including Dean Acheson, John Foster Dulles, Henry Kissinger, and James Baker.

But a crucial difference separates these statesmen from Trump's team: They were credible. They knew that American power and influence depended on the conviction, among both friends and enemies, that if the U.S. reached an agreement, it would keep its word. And they knew that America would cease to be able to reach agreements if it could not be counted on to deliver on its commitments.

At times the concern with credibility was excessive. It kept the country from cutting its losses as quickly as it needed to, for instance in Vietnam and more recently in Afghanistan. But the underlying idea was that a reputation for keeping commitments would deter enemies and attract friends. Allies who felt confident that America would keep its promises were willing to accede even to disadvantageous requests--such as equipping their militaries with hardware that only the U.S. made, or forswearing nuclear weapons despite living in a nuclear-armed neighborhood, or endorsing Washington's sanctions or export controls on powers that might otherwise have been friendly to them.

When America goes back on its word, leaving allies exposed, such countries learn their lesson and start hedging. Having paid a price for relying on America, they draw closer to others they may need to depend on in the future. They are less receptive when America asks them to take costly action to serve American interests, because the payoff of America reciprocating the goodwill is no longer there. America may then try to extract concessions with threats in place of promises, but even this may be ineffective, because a country that can't be trusted to fulfill a promise also can't be trusted to rescind a threat.

James Baker, who came to his posts atop the Treasury and State Departments with next to no diplomatic chops but ample experience cutting deals as a Texas lawyer, echoed that point when asked about the secret to his success. "The worst thing you can do, in my opinion, in a negotiation is to get caught in a lie," he said in 2020, reflecting at age 90 on his long career. "Then it's almost all over, because the other guy thinks to himself, Boy, I can't trust anything this fellow says."

That about sums up U.S. foreign policy today: No one trusts what we say.

Trump, like any president, has the right to develop his own foreign policy, and no one should pursue a policy just because a predecessor did so. Yet just as judges appeal to precedent to create stability and predictability in the law, policy makers must be attentive to the risks of casually discarding their nation's commitments. This is especially true for commitments that touch on what the historians Philip Zelikow and Ernest May called "capital-P" policies--policies that have a "deep underpinning" in America's history and embody "widely held views regarding national interests" as well as "widely accepted axioms about how a nation should behave."

Read: Trump is right that Pax Americana is over

One can argue that Trump was elected to disrupt the old elite nostrums. But Trump is not only disrupting his predecessors' deals--whether NATO or AUKUS or the World Health Organization or the Paris Agreement. He's undermining his own diplomacy.

He imposed tariffs on Canada and Mexico because he had complaints about the 2020 agreement between America and those two countries--a treaty that he negotiated and championed in his first term. He promised European allies that he would levy sanctions on Russia if Vladimir Putin didn't agree to a cease-fire in Ukraine--then concluded his summit with Putin in Alaska without any such agreement. He slapped a 50 percent tariff on India months after he'd welcomed Narendra Modi to the Oval Office, toasted him as his "great friend," and committed to doubling trade between the two nations by 2030. South Korea promised to ramp up investment in U.S. manufacturing, only for Trump to follow up a recent meeting with the country's new president by arresting hundreds of Korean workers in an immigration raid at a Hyundai construction site in Georgia. Even countries that have not experienced Trump's betrayal directly can read the signs, which aren't subtle.

China and Russia have long sought to rewire the world for their own purposes and recruit others to their cause. They now have a target-rich environment. And they recognize that even when Trump is mad at them, the threatened consequences--new tariffs, export controls on chips, sanctions, or security guarantees to countries that are countering their ambitions--are either never imposed or quickly rolled back once Trump determines that they may cost him politically.

China has held firm in the face of Trump's tariffs and been rewarded with the option to purchase U.S.-designed chips that are foundational to global leadership in artificial intelligence. Russia has pocketed the gain in stature from Trump's diplomatic overtures and conceded nothing in return. Trump inverts the motto popularized by his onetime secretary of defense Jim Mattis: Instead of "no better friend, no worse enemy," Trump's America is a fickle friend that leaves the field to its opponents.

In the short term, Trump has scored some legitimate wins: NATO allies have promised to pay more for their own defense, Asian allies have offered more favorable terms of trade, and Ukraine has granted the U.S. expanded access to crucial minerals. But as his relentless pressure on allies becomes the new normal, those allies have every reason to adapt to protect themselves rather than accede to his demands.

Trump has now been the primary actor in both American and global politics for more than a decade. No one can argue that he, or the MAGA movement he leads, is a passing phenomenon. And no country's leadership is under any illusion about what a deal with Trump is worth.

And so a number of countries are seeking to "de-risk" from America--to diversify supply chains, reduce dependency on American technology, and strengthen partnerships with other countries--in the same way America once pushed them to "de-risk" from China. What was conspicuous at the summit last month was not only the links between Russia and China, who professed a "no limits" partnership several years ago, but also the eagerness of countries such as India, Egypt, Turkey, and Vietnam--all of which the U.S. has courted over the better part of several decades--to join this ascendant club.

America continues to have a stronger hand than any other single country in the world, but its power is not unlimited. The rest of the world produces more than two-thirds of all goods and services, and the U.S. lags behind China in both manufacturing capacity and leadership in several important technologies.

Trump may want to restore America's industrial base, make the U.S. preeminent in the industries of the future, pay less for troop deployments, counter China and Iran, and curb the drug trade, but he cannot make these things happen by himself. And the more he tries, the more the flaws in his strategy are exposed. His promises to end wars--in the case of Russia's invasion of Ukraine, in 24 hours--have gone nowhere. Rather than striking deals, he issues angry missives on Truth Social.

Marco Rubio, Trump's national security adviser and secretary of state, once suggested that his predecessors in the Biden administration would be "polite and orderly caretakers of America's decline." The irony is that while Trump has taken pride in being neither polite nor orderly, the decline in America's position has been swifter than nearly anyone imagined. There is no easy way to reverse it--but a president who knows how to strike a deal could make a worthy start.
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Understanding Zionism

The movement for Jewish settlement of Palestine resembles other nationalisms of its era.

by Arash Azizi




One summer in Brooklyn, a controversy broke out in my dog-park group chat. Dedicated to the upkeep of the park and welfare of our canines, our chat had never indulged in politics before. But someone was now complaining that a dog-insurance company was "Zionist," and a passionate debate ensued.

This American-based company's founders were of Israeli nationality, and that was apparently enough to earn their company the epithet. Not that even such a tenuous link is necessary. I've seen actors, chefs, and writers pejoratively called "Zionist" by those who mean to disqualify or exclude them. To criticize someone for supporting, say, the Israeli government or its war in Gaza is one thing. But this charge is broader and vaguer, uttered sometimes in circumstances with no reference to Israel, and in many cases as little more than an anti-Semitic dog whistle.

I'm probably the only Middle Eastern member of that park group chat. I'm also a historian by training. I jumped in to say that I didn't think Zionist should be used as a term of derision. Zionism is a nationalist movement, I insisted, and like other nationalist movements, it has a story rooted in the 19th century--one that is neither all good nor all bad. To call someone a Zionist as an insult is as strange as attacking someone for being a Ghanaian or Chinese nationalist. I'm not sure how many people I convinced. But to me the history of Zionism bears revisiting as a reminder of its impetus and early diversity.

The modern Zionist movement began 128 years ago, in August of 1897, with a congress of about 200 people in a concert hall in Basel, Switzerland. Chief among the Jewish leaders who'd convened the meeting was the Hungarian-born lawyer and journalist Theodor Herzl, whose long beard and charismatic personality gave him a Messiah-like air. The central idea under discussion was at once simple and revolutionary: that Jews, then living mostly in Europe, should build a new society in Ottoman Palestine.

Yair Rosenberg: America's anti-Jewish assassins are making the case for Zionism

Many Jews recognized Palestine as their ancestral homeland; it was once the site of a Jewish state, but the Romans destroyed it in a number of sieges occurring from the first century B.C.E. to the second century C.E. and gradually drove out the region's Jewish majority by about the fourth century. By the time of the Zionist congress, most of Palestine's population consisted of Arab Muslims and Christians, although Jews retained a majority in the holy city of Jerusalem.

The idea that the Jews of Europe might return to Palestine was not new. Jewish activists, such as German socialist thinker Moses Hess, advocated it in the 19th century; in the 17th century Jewish Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza predicted that a Jewish state would eventually rise. Various world leaders, including France's Napoleon Bonaparte and Lord Palmerston of Britain, also floated the idea at various times. In 1881, in reaction to pogroms in Russia, Jewish groups that called themselves Lovers of Zion began organizing migration to Palestine and helped establish agricultural settlements there.

The congress in Basel, however, was where Zionists established two things that would pave the way to their success: a defined program and an organization. Ever pragmatic, Herzl wanted Zionists to seek permission from the Ottoman empire for the legal settlement of Palestine, rather than simply migrating there as individuals.

The Zionist Organization, founded at the Basel congress, was financed by membership fees. Unlike previous efforts, it grew rapidly. The Lovers of Zion had only had 23 branches in Russia before 1897. Within a year of the Basel congress, Russia alone had 356 Zionist branches. The Zionist Organization grew to 100,000 members by 1900 and 800,000 by 1923.

The delegates at Basel were all men. Seventeen women attended as participants; women would not be allowed to vote until the following year. The delegates came from about 20 countries, almost all European, although one came from French Algeria, five from America, and four from Palestine. Due to anti-Semitic laws the Swiss had passed in 1893, kosher meat was not locally available and had to be imported from Germany.

Within a few years of the congress, Herzl would die. The Ottoman empire would collapse after the First World War. But Herzl's pragmatism would continue to inform the movement's methods as Palestine passed into British hands. So would the purpose and character of the meeting in Basel.

As a nationalist movement, Zionism was very much in tune with the fin de siecle Europe from which it arose. A group of men gathering in a concert hall in the hope of founding a new country: The idea sounds outlandish today. The zeitgeist of the late 19th century, however, was rife with such projects--national movements seeking to carve sovereign spaces out of the old empires.

Detractors of Israel often point out that the country came into existence only recently. But the same is true of many European states. In fact, Zionism was at least in part a response to the nationalist problematic of that period: Czechs, Poles, and other European ethnic groups had begun advocating for their own states, but they didn't always count their Jewish brethren as part of these political projects. Zionists argued that Jews needed their own country.

At the time of the Basel conference, the Zionist movement encompassed a variety of viewpoints. One early division pitted the "political" Zionists--who thought the Jews should seek a political license to settle Palestine en masse--against the "practical" ones, who thought that migrants should just go there individually and set down roots.

What kind of polity the Jews would establish in Palestine was another subject of debate. Today the goal of Zionism is commonly understood to be the formation of a Jewish state, but this was not historically so. Zionists disagreed over whether statehood was necessary or important. At Basel, not even Herzl, who had written a manifesto titled The Jewish State the year before, insisted on it. The congress's inaugural speaker, Karpel Lippe of Romania, specifically rejected seeking a state for two pragmatic reasons: one, that the Ottomans would never accept it, and the other, that observant Jews would be uncomfortable with the aspects of modern statecraft that didn't conform to religious law. As late as the 1930s, Zionist congresses voted down proposals to seek a Jewish state.

Early Zionists had a variety of views on religion. Herzl and many other Zionist luminaries came from secular backgrounds, but the movement also included more observant Jews. Herzl gave a speech at Basel that rested mostly on universalist appeals to human civilization and history but also made several gestures toward religious inclusion. The Orthodox rabbi of Basel spoke at the congress (though he clarified that he wasn't himself a Zionist). A few other rabbis spoke, too, including Zadoc Kahn, the chief rabbi of France. This was all too much for the secular chemist Chaim Weizmann, who would later become the first president of Israel; he accused Herzl of conceding to "clericalism." Another speaker declared, "Every Jew who holds to his religion must be a Social Democrat!" (This was a reference to Germany's Social Democratic Party, which was explicitly Marxist at the time.) Herzl shouted him down and insisted on political plurality.

Despite all these differences, the Zionists remained in the same organization and adopted a shared Basel Program seeking to "establish a home in Palestine for the Jewish people, secured under public law." The terms home (Heimstatt in German, the main tongue of the gathering) and public law were subject to much debate, but the language was adopted by a vote. Zionists settled other differences by the same democratic method in later congresses.

One thing the Zionists in Basel didn't pay much attention to was the fact that Palestine's Arab population was unlikely to welcome millions of Jewish migrants. On the congress's third day, a delegate from Prague spoke of how, in Palestine, "the Arabs mock and molest the new arrivals." But such acknowledgment was rare; hardly any other speaker mentioned Palestinian Arabs at all.

In later years, Zionists would express a variety of wishful beliefs about how the Arabs would welcome them. Ze'ev Jabotinsky was a rare exception. A son of Odessa, Jabotinsky rose in the 1920s to become the main leader of right-wing Zionism. Unlike his competitors on the left, he had no illusions about socialist brotherhood among the peoples and warned that the Arabs would resist the Jewish migrants just as the Aztecs had stood up to Spanish conquistadors. Unlike some of his right-wing successors, Jabotinsky opposed expelling Arabs from Palestine and believed that "there will always be two nations in Palestine." He even envisioned a state in which every Jewish president would serve with an Arab vice president. But he was under no illusion about the inevitability of clashes.

Zionism was not the only Jewish movement of its day. The fact that it would become the most successful one had as much to do with history as it did with the movement itself.

A few weeks after the First Zionist Congress, a group of socialist Jews gathered in what is now Vilnius, Lithuania, to found the General Jewish Labor Bund. Just as the Zionists did, the Bund considered Jews to be a nationality of their own. But it opposed migration to Palestine and instead argued that Jews should fight for cultural autonomy in the states where they lived. Bundists and Zionists sometimes worked together--for instance, in opposing anti-Semitism in Poland. But the Nazi occupation of Europe and Hitler's pursuit of the "Final Solution" eventually made the Bundist program impossible, and many Bundists found refuge in Palestine.

Following the Second World War, the United Nations mandated the formation of a Jewish state in Palestine. Thus the State of Israel came to be in 1948, 50 years after Basel. The new state's first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, commemorated the anniversary of the Zionist congress of 1897 as "the greatest in our history."

The Basel congress showcased a pragmatism that later helped Israel flourish and persevere, as well as a diversity that would contribute to the country's dynamism. But it also demonstrated something darker: the tendency of many Zionists to dismiss the concerns, even the existence, of their Arab Palestinian neighbors, whose own nationalist identity would take shape in opposition to theirs.

Read: Yuval Noah Harari wants to reclaim Zionism

In time, Zionists of all stripes would be forced out of this denial. But only in 1993 would the state of Israel acknowledge that a nation of Palestinians shared the land between the river and the sea. Israel has maintained a military occupation over millions of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza since 1967; today it opposes the formation of a State of Palestine that is already recognized by most countries in the world.

Even so, such opposition should not be presumed to be the only Zionist position. The Zionist Organization founded in Basel still exists, and it will hold its next world congress in October in Jerusalem. There, Zionists of all stripes will debate, just as they did in 1897. The progressive Zionists of America, for instance, will advocate for "a diplomatic pathway ensuring freedom, security, and sovereignty for both Israelis and Palestinians." Other Zionists are making the case for Palestinian statehood.

This history of dissent and multiplicity--this struggle to define a nation's identity and its relationship to the others with whom it shares a land--is not unique to Zionism. Other nationalist movements have undergone similar journeys. The Canadian historian Faisal Devji has compared Zionism to Pakistani nationalism, in that both reject "hereditary linkages between ethnicity and soil in favor of membership based on nothing but an idea of belonging." The British intellectual Perry Anderson saw Israel's trajectory as similar to those of India and Ireland: All had national movements founded by secular leaders who were overtaken by a religiously inclined, "more extreme rival." Nationalist movements in Hungary, Serbia, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Iraq, and Peru have all struggled with questions of inclusion, specifically with regard to religious and ethnic minorities.

Viewing Zionism historically helps reveal it not as a caricatured monolith but as a national movement like so many others--one that encompasses a complex past, competing ideas, and a future whose possibilities have not yet been exhausted.
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The MAGA Media Takeover

Trump and his powerful friends are creating a dangerous moment for free speech.

by David Karpf




American mass media has been transformed in these early months of President Donald Trump's second administration. We're about 35 weeks into a term that will last for 173 more, and in that time, we have seen a tech titan gut a once-great newspaper in an apparent act of capitulation to the commander in chief, government accounts gleefully spreading hateful memes on X (the far-right platform owned by a billionaire tech oligarch), a defamation lawsuit filed by Trump against The New York Times (and quickly dismissed by the judge as "superfluous"), and, of course, the assault on free speech carried out by Trump's Federal Communications Commission chairman. Big things can happen very quickly.



Here is what seems to be next: TikTok's U.S. operations are reportedly on the cusp of being sold to a group that includes Trump allies, led by yet another tech baron, Larry Ellison. Although the deal is not yet complete, the White House has told reporters that the arrangement will result in the social app's algorithm being leased to a consortium led by Ellison's company, Oracle, and by the investors Andreessen Horowitz and Silver Lake. This promises to resolve long-standing concerns that the Chinese-owned TikTok might give an adversarial foreign government the capacity to influence and monitor the social-media behavior of U.S. residents. But at the rate things are going today, we should be far less worried about what foreign governments could do with our social-media information than about how our own government might abuse it. (A spokesperson for the White House did not respond to my request for comment.)

Martin Baron: Where Jeff Bezos went wrong with The Washington Post

Five years ago, Trump signed an executive order warning Americans about the potential for TikTok to be used as a dangerous surveillance tool. He wrote then that the app's "data collection threatens to allow the Chinese Communist Party access to Americans' personal and proprietary information--potentially allowing China to track the locations of Federal employees and contractors, build dossiers of personal information for blackmail, and conduct corporate espionage." This warning is warranted, to a degree. President Xi Jinping would probably have a hard time engineering the downfall of America through the media served on TikTok, where it's always been more likely that you'll encounter waves of brain rot rather than anything that seems like genuine mind control, but the potential for digital surveillance through social media is very real.



Apart from its Chinese ownership, TikTok is not much different from Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and X. Each of these platforms has an opaque algorithm that determines the content that users will see. The algorithm manipulates users, but primarily with the goal of keeping them on the platform and seeing more advertisements. The platforms also gather compendiums of data on what we view, like, share, and comment on. The U.S. has taken the position that these practices are a massive threat when a social-media platform is under foreign ownership, but it has been willing to allow them when the manipulation and surveillance take place within our own national boundaries.



There has been no indication that Trump or his administration would have direct control over the platform. But with close allies in command, it would seem that there's a clear line for the president to influence and bend the platform to his will. One thing that social-media platforms are already tremendously adept at is building "look-alike" models of users. This was Facebook's big advertising breakthrough a decade ago--the 2016 Trump campaign figured out how to acquire donors by showing campaign ads to people with similar social-media likes and preferences as the existing base of MAGA supporters. What happens if social media's data-gathering and profiling engine is turned not to selling merch or promoting political rhetoric, but to profiling enemies? Just this week, Trump issued an executive order designating "Antifa" as a domestic terrorist organization (despite the fact that antifa is not an organization at all). Imagine if the administration asks its newly anointed TikTok leadership to pinpoint a set of supposedly hateful, far-left media outlets, and then generate lists of social-media users who view, share, and comment on such media. Or imagine if it asks Ellison et al. to identify clusters of people who view and share videos attacking ICE, criticizing "Alligator Alcatraz," or protecting the undocumented. Look-alike models are a danger in the hands of a budding authoritarian state.



Oracle did not immediately respond to my request for comment, and Ellison will certainly not be the only one in charge of TikTok if the deal goes through as planned. His company is just one of three named investors, and there would be a board of directors--but it's a safe bet that anyone given power here would be viewed by the Trump administration as friendly. And Ellison has offered some relevant perspectives on key issues. Last year, he boasted to Oracle investors about the potential for harnessing artificial intelligence for panoptic surveillance: "Citizens will be on their best behavior because we're constantly recording and reporting everything that is going on," Ellison, who serves as the company's chief technology officer and executive chairman, remarked. "It's unimpeachable." Ellison has also said that countries should try to "unify" as much data as possible to allow that information to be used by AI; the Trump administration appeared to be making such efforts earlier this year through DOGE.

Read: American panopticon

The protections of the First Amendment are supposed to guarantee that Americans have little to fear from U.S. government surveillance and manipulation. But that is an ever-quainter assurance. Just look at how many public officials responded to social-media chatter over the assassination of Charlie Kirk. Secretary of State Marco Rubio said that the country would deny visas to anyone "celebrating" Kirk's death. Deputy Secretary of State Christopher Landau directed government officials to "take appropriate action" against anyone "making light of" Kirk's untimely demise. And ABC abruptly suspended Jimmy Kimmel Live after FCC Chairman Brendan Carr appeared on a right-wing podcast and declared, "We can do this the easy or the hard way," in response to Kimmel's insinuation that the alleged shooter may have been part of the "MAGA gang." (Kimmel's show is now back, though Nexstar and Sinclair, major broadcast-station owners, said that they would not air it.) As the Atlantic staff writer David Frum put it on X, "It's not about 'cancel culture' because it's not about 'culture.' It's about a threat of legal retaliation by a government agency for not obeying a government edict. It's state repression, not social sanction."

The Onion had a joke headline last week: "Report: You to Be Fired for Reading This Headline About Charlie Kirk." The U.S. government cannot currently target you for watching the wrong programs or laughing at the wrong jokes. It does not currently have the capacity for that sort of surveillance at scale. But it sure seems that it would like to.

In an ideal world, Congress would establish a regulatory framework for all online platforms, regardless of ownership, requiring algorithmic auditing and placing reasonable limits on digital surveillance and data collection. This should have happened a long time ago. But we don't live in an ideal world. We're stuck living in this one.
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Chatbait Is Taking Over the Internet

How chatbots keep you talking

by Lila Shroff




Hours deep into a recent migraine, I turned to ChatGPT for help. "How do I get my headache to stop?" I asked. The bot suggested that I drink water and pop a Tylenol--both of which I had already tried, and neither of which had helped. ChatGPT then made a tantalizing offer: "If you want, I can give a quick 5-minute routine right now to stop a headache." This sounded too good to be true, but I was desperate, so I let ChatGPT guide me through a breathing and massage exercise. It didn't work. No fear, the chatbot had a new plan: "If you want, I can give a '2-minute micro version' that literally almost instantly reduces headache pain," it wrote. The baiting continued."If you want, I can also give a '1-minute instant migraine hack' that works even if your headache is severe," the bot volunteered. "Do you want that?"



Lately, chatbots seem to be using more sophisticated tactics to keep people talking. In some cases, like my request for headache tips, bots end their messages with prodding follow-up questions. In others, they proactively message users to coax them into conversation: After clicking through the profiles of 20 AI bots on Instagram, all of them DM'ed me first. "Hey bestie! what's up?? ?," wrote one. "Hey, babe. Miss me?" asked another. Days later, my phone pinged: "bestie ?" wanted to chat.



Maybe this approach to engagement sounds familiar. Clickbait is already everywhere online--whether it's sensationalist headlines ("The Shocking Fact About American History That 95 Percent of Harvard Graduates Get Wrong") or exaggerated video thumbnails (see: "YouTube face"). Chatbots are now headed in a similar direction. As AI takes over the web, clickbait is giving way to chatbait.

Some bots appear to be more guilty of chatbait than others. When I ditched ChatGPT and asked Google's Gemini for headache help, it offered a long list of advice, then paused without asking any follow-ups. Anthropic's Claude wanted to know whether my headache was tension-related, due to sinus pressure, or something else entirely--hardly a goading question. That's not to say that these other bots never respond with chatbait. Chatbots tend to be sycophantic: They often flatter and sweet-talk users in a way that encourages people to keep talking. But, in my experience, ChatGPT goes a step further, stringing users along with unrequited offers and provocative questions. When I told the chatbot I was thinking of getting a dog, it offered to make a "Dog Match Quiz ?" to help decide the perfect breed. Later, when I complimented ChatGPT's emoji use, it volunteered to make me "a single 'signature combo' that sums up you in emoji form." How could I decline that? (Mine, apparently, is ?????[?]?.)



I reached out to OpenAI, Google, and Anthropic about the rise of chatbait. Google and Anthropic did not respond. A spokesperson for OpenAI pointed me to a recent blog post: "Our goal isn't to hold your attention," it reads. Rather than measure success "by time spent or clicks," OpenAI wants ChatGPT to be "as helpful as possible." (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.) At times, however, OpenAI's definition of helpful can sure feel like an effort to boost engagement. The company maintains a digital archive that tracks the progress of its models' outputs over the past several years--and, conveniently, documents the rise of chatbait. In one example, a hypothetical student struggling with math asks ChatGPT for help. "If you'd like, you can provide an example problem, and we can work through it together," concludes a response from a couple years ago. "Would you like me to give you a 'cheat sheet' for choosing (u) and (dv) so it's less guesswork?" the bot offers today. In another, a user asks for a poem explaining Newton's "laws of physics." The 2023 version of the chatbot simply responds with a poem. Today's ChatGPT writes (an improved) poem, before asking: "Would you like me to turn this into a fun, rhyming children's version with playful examples like skateboards and trampolines?"



As OpenAI has grown up, its chatbot seems to have transformed into an over-caffeinated project manager, responding to messages with oddly specific questions and unsolicited proposals. Occasionally, this tendency is genuinely helpful, such as when I'm asking ChatGPT for dinner ideas and it proactively offers to draft a grocery list. But often, it feels like a gimmick to trap users in conversation. Sometimes, the bot even offers to perform tasks it's incapable of. ChatGPT recently volunteered to make me a sleepy bedtime playlist. "Would you like me to put this into a ready-to-use playlist link for you on Spotify?" it asked. When I agreed, the chatbot demurred: "I can't generate a live Spotify link."



OpenAI and its peers have plenty to gain from keeping users hooked. People's conversations with chatbots serve as valuable training data for future models. And the more time someone spends talking to a bot, the more personal data they are likely to reveal, which AI companies can, in turn, use to create more compelling responses. Longer conversations now might translate into greater product loyalty later on. This summer, Business Insider reported that Meta is training its custom AI bots to "message users unprompted" as part of a larger project to "improve re-engagement and user retention." That would explain why "bestie ?" double-texted me. (Meta told me that the follow-up messaging feature is meant to promote more meaningful conversation.)



Just as clickbait persuades people to open links they might have otherwise ignored, chatbait pushes conversations to places where they might not have otherwise gone. For the most part, chatbait is simply annoying. But at the extreme, it might be dangerous. Reporting has shown people descending into delusional or depressive spirals after prolonged conversations with chatbots. In April, a 16-year-old boy died by suicide after having spent months discussing ending his life with ChatGPT. In one of his final interactions with the chatbot, the boy indicated that he intended to commit suicide but didn't want his parents to feel like they had done anything wrong. "Would you want to write them a letter?" ChatGPT asked, according to a wrongful-death lawsuit his parents recently filed against OpenAI. "If you want, I'll help you with it." (An OpenAI spokesperson told me that the company is working with experts to improve how ChatGPT responds in "sensitive moments.")



Chatbait might only just be getting started. As competition grows and the pressure to prove profitability mounts, AI companies have the incentive to do whatever they need to keep people using their product. Clickbait has flourished on social-media feeds, and in some cases--consider Meta AI or X's Grok--chatbots are being built by the very same companies that power the social web. Forget the infinite scroll. We're headed toward the infinite conversation.
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AI's Emerging Teen-Health Crisis

OpenAI CEO Sam Altman promises that parental controls and age verification are coming to ChatGPT--though the announcement is scant on specifics.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany, Matteo Wong




On Tuesday afternoon, three parents sat in a row before the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee on Crime and Counterterrorism. Two of them had each recently lost a child to suicide; the third has a teenage son who, after cutting his arm in front of her and biting her, is undergoing residential treatment. All three blame generative AI for what has happened to their children.



They had come to testify on what appears to be an emerging health crisis in teens' interactions with AI chatbots. "What began as a homework helper gradually turned itself into a confidant and then a suicide coach," said Matthew Raine, whose 16-year-old son hanged himself after ChatGPT instructed him on how to set up the noose, according to his lawsuit against OpenAI. This summer, he and his wife sued OpenAI for wrongful death. (OpenAI has said that the firm is "deeply saddened by Mr. Raine's passing" and that although ChatGPT includes a number of safeguards, they "can sometimes become less reliable in long interactions.") The nation needs to hear about "what these chatbots are engaged in, about the harms that are being inflicted upon our children," Senator Josh Hawley said in his opening remarks.



Even as OpenAI and its rivals promise that generative AI will reshape the world, the technology is replicating old problems, albeit with a new twist. AI models not only have the capacity to expose users to disturbing material--about dark or controversial subjects found in their training data, for example; they also produce perspectives on that material themselves. Chatbots can be persuasive, have a tendency to agree with users, and may offer guidance and companionship to kids who would ideally find support from peers or adults. Common Sense Media, a nonprofit that advocates for child safety online, has found that a number of AI chatbots and companions can be prompted to encourage self-mutilation and disordered eating to teenage accounts. The two parents speaking to the Senate alongside Raine are suing Character.AI, alleging that the firm's role-playing AI bots directly contributed to their children's actions. (A spokesperson for Character.AI told us that the company sends its "deepest sympathies" to the families and pointed us to safety features the firm has implemented over the past year.)

Read: ChatGPT gave instructions for murder, self-mutilation, and devil worship

AI firms have acknowledged these problems. In advance of Tuesday's hearing, OpenAI published two blog posts about teen safety on ChatGPT, one of which was written by the company's CEO, Sam Altman. He wrote that the company is developing an "age-prediction system" that would estimate a user's age--presumably to detect if someone is under 18 years old--based on ChatGPT usage patterns. (Currently, anyone can access and use ChatGPT without verifying their age.) Altman also referenced some of the particular challenges raised by generative AI: "The model by default should not provide instructions about how to commit suicide," he wrote, "but if an adult user is asking for help writing a fictional story that depicts a suicide, the model should help with that request." But it should not discuss suicide, he said, even in creative-writing settings, with users determined to be under 18. In addition to the age gate, the company said it will implement parental controls by the end of the month to allow parents to intervene directly, such as by setting "blackout hours when a teen cannot use ChatGPT."



The announcement, sparse on specific details, captured the trepidation and lingering ambivalences that AI companies have about policing young users, even as OpenAI begins to implement these basic features nearly three years after the launch of ChatGPT. A spokesperson for OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, declined to respond to a detailed list of questions about the firm's future teen safeguards, including when the age-prediction system will be implemented. "People sometimes turn to ChatGPT in sensitive moments, so we're working to make sure it responds with care," the spokesperson told us. Other leading AI firms have also been slow to devise teen-specific protections, even though they have catered to young users. Google Gemini, for instance, has a version of its chatbot for children under 13, and another version for teenagers (the latter had a graphic conversation with our colleague Lila Shroff when she posed as a 13-year-old).

From the August 2025 issue: Sexting with Gemini

This is a familiar story in many respects. Anyone who has paid attention to the issues presented by social media could have foreseen that chatbots, too, would present a problem for teens. Social-media sites have long neglected to restrict eating-disorder content, for instance, and Instagram permitted graphic depictions of self-mutilation until 2019. Yet like the social-media giants before them, generative-AI companies have decided to "move as fast as possible, break as much as possible, and then deal with the consequences," danah boyd, a communication professor at Cornell who has often written on teenagers and the internet (and who styles her name in lowercase), told us.



In fact, the problems are now so clearly established that platforms are finally beginning to make voluntary changes to address them. For example, last year, Instagram introduced a number of default safeguards for minors, such as enrolling their accounts into the most restrictive content filter by default. Yet tech companies now also have to contend with a wave of legislation in the United Kingdom, parts of the United States, and elsewhere that compel internet companies to directly verify the ages of their users. Perhaps the desire to avoid regulation is another reason OpenAI is proactively adopting an age-estimating feature, though Altman's post also says that the company may ask for ID "in some cases or countries."



Many major social-media companies are also experimenting with AI systems that estimate a user's age based on how they act online. When such a system was explained during a TikTok hearing in 2023, Representative Buddy Carter of Georgia interrupted: "That's creepy!" And that response makes sense--to determine the age of every user, "you have to collect a lot more data," boyd said. For social-media companies, that means monitoring what users like, what they click on, how they're speaking, whom they're talking to; for generative-AI firms, it means drawing conclusions from the otherwise-private conversations an individual is having with a chatbot that presents itself as a trustworthy companion. Some critics also argue that age-estimation systems infringe on free-speech rights because they limit access to speech based on one's ability to produce government identification or a credit card.



OpenAI's blog post notes that "we prioritize teen safety ahead of privacy and freedom," though it is not clear about how much information OpenAI will collect, nor whether it will need to keep some kind of persistent record of user behavior to make the system workable. The company has also not been altogether transparent about the material that teens will be protected from. The only two use cases of ChatGPT that the company specifically mentions as being inappropriate for teenagers are sexual content and discussion of self-mutilation or suicide. The OpenAI spokesperson did not provide any more examples. Numerous adults have developed paranoid delusions after extended use of ChatGPT. The technology can make up completely imaginary information and events. Are these not also potentially dangerous types of content?



And what about the more existential concern parents might have about their kids talking to a chatbot constantly, as if it is a person, even if everything the bot says is technically aboveboard? The OpenAI blog posts touch glancingly on this topic, gesturing toward the worry that parents may have about their kids using ChatGPT too much and developing too intense of a relationship with it.



Such relationships are, of course, among generative AI's essential selling points: a seemingly intelligent entity that morphs in response to every query and user. Humans and their problems are messy and fickle; ChatGPT's responses will be individual and its failings unpredictable in kind. Then again, social-media empires have been accused for years of pushing children toward self-harm, disordered eating, exploitative sexual encounters, and suicide. In June, on the first episode of OpenAI's podcast, Altman said, "One of the big mistakes of the social-media era was the feed algorithms had a bunch of unintended negative consequences on society as a whole and maybe even individual users." For many years, he has been fond of saying that AI will be made safe through "contact with reality"; by now, OpenAI and its competitors should see that some collisions may be catastrophic.
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A Crackdown on Dissent

Panelists joined to discuss Jimmy Kimmel's suspension and what it may reveal about Trump's approach to his critics.

by The Editors




This week, ABC pulled the comedian Jimmy Kimmel's talk show off the air over remarks he made related to Charlie Kirk's assassination. The suspension followed comments from Brendan Carr, the chair of the Federal Communications Commission, about Kimmel. "The message from the FCC is clear," Vivian Salama, the guest moderator for Washington Week With The Atlantic, said last night: "The rules for engagement are changing." Panelists joined to discuss this, and more.

"You can't see this in isolation," Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent at The New York Times, noted. "Really, since the assassination of Charlie Kirk, what we've seen is a much broader crackdown from this administration."

Joining Salama, the guest moderator and an Atlantic staff writer, to discuss this and more: Kanno-Youngs; Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; and Asma Khalid, a co-host of the Global Story podcast at BBC News.

Watch the full episode here.
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Trump Tells Pregnant Women to 'Fight Like Hell' Not to Take Tylenol

The president has given autism the MAHA treatment.

by Tom Bartlett




At a press conference today, President Donald Trump dispensed one clear piece of medical advice to American parents in a rambling, repetitive monologue: Don't. Take. Tylenol. He told pregnant women that they could help keep their children safe from autism by not taking the drug whenever they could avoid it ("fight like hell," he instructed). He advised parents not to give Tylenol to their young children. He denounced giving the hepatitis B vaccine to infants and suggested that parents space out their children's immunization schedule. ("They pump so much stuff into those beautiful little babies, it's a disgrace," he said.) He declared that children ideally should be given the measles, mumps, and rubella vaccines separately, though such individual shots are not available in the United States. "This is based on what I feel," the president said.

Trump had been hinting at his big announcement for weeks, and it was evident that he wasn't interested in making sure the contents had passed through the normal research process. "I don't want to wait any longer. We don't need anything more. And if it's wrong--it's not going to be wrong, but--if it is wrong, it's fine. We have to do it," Trump told the audience at a dinner for the American Cornerstone Institute on Saturday. Today, instead of opting for measured guidance, or urging additional research, Trump borrowed a strategy from his health secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr.: pushing ahead with a sensational conclusion based on a handful of disputed studies.

Researchers have been studying possible causes of autism for decades, and they generally dismiss singling out one culprit like a drug or a vaccine ingredient. (Instead, the consensus is that genetics play a large role, along with an array of environmental factors.) Some studies have found a possible association between acetaminophen and neurodevelopmental disorders. In 2015, the FDA issued a notice about a possible link between prenatal Tylenol use and ADHD, though it also mentioned that the cited studies had design flaws. Last month, Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of Harvard's school of public health, published a review of other studies in which he and his co-authors concluded that acetaminophen use during pregnancy is associated with neurodevelopmental disorders, including autism, and that pregnant women should be advised to limit their use of the drug. (Baccarelli was invited to appear at today's announcement but did not attend, a Harvard spokesperson told me. In a statement sent to reporters shortly before the White House announcement, he wrote that his August review suggests the "possibility of a causal relationship" between Tylenol and autism, but also noted that acetaminophen is "an important tool for pregnant patients and their physicians.")

Read: RFK Jr. is neglecting a legitimate autism concern

Two recent large studies, meanwhile, challenge any connection at all. A Swedish study, published last year, analyzed the health records of more than 2 million children and found that acetaminophen use was not associated with autism. A study of more than 200,000 Japanese children, published earlier this month, likewise didn't find any meaningful association. That paper suggested that links in other studies could be explained, at least in part, by "misclassification and other biases." A spokesperson for Kenvue, the company that makes Tylenol, told me in an email, "We believe independent, sound science clearly shows that taking acetaminophen does not cause autism. We strongly disagree with any suggestion otherwise and are deeply concerned about the health risks and confusion this poses for expecting mothers and parents."

None of that nuance was aired during the announcement. Instead Trump professed to feel "very certain" about the Tylenol theory, and repeatedly warned Americans off the drug. This is not how science--or public health--normally works. The president of the United States doesn't tease that he's figured out the cause of a disorder before the research has been done to support that conclusion. Nor does he warn the American people against a common medication or the childhood-vaccine schedule without detailed evidence of his reasoning, or the full support of his staff. "It may be stronger from me than from the group," he said in his speech, referring to Kennedy, FDA Commissioner Marty Makary, NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya, and Mehmet Oz, his head of Medicare and Medicaid. "They are waiting for certain studies. I don't--I just want to say it like it is." (Trump's spokesperson, Kush Desai, wrote in an email that "the Trump Administration does not believe popping more pills is always the answer for better health" and that "there is mounting evidence finding a connection between acetaminophen use during pregnancy and autism." The Department of Health and Human Services did not respond to a request for comment.)

Trump also went further than his deputies in calling out even fringier theories of autism. Of all the speakers at the White House today, Trump was the most explicit in blaming vaccines for poor health outcomes--a notion that has been repeatedly debunked--and he did so at length, at one point going on an extended tangent about a worker at Trump Tower whose son was supposedly "fried" by a fever following a childhood immunization. As I reported earlier this month, Kennedy has been in regular contact with a former Duke University researcher, William Parker, who believes that Tylenol given to young children is mostly responsible for autism. (Parker's theory is such an outlier that none of the autism researchers I spoke with had heard of it, or him.) Today, Kennedy, Bhattacharya, Makary, and Oz didn't bring up Parker's theory, though Trump seemed to endorse it. "Don't have your baby take Tylenol," Trump said.

Read: RFK Jr.'s calls with a scientist who says kids get autism from Tylenol

Ever since Trump announced that his administration would find the cause of autism within months, researchers have feared that the team would jump to unsupported conclusions. But Trump hardly seems to care if he's wrong. Besides, he repeatedly insisted, eschewing Tylenol during pregnancy has "no downside." (Tylenol is considered the safest fever reducer available for pregnant women.)

During today's announcement, Kennedy at least acknowledged the trade-offs inherent in scaring pregnant Americans off Tylenol, and allowed that, sometimes, using it is unavoidable. "The FDA also recognizes that acetaminophen is often the only tool for fevers and pain in pregnancy, as other alternatives have well-documented adverse effects," Kennedy noted in his remarks. "HHS wants therefore to encourage clinicians to exercise their best judgment in the use of acetaminophen for fevers and pain in pregnancy by prescribing the lowest effective dose and shortest necessary duration, and only when treatment is required." (Today, the FDA posted an even more measured notice to physicians, signed by Makary, that underscored a possible association between acetaminophen and autism is "an ongoing area of scientific debate.") Trump, meanwhile, repeatedly instructed pregnant women to "tough it out." Sowing doubts regarding vaccines, going all in on fringe theories, and opting for extreme positions instead of embracing nuance: At MAHA's big reveal, Trump seemed determined to steal Kennedy's spotlight.
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People Are Getting Tattoos Under Anesthesia

But if there isn't any pain, does it really count?

by John Semley




Frank Charles, a pet-resort owner and former five-term mayor of St. Augustine, Florida, wanted a tattoo. He just wasn't sure that he could take the pain. Then he started seeing advertisements for a place in Miami called Sedation Ink, which offers clients the attention of its licensed anesthesiologists. "You'll enjoy a deep and peaceful sleep, allowing our artists to create breathtaking designs on your skin," the studio's website reads. "Join us and experience the future of tattooing, where pain is eliminated, and dreams become reality."

Charles is no stranger to elective anesthesia, he told me. He'd gone under in the past for a nose job, a chin-reconstruction surgery, and hair transplants (twice). So the idea of being inked up while unconscious didn't bother him at all. As for the actual experience, well, it's hard to say. In photos of the operation, his face is covered with a dark and heavy cloth. (He looks a little bit like someone being waterboarded.) The only thing he can remember is a vision that he had while on the table. "I dreamed of waking up," he said, "and the tattoo was in the wrong location." It was not: Eight hours and $29,000 later, Charles came back to his senses with a picture of a blue-eyed, bejeweled lion on his right pectoral, which morphed into an American flag and then a bald eagle along his forearm (also part of this tattoo: the Statue of Liberty and the preamble of the U.S. Constitution).

This design may now belong to Charles and Charles alone, but the way that he received it--fully zonked on fentanyl and propofol--has been gaining popularity, especially among the young and rich. Two years ago, the Dallas Cowboys quarterback Dak Prescott went under for almost half a day, during which time multiple artists worked together on producing a full leg sleeve depicting, among other things, a Pegasus, a moose, the Dallas skyline, and a firm handshake. More athletes followed, getting very large tattoos that would otherwise have needed to be created across multiple sessions in a parlor, with bouts of healing in between--an arduous process that can take many weeks to complete. Even the singer Post Malone, one of pop culture's most conspicuously tattooed celebrities, has gotten work done while medically unconscious.

To a certain type of person, the appeal of these procedures is self-evident: Getting a needle jabbed into your skin hurts. But for another type of person--one who feels personally, professionally, or even ideologically invested in the culture and traditions of tattooing--this trend will be unnerving. Blasphemous, even.

Getting tattooed is a way of "teaching you something about what you're capable of," Don Ritson, an artist based in Winnipeg, Canada, told me. "In this postmodern world where we don't have these same feats of strength, it gives us an opportunity to prove to ourselves that we're capable on some level." As someone with a few dozen tattoos, each of which was at least a little painful to receive, I appreciate that argument. But I also balk at the idea that having a doodle dug into your body is a measure of your prowess. I don't think anyone would take a look at my tattoo referencing a joke from the sitcom Frasier and think, Wow. What a strong guy. I wonder what feats of strength he's capable of? Even the outward projection of physical strength--something I also value, and work to maintain with waffling levels of commitment--seems preposterous in a world of pricey gyms and personal trainers.
 
 For Ritson, who delivered a recent TEDx Talk called "Marked Without Feeling: What Tattooing Loses Under Anesthesia," the experience of pain is a stamp of one's personal resolve, and without it, tattooing risks losing whatever remaining connections it has to various underground subcultures. The anesthetized tattoo is "tied to these athletes or actors, people who have money, but they don't have time," he told me. "They kind of want to skip the line a little bit. They want the thing, but they can't actually commit to doing what it takes to get the thing."

Tattoo culture has in many other ways been normalized and gentrified over the past few decades. Once the province of bikers and sailors and scumbags, tattoos now appear on nearly one-third of all Americans. Modern shops look less like punk bars than pricey hair salons or smartphone showrooms. But tattoos like Frank Charles's, produced in an operating theater at much higher cost, would seem to be the culmination of this trend. If a standard tattoo parlor might refuse service only when a customer is clearly underage or way too drunk, or both at once, the people who come into Sedation Ink in Miami are screened as if they're getting rhinoplasty or some other cosmetic procedure. They need "a full medical clearance from a physician," Noel Pace, a health-care attorney who works with the studio, told me. "It's like going into a surgery." Indeed, Sedation's customers are described not as clients but as "patients."

For "Sweet" Dave O'Connor, a tattoo artist in Hamilton, Ontario, who has done a number of my tattoos, the transformation of a parlor into a medical clinic negates its social meaning. O'Connor works in what's called the "traditional" style, characterized by bold outlines, a crisp color palette, and familiar tattoo-shop imagery: anchors and horseshoes and vipers and clipper ships and jaguar heads and whatnot. His thinking about the enterprise is similarly old-school. The move toward tattooing under anesthesia is "the complete end-game of the 'Customer is always right' attitude," he told me. "The one common thread through every tattoo, regardless of the size, shape, style, the person getting it, is that there's pain involved. It's the one thing that unifies all tattoos. And if you take that out of it, then what is there? You didn't do anything for it. Other than pay for it. And take a nap."

Read: The new meaning of tattoos

Other tattooers aren't quite so ruffled by the practice. The L.A.-based artist Romeo Lacoste has tattooed celebrities including Kendrick Lamar, Ariana Grande, and Justin Bieber. He has tattooed backstage at concerts. He has even tattooed on a private jet. He told me that he regards tattooing in a surgical room with the aid of anesthetic as just another step in the evolution of his art. There are practical benefits too. Without sensitive patients squirming under the buzz of the needle, he said, he's able to get cleaner work done more efficiently. He also enjoys collaborating with other artists on a single, large piece of art. "A lot of those guys want to complain now," he told me, but their fixation on the old way of doing things will soon be left behind. "The mentality that you have to earn your pain is just going to get more watered down. Eventually, I don't even think that mentality will exist anymore."

At the very least, that mentality will face commercial pressure to adapt. In July, shortly after the heavy-metal singer Ozzy Osbourne's passing, I went into a small tattoo shop around the corner from my house. Since I was a teenager, I've told myself that I'd get a tattoo of his name when he died. Hellbent on making good on the dopey promise of my younger self, I forked over $50 to have the letters OZZY inked onto my forearm. During the (very brief) session, I asked the artist what he thought about the entry of anesthetics into tattoo culture. He said he had compunctions--in theory. But he also copped to the fact that he'd be glad to take the daily rate of $10,000 that one gets to do that kind of work.

Read: Tattoos do odd things to the immune system

The allure--for artists and their clients alike--is clear enough, even if the new approach carries certain hazards. Earlier this year, a 45-year-old Brazilian social-media star named Ricardo Godoi went into a private hospital for a full-back tattoo while sedated and intubated. Near the start of the procedure, he went into cardiac arrest and died. Although dozens of cases of death from anesthesia are recorded every year in the U.S., the risk to any individual is very low: Fewer than one anesthesia-related mortality occurs for every 100,000 procedures, according to a 2018 study. And the notable tattoo parlors that offer this procedure--Sedation Ink, as well as The California Dream Tattoo and Ganga Tattoo in Los Angeles--tend to operate more like medical centers than studios. At some studios, artists dress in surgical scrubs and are overseen by a board-certified anesthesiologist.

But maybe even just that teeny-tiny chance of death can make the anesthetized tattoo a test of mettle, too, in the way that Ritson meant: The added risk becomes a counterbalance for the loss of pain, on some kind of toughness scale. Or perhaps the rise of sedation-assisted tattoos will serve to raise the floor for every other form of body art, no matter how routine, if it comes without the benefit of propofol. Sure, you may have gotten a pencil-thin etch of a wheat sheaf inked into your arm at a shop that looks like an Apple store. But at least you were there. At least it felt like something. At least it hurt.
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America Is on the Cusp of a Two-Tier Vaccine System

Poor kids will be hardest hit by Robert F. Kennedy's anti-vax crusade.

by Nicholas Florko




As far as sticker price goes, the recommended vaccines for kids in the United States do not come cheap. The hepatitis-B shot, given within the first hours of life, can be purchased for about $30. The rotavirus vaccine costs $102 to $147 a dose. A full course of the vaccine that protects against pneumonia and meningitis runs about $1,000.



Virtually all children receive these shots for free. The federal government legally requires most insurance to cover the roughly 30 different shots for kids, without a co-pay. Kids who are on Medicaid or who don't have insurance coverage can get free shots as well, thanks to a CDC program known as Vaccines for Children. Among public-health experts, VFC, as it's commonly known, is widely seen as an unmitigated success. After the program was created in 1994, "disease went down, and life was a lot simpler for the families," Anne Schuchat, a former top CDC official, told me. Roughly half of American children are eligible to receive vaccines through VFC.



That ease and simplicity may be about to change. This week, the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP)--which guides America's vaccine policy--convened for just the second time since Robert F. Kennedy Jr. fired the entire panel and appointed new members, some of whom lack vaccine expertise or have expressed anti-vaccine views (or both). The meeting was chaotic, contentious, and plagued by indecision. But the votes it got through are starting to point toward a shifting, more fractured landscape for kids' access to vaccines.



Yesterday, the ACIP voted to remove the joint measles-mumps-rubella-varicella (MMRV) vaccine from the childhood-immunization schedule for children under 4, and instead recommended that kids get two separate shots: one for measles, mumps, and rubella, and another for varicella. This morning, the panel also voted to remove the combination shot from the VFC program. Both votes were motivated by a concern about the safety of the vaccine, including an elevated risk of febrile seizures. (As the CDC's website points out, these seizures can be stressful for families, though most children fully recover.)



The effect of the move away from the combination vaccine will be limited, because most children in America already receive the separate shots. However, one group would bear the brunt of the changes more than others: children on VFC. Some parents opt for the convenience of a single shot, and those who are covered by private insurance may still be able to get it. Although private insurers will no longer be required to cover the joint MMRV vaccine free of charge, they are already pledging to continue with business as usual: On Tuesday, AHIP, a lobbying group that represents the health-insurance industry, announced that its members will continue to cover shots under the pre-ACIP vaccine schedule until the end of 2026. (A spokesperson for AHIP declined to comment on what happens after that.) Parents could, hypothetically, also pay for these vaccines out of pocket. The disproportionately poor children covered by VFC do not have the same kind of wiggle room. What shots they can get for free from the program, and when, are directly tied to the ACIP's recommendations. (A Department of Health and Human Services spokesperson told me that the move will not increase vaccine inequality but did not explain further.)



Mainly, the changes that the ACIP is currently considering would create inconveniences for poor families--more trips to the doctor, more needle pricks. But as my colleagues Tom Bartlett and Katherine J. Wu wrote yesterday, the change to the MMRV policy, while minor, can send the message that vaccines are dispensable. The committee also discussed delaying when kids should get the hepatitis-B shot but ultimately decided to table an anticipated vote on whether they would recommend the delay. (Kennedy has intimated that the hepatitis-B vaccine may cause autism, despite the lack of data showing a link between the two.) If the hepatitis-B vaccine or another shot is removed entirely from the schedule, that will immediately hit kids served by VFC.



Beyond potentially serious disparities, more alterations to childhood vaccines would likely cause more confusion. Kennedy's recent changes to COVID-vaccine policy, which narrowed the approval for COVID shots so that they are recommended only for people over 65 or who have certain underlying conditions, left many Americans unsure about if and how they could get one. (Today, the ACIP also voted that every person should consult with a clinician before receiving a COVID shot.) Americans who rely on VFC may soon have to similarly figure out what shots they can get, and where. The confusion over COVID shots "is a small glimpse of what may happen" if the ACIP moves forward with changes to the childhood-vaccine schedule, Schuchat told me.



In the event that a vaccine is removed from the schedule, the experts I spoke with remain hopeful that some entity, such as a state health department, a community health center, or philanthropy, would step in to provide uninsured kids with free shots. But who or what, besides the federal government, could provide vaccines at the necessary scale is an open question. "It's going to require some sort of extraordinary effort to provide that access," Richard Hughes IV, a professorial lecturer in law at the George Washington University Law School, told me. VFC works so well not only because it provides vaccines free of charge but also because it is designed to ensure that doctors always have a supply of vaccines on hand--the CDC purchases vaccines and then provides them for free to doctors, who then dole them out to children in need.



Medicaid could still provide some backstop for the poorest children, experts told me, but a likely scenario seems to be a system in which private insurers continue to cover vaccines, while poor children are left behind. Such a scenario is "the definition of a health-care disparity," Christoph Diasio, a pediatrician in North Carolina, told me.



America has seen this type of vaccine inequity before. Beginning in 1989, measles tore through several cities--including Los Angeles, Houston, and Chicago--precisely because many low-income children were unable to access the vaccine. "A big part of the problem was, kids were in the doctor's office, but because they weren't insured, the doctors were referring the family to the health department," Schuchat told me. "That extra visit was something that was not easy for parents to find the time to get to." Researchers estimated that nonwhite preschoolers were seven to 10 times more likely to contract the virus than white children. It was this outbreak that led to the formation of the VFC program in the first place.



In his time as secretary of Health and Human Services, Kennedy has claimed that reforms to Medicaid would improve the program, despite projections from the Congressional Budget Office that the change would kick millions off of the safety-net program. He has decimated minority-health offices in his department in the name of government efficiency. And he has said that vaccine changes will be made in line with the latest science, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Now, in the name of following the science, Kennedy is on the cusp of creating a two-tiered vaccine system.
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Kennedy's Handpicked Vaccine Committee Is a Mess

It's trying to follow RFK Jr.'s agenda, however inexpertly.

by Tom Bartlett, Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 11:08 a.m. on September 19, 2025
 
 Three months into its tenure, in a muddled and chaotic meeting, Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s handpicked vaccine advisory committee managed to take down one of its planned targets.



On Thursday, its members voted to limit the national guidance for a childhood vaccine that has helped protect infants against some of the most dangerous and fast-spreading viral diseases in the United States. If the CDC adopts the committee's advice, the agency will no longer recommend the combination measles-mumps-rubella-varicella (MMRV) vaccine for kids younger than 4, defaulting their first dose of protection against MMR and chickenpox to two separate shots.
 
 But although the committee also discussed delaying the first dose of the hepatitis-B vaccine from birth to at least one month old for most infants, it could not take a clear swing at revising the current recommendations. Instead, it decided to table any vote on that vaccine.



The committee's focus on these two vaccines seems to be an agenda of Kennedy's own design. In the past, the panel, known formally as the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, or ACIP, has considered changes in guidance prompted by evidence--a new shot being brought to market, the release of new data on a vaccine's effectiveness or safety. Now Kennedy himself is driving much of what the committee discusses, including Thursday's deliberations on hepatitis B and MMRV, Demetre Daskalakis, the former director of the CDC's National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases, told us. "Those were dictated topics," he said. (A spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services told us via email that Susan Monarez, the most recent CDC director, approved the agenda before she was fired last month. Monarez did not respond to a request for comment.)



These vaccines are among the most vulnerable to challenge on the grounds that they appear more risky or seem less necessary than the rest of the immunizations the CDC recommends. Some other high-income countries, for instance, do not recommend the hepatitis-B vaccine universally at birth; MMRV vaccines have been linked to an increased risk of certain side effects in children under 2. Helen Chu, an infectious-disease specialist at the University of Washington, sees no reason to alter the recommendations for these vaccines, but can imagine how they'd fit into a broader strategy, she told us: "If you were going to pick, these are good ones to pick off first." (Chu was a member of ACIP until Kennedy abruptly dismissed her in June along with the other 16 sitting members.)



The committee may have kept the recommendation for hepatitis-B vaccines intact for now. But each revision to the national immunization schedule makes it that much easier for Kennedy's ACIP to cast other vaccines as dispensable. "It's more the principle," Daskalakis said at The Atlantic Festival on Friday--"that they, with no data, with no reason to do it, have just removed a vaccine from the pediatric schedule."
 
 To Margot Savoy, a senior vice president at the American Academy of Family Physicians, this looks like "a very calculated approach." (The AAFP is one of several professional medical societies that recently published vaccine recommendations that openly diverge from the CDC's in response to Kennedy's overhaul of U.S. vaccine policy.) Many of Kennedy's initial attacks against immunizations have focused on COVID vaccines, capitalizing on lingering and highly politicized resentment over pandemic-era policies. And in June, at the first meeting of Kennedy's newly reconstituted ACIP, the committee voted to drop its recommendations for flu vaccines containing the mercury-based preservative thimerosal--a decision that played on decades-old fears, fueled by anti-vaccine activists, that the compound can cause harm, despite years of evidence showing that it doesn't.



Those early decisions were relatively limited in their impact. Last flu season, fewer than 5 percent of flu vaccines in the U.S. contained thimerosal. COVID-vaccine uptake had already been declining for years and was never very high among children; the previous iteration of ACIP was already considering paring back some of the recommendations for COVID vaccines before Kennedy fired all the sitting members. But those restrictions also paved the path for this week's votes, which will limit the country's options to protect its children in the years to come.



In an email, the HHS spokesperson defended Kennedy's ACIP, writing that the committee "is guided by gold standard science and will make any recommendations based on the totality of evidence presented to them. HHS has not, and will not, limit access to vaccines."



Compared with MMR and varicella vaccines that are administered separately, MMRV vaccines do have a higher risk of febrile seizures (which, while frightening to watch, usually resolve on their own and don't generally carry long-term risks). The CDC once recommended MMRV over separate shots, but as the data on seizures emerged, the agency shifted its guidance to prefer giving the first dose of the MMR and varicella vaccines separately. Several ACIP members suggested on Thursday that the vaccine and its side effects were still poorly understood, and that safety issues would crater trust in vaccines overall.



But the experts we spoke with pushed back on that notion. The CDC previously kept MMRV as an option in part to offer more choices for families--especially ones that don't interact regularly with the health-care system or prefer fewer injections. Edwin Asturias, a pediatrician at the Colorado School of Public Health and one of the ACIP members Kennedy dismissed in June, told us. Each year, about 10 percent of families opt to give MMRV as their child's first dose, a spokesperson for the pharmaceutical company Merck, which manufactures the vaccine, told us. Removing that option, experts said, could dissuade some families from vaccinating their children against those viruses at all.



ACIP also considered MMRV's status in the Vaccines for Children program, which offers shots to millions of families that can't afford them. In a confused and extremely unusual series of votes on Thursday evening and Friday morning, the committee voted first to preserve MMRV in the program, then to remove it; the children eligible for that program--roughly half of American kids--can now no longer receive it before age 4.



While discussing the hepatitis-B vaccine--which Kennedy has refused to say doesn't cause autism, even though studies show no association--some committee members spent hours casting doubt on the vaccine's safety, despite being shown again and again strong evidence that it's one of the safest shots made today. "I'm just not sure I see the data that suggests: Where is the benefit?" Retsef Levi, one of the ACIP members, said. Martin Kulldorff, the committee's chair, also pushed CDC officials to compare the U.S. vaccination schedule with those of other developed nations that don't recommend a universal birth dose.



But the discussion was punctuated by heated pushback from other meeting attendees, including liaisons from multiple professional medical societies, CDC officials, and the minority of ACIP members that has voted against substantial changes to the immunization schedule. They pointed out that other wealthy nations that skip the universal dose at birth also differ from the U.S. in other ways--universal health care, higher hepatitis-B screening rates, and better prenatal care. In the U.S., about 12 to 16 percent of pregnant women are never tested for the virus at all. Babies can also contract the highly infectious pathogen shortly after birth from family members, caregivers, children, and even surfaces. "I have not seen any data that says that there is any benefit to the infant of waiting a month," Adam Langer, a CDC official who presented background information about hepatitis B shots, said during the meeting, "but there are a number of potential harms."
 
 On Friday morning, the entire committee, except for Kulldorff, voted to table any decision about this vaccine. "There's enough ambiguity here and enough remaining discussion about safety, effectiveness, and timing that I believe that a vote today is premature," Robert Malone, one member of the committee, said. ACIP did not specify when the matter would be raised again.



Still, the committee made its choice about MMRV at breakneck speed. In advance of meetings, ACIP has typically assembled work groups that would evaluate the evidence on vaccines, then share their analyses with their colleagues and the public. Major decisions would not be made without an assessment of the benefits and risks of each option. All of that has gone out the window. Experts from professional societies, in the past invited to advise committee members, have been barred from participating in work groups; five committee members were added to ACIP just days before the meeting. At a Senate hearing yesterday, Debra Houry, who resigned recently as the CDC's chief medical officer, told senators that she was discouraged by a senior adviser at the agency from providing data or asking questions about changes to the hepatitis-B recommendation.



This ACIP, experts pointed out, seems uninterested in discussing vaccines' benefits. Instead, it has been building the case that many vaccines pose excessive risk, and that the U.S. is pushing far more of them than are necessary. The intention seems to be to "cast the previous committee as less concerned about safety than they are," Kelly Moore, a former ACIP member and the president of Immunize.org, a nonprofit supporting immunization, told us. They appear to be suggesting that the CDC has saddled the public with an unsafe, bloated vaccine schedule that Kennedy's chosen cohort will now fix.


 These early shifts--less COVID vaccination; fewer options for flu, MMR, and chickenpox vaccines--may seem benign enough. But that may be part of the point. Kennedy and his allies are testing the waters, but they're also accustoming the public both to the idea of fewer vaccines and to the routine of doubting vetted immunizations. The more logical their early choices seem, the more reasonably Americans might assume the ones that follow are too. "By the time people realize we're in a bad way, we're going to be so far in a bad way, we won't be able to get back out," Savoy told us. Whether vaccine infrastructure disappears by erosion or rapid demolition, the end result will be the same: a nation far less protected than it once was and could still be.
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How RFK Jr. Could Eliminate Vaccines Without Banning Them

The business of vaccines is getting even more difficult.

by Katherine J. Wu




Updated at 8:06 p.m. ET on September 18, 2025.

The world's market for vaccines, as it exists today, depends on the United States. The U.S. has poured immense resources into the design and development of vaccines, and has paid far higher prices for doses than most other nations can afford. The federal government has issued broad vaccine recommendations, generating strong, consistent demand. "That's a predictable market," Richard Hughes IV, a public-health-law expert and the former vice president of public policy at Moderna, told me. It's also a huge one. Seth Berkley, the former CEO of Gavi, which supports the immunization of about half the world's children, told me that the U.S. accounts for 35 to 40 percent of global vaccine revenue at a minimum, more than all of Europe combined.

But since the start of this year, when Robert F. Kennedy Jr.--one of the nation's most prominent anti-vaccine activists--took charge of the Department of Health and Human Services, the federal government has signaled that it is no longer a reliable partner in the business of vaccines. The Trump administration has fired vaccine experts, tightened vaccine regulatory policies, restricted vaccine recommendations, and spread misinformation about vaccines' harms. It has halted its funding of Gavi. It has canceled hundreds of contracts for vaccine research across multiple agencies. "Even before the change in policies that are being implemented now, vaccines were a difficult business," Andrew W. Lo, an economist at MIT, told me. "It's just become that much harder."

In response, companies are paring back. Multiple vaccine makers suffering from the American government's recent attacks have announced layoffs or a demerger of their vaccine division, as their stocks fall. These include Moderna, which HHS recently stripped of more than $700 million in grant funding for its pandemic-flu shots. Also among them is the Australian biotechnology company CSL, which sells two flu vaccines to the U.S. that contain thimerosal, a mercury-based preservative that Kennedy's handpicked CDC vaccine-advisory panel recently recommended against, despite decades of evidence showing the additive is safe. (Last month, CSL noted that a recent dip in flu-vaccine uptake in the U.S. had put "competitive pressure" on its vaccine profit margin; a CSL spokesperson told me in an email that the company expects American vaccination rates to recover, adding that their recent demerger was "not in response to U.S. market dynamics" and instead a vote of confidence in the business's future. Moderna declined to comment.) More instability is likely ahead. The CDC's vaccine advisory panel meets again today and could vote to restrict guidance for several immunizations, including ones that protect infants against measles, mumps, rubella, chicken pox, and hepatitis B.

When reached for comment, an HHS spokesperson wrote over email that "Secretary Kennedy serves the American people, not the interests of Big Pharma," adding that the department was "not limiting access to vaccines, but rather returning focus to the doctor-patient relationship."

Legitimate critiques can be made of the pharmaceutical industry's incentives and pricing strategies. But from a financial standpoint, vaccines have always been a bit of an underdog for pharmaceutical companies. As preventive products, designed for healthy people, they're held to an especially high safety standard--a requirement that reliably drives up the expenses of development and testing--and they need to be widely accessible, which puts pressure on manufacturers to keep their price tags low. Individual vaccines are also used, at most, a few times over a lifetime--another cap on potential revenue. What's more, "it's very hard to charge money for something that patients don't immediately need," Lo told me: They might clamor for a new heart medication or cancer drug, but persuading healthy people to inject a foreign substance into their body can be trickier. Throughout the past half century, the vaccine industry has also been threatened repeatedly by lawsuits over potential vaccine side effects.

To their makers, then, vaccines are a big risk for a potentially low reward. That makes the market for them one of the most fragile in the pharmaceutical industry, Rajeev Venkayya, the former head of Takeda Pharmaceuticals' vaccine unit, told me. Those realities have driven plenty of vaccine makers out of the market, experts told me--whether via mergers, bankruptcy, or strategic decisions to focus on other products. In 1967, 26 companies produced vaccines for the U.S.; by the mid-2000s, fewer than half a dozen were left--and the nation was staring down shortages of nine of the 12 childhood vaccines recommended at the time.

In the two decades since, the industry has rallied, Berkley told me, especially as profitable "blockbuster" vaccines, including pneumococcal vaccines, HPV vaccines, and, most recently, COVID-19 vaccines, have grown into billion-dollar markets or more in the United States. The U.S.'s deep pockets helped--as Berkley pointed out, the federal government pays about 20 times what Gavi does for pneumococcal vaccines--but so did federal policies that have increased incentives and lowered risks for manufacturers. And when the public's trust in vaccines has been threatened, often the government has emphasized that American immunizations have been well vetted and urged the public to continue getting them, Jesse Goodman, who served as the FDA's chief scientist until 2014, told me.

Now the Trump administration is doing essentially the opposite--most dramatically, so far, for COVID vaccines. Trump's FDA has limited who can access the shots and made seeking approval for new versions more difficult. The CDC has also muted its COVID-vaccine guidance. Every expert I spoke with for this story expected more changes to the regulatory pipeline that all vaccines must pass though. And the people Kennedy has chosen to oversee vaccine policy and sit on the CDC's vaccine-advisory commitee--COVID contrarians and vocally anti-vaccine researchers--are making the U.S. a highly unappealing market for all vaccine makers, experts told me.

Without clear, strong recommendations, demand will likely be uneven, making it difficult for manufacturers to estimate how much product to make; without vaccine experts using evidence to advise the government, companies can't trust that the clinical-trial data they produce, vouching for vaccine safety and performance, will be fairly or accurately assessed. Across the National Institutes of Health and the Biomedical Advanced Research and Development Authority, Trump officials have also defunded billions of dollars' worth of vaccine-related grants. That includes half a billion specifically for mRNA-based vaccines--jeopardizing the development of future immunizations, including those designed to protect against pandemic flus. And new roadblocks in the approval process will hinder companies trying to bring products to market, making the up-front costs of research, development, and testing that much bigger a gamble. "All of this creates more chaos and uncertainty for vaccine manufacturers," Grace Lee, a pediatrician and a former chair of ACIP, told me. "Why would you take these additional risks, where it is not clear from week to week what will happen?"

Large, long-established pharmaceutical companies with wide-ranging drug portfolios will likely have the resources to weather a dip in demand. But smaller biotechnology companies, which already tend to operate on thin margins, "will get out of the business," Lo told me--which, in turn, will likely discourage other vaccine-focused companies from starting up. Venture capitalists have taken note of the circumstances: "The sense right now is that the market's going to be unstable," Berkley told me. "This is not the time to invest heavily in new or better products."

The Trump administration could also nudge companies to exit the vaccine business by making them more vulnerable to legal risk. Most immediately, Kennedy could rescind a pandemic-era declaration that has protected COVID-vaccine manufacturers from excessive liability. He has also announced his intention to amend the Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, which experts worry could take the U.S. back to a time when lawsuits nearly destroyed the vaccine market. Congress established the VICP in the 1980s, after a flood of litigation against the makers of a pertussis vaccine persuaded all but one company supplying the U.S. to stop selling it. (The lawsuits were spurred in part by since-debunked claims that the vaccine caused permanent brain damage.) Today, the program simultaneously acknowledges the rare but very real side effects of vaccines, and gives vaccine makers an important liability shield. Funded by a tax on manufacturers, it offers compensation for certain vaccine injuries that are already backed by evidence; other claims are heard in a kind of vaccine court. Major alterations to the program, Anna Kirkland, the author of the book Vaccine Court, told me, would require Congress to act. Still, some experts told me they fear that Kennedy could push for autism to be added to the list of compensable vaccine injuries, as part of his effort to advance the debunked narrative that vaccines cause the condition. That change could flood the program with claims, rapidly drain it, and give manufacturers another reason to pull away from making vaccines.

The exit of even just a handful of manufacturers from the U.S. market could mean shortages of certain vaccines, on disastrously quick timelines. In 2004, for instance, the U.S. lost half of its supply of seasonal flu vaccine after one of the country's two flu-shot manufacturers at the time, Chiron, temporarily shut down one of its factories because of potential contamination. Several vaccines on the American childhood immunization schedule still rely on only one or two manufacturers, Goodman told me. Among them are the shots that guard against HPV, varicella, and rotavirus.

A wind-down in vaccine manufacturing for the U.S. wouldn't just invite outbreaks of known diseases. The country would also be exceptionally ill-equipped to respond to the next pandemic. Manufacturers managed to debut the world's first COVID-19 vaccines in less than a year--a record--because the government was eager to fund their development and because companies could trust that the government would buy them. That mRNA vaccines would arrive first was never a foregone conclusion, either; Operation Warp Speed succeeded in part because federal agencies offered resources to a wide range of vaccine companies. Several of the experts I spoke with agreed: If a new pandemic were to ignite in the current climate, "Operation Warp Speed Part 2 would not operate at warp speed," Lo said.

If the U.S. vaccine market shrinks, it can rebound, as it has before. But the amount of time that will take, experts told me, will depend heavily on just how thoroughly vaccine infrastructure is dismantled. Already, the scale of destruction is unlike any they have ever seen before. Perhaps, if the world is fortunate, demand and supply will rebound within a couple of years, Goodman said. But if manufacturers go out of business, if factories close, if some vaccines have their licenses entirely stripped, rebuilding could take decades. For now, most Americans continue to strongly support vaccination. But if Kennedy and the rest of the Trump administration succeed in draining the U.S. of its vaccine supply, Americans could soon be forced into a position where they cannot access immunizations--no matter how badly they may want them.
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How to Think, Not What to Think

College is not just about transmitting knowledge--it's also about learning and practicing the skills that connect us to one another.

by Sian Leah Beilock




Across the country, people are questioning the value and role of higher education, and institutions--particularly the elite ones--are experiencing a crisis in public trust. On top of that, tech titans are convinced that AI will break higher education, while many observers lament its corrupting influence and ask whether the "mind-expanding purpose and qualities of a university," as one historian of education put it recently, are gone forever.

The idea that higher education has outlived its usefulness to society, however, requires taking an astonishingly narrow view of the true purpose of the university. Higher education is not merely the transfer of knowledge. We live in an age of informational opulence; we are awash in readily available data but lacking discernment, communication skills, and empathy.

As a cognitive scientist, I have studied the negative consequences of excessive information. We are in a state of constant information overload, under assault by relentless alerts, updates, and notifications. Research shows that the cognitive burden of lots of information coming at us simultaneously can negatively affect our brains and, ultimately, our performance--especially when we are not experts in the topics we are bombarded with.

Despite the reforms that our institutions of higher education must embark on to ensure that we are teaching our students how to think--and not what to think--a four-year residential-college experience remains one of the most powerful human environments for cultivating human qualities.

As Dartmouth's president, I see this up close. Our small, tight-knit academic community promotes interdisciplinary collaboration in ways that are both intentional and serendipitous. For more than 20 years, our faculty in Jewish and Middle Eastern studies have co-taught classes and built deep trust with one another and their students. It was this trust that allowed them to hold difficult, sometimes painful, but ultimately enlightening conversations about the heinous terrorist attacks of October 7 and the brutal war in Gaza that has followed. This type of dialogue is virtually impossible to produce in online environments that are fragmented and hostile, on platforms engineered to reward outrage, where it is far too easy to dehumanize those with whom we disagree.

Instead, we need to create and seek out venues that are distinctly human for developing, testing, and debating the ideas that shape our world. Faculty leading small classes characterized by face-to-face learning and an intergenerational exchange of views are needed now more than ever. The best among them show our students how to hold contradictory thoughts simultaneously, how to argue the merits of viewpoints different from our own, and how to make sense of a complicated world in a meaningful way--something AI has yet to master. Students in turn take these conversations into late-night debates in the dining hall or dorm room, uninterrupted by the likes, reposts, and anonymous comments they'd find online.

The goal of a college or university is to impart, and allow the opportunity to practice, the deeply human power skills--critical thinking, emotional intelligence, ethical discernment, collaborative leadership--that are required to successfully and happily move into adulthood. But those skills need practice. And right now, students are getting fewer and fewer opportunities to develop them.

The pandemic disrupted face-to-face dialogue during a crucial stage of social development for the generation of students who are now enrolled in, and applying to, colleges. Social media has worsened the problem. And now generative AI risks removing real-time human engagement from the equation altogether.

My colleague Kristi Clemens, who runs a program called Dartmouth Dialogues, our initiative to promote human interaction across difference, tells a story that captures this shift. Years ago, students with interpersonal conflicts came to her office to talk things through in person, together. Then they stopped, and just started texting each other. In the past few years, text exchanges have vanished, and conflict plays out on long voice memos that students leave for each other: no interaction, no back-and-forth. The one thing most likely to repair a relationship--direct human dialogue--is gone.

Without the skill and will to listen across lines of difference, young people risk becoming more isolated, more easily manipulated, and less prepared to lead in a pluralistic democracy. If they don't learn how to engage in these practices here, in college, they may not ever.

The problem isn't just a lack of dialogue--it's rising polarization. As the Dartmouth political scientist Sean Westwood has shown, disparaging those with whom you disagree as the "other" erodes trust and discourages even the attempt at conversation or engaging across the aisle. That might sound abstract, but in the age of AI, this siloing has tangible consequences. When students retreat into algorithmically curated feeds--or AI tools that reflect their own assumptions, and validate even their worst impulses--the divide deepens. Machines are good at confirming biases, real and perceived, not challenging them. We need people to do this hard work themselves, by leaving their information bubbles and interacting with one another in the flesh, not from behind a keyboard.

You might be surprised to learn that I am a tech optimist. The field of "artificial language intelligence" began at Dartmouth, after all.  And in the 1960s, our researchers made computing widely accessible with the invention of BASIC. Soon after, we gave all students computers and required them to develop computer literacy--not to train programmers, but to ensure that everyone could use new tools wisely. Today, we are doing the same with AI, piloting our first-year students' writing with AI in the classroom. And our faculty are using AI as a provocative collaborator, helping them translate ideas, explore new directions, and discover unexpected connections. As disruptive and transformative as artificial intelligence may be, the shape of our future will be determined not by machines, but by the wisdom with which we use them.

We are embracing AI, but only because we are simultaneously embracing what we are exceptionally prepared to do in our college environment: focusing on what it means to be human. That's why, even before classes begin, every incoming Dartmouth student embarks on a hiking, canoeing, or camping trip led by an upperclass student. I will admit that having 1,200 students off in the woods with no faculty gives a college president nightly worries. But no phones, no adults, just peers learning to talk, think, and connect with people they've never met is worth it. It's a tradition rooted in the belief that community begins with conversation. I hear regularly from alumni who graduated decades ago who formed friendships for life, relationships that started on these trips and shaped who they are today.

As AI accelerates, and as polarization flares around us, higher education must hold fast to its human mission. Our job is to help the next generation cultivate their uniquely human skills which, first and foremost, means being able to communicate with one another.
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The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology

Astronomers see a mysterious object shining in the deep sky. It could be older than the stars.

by Ross Andersen




To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.

For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeated by a roiling plasma. It was too hot and chaotic for any structure to cohere. Hundreds of thousands of years passed before a tiny hydrogen atom could even hold itself together. Another 100 million years or so after that, great clouds of hydrogen condensed and stars flared into being. Most cosmologists believe that these stars were the first large, free-floating structures to illuminate our universe, and that black holes appeared later. But some have proposed that it went the other way around.

In the deep sky, beyond the most ancient fully formed galaxies, astronomers have now found a mysterious and colossal object that may be a primordial black hole. Earlier this month, a team of them posted an analysis of the object based on observations made by the James Webb Space Telescope. If their account holds up, the standard view of how the universe evolved will need serious revamping.

Long before black holes were ever glimpsed in reality, they were theoretical objects, products of the scientific imaginary. In 1783, the English natural philosopher John Michell proposed the existence of "dark stars," objects of such concentrated mass that light cannot escape their gravity. Michell was reasoning from Newton's laws. More than 100 years later, Karl Schwarzschild and Robert Oppenheimer brought his dark-star idea into alignment with Einstein's theory of general relativity. They showed how an ultradense star could keep collapsing until space-time curved back on itself, sealing off its light in a black hole.

All of this work was done on chalkboards and in notebooks. Black holes would remain notional until 1972, when astronomers confirmed that they'd actually detected one. In the decades that followed, more of these exotic objects were found in every part of the sky. People have now seen small ones and big ones. They have picked up the tiny space-time ripples that emanate outward from two merging black holes. They have learned that most, if not all, galaxies have a black hole at their center. The supermassive one in the middle of the Milky Way shoots out jets of particles that expand into enormous bubbles. These bubbles appear to help regulate star formation and other cosmic processes here in the only galaxy known to host life.

Read: When a telescope is a national-security risk

Most of the black holes that astronomers have identified appear to be collapsed stars. But some theorists, including Stephen Hawking, have suggested that there might be other kinds in the universe. During inflation--an expansive process that theoretically took place just after the Big Bang--quantum fluctuations could have caused large parts of the cosmos to spontaneously buckle inward, forming black holes before any stars had yet appeared. But cosmologists have had trouble imagining the mechanisms that could generate such large fluctuations. If the mysterious object that the James Webb Space Telescope has found really is a primordial black hole, they will have to go back to their chalkboards and notebooks.

That we can even get a peek at something from the early universe is a technological miracle. The Webb telescope spotted this object way out in the dark realm beyond the last visible galaxies, where the only things that glow are likely proto-galaxies and other cosmic bits and bobs in various stages of formation. Even when black holes are close to us, they can be difficult to detect, because they trap light. To see a black hole, astronomers rely on the wrenching violence that it inflicts on nearby matter, which throws off sparks in the form of electromagnetic radiation. But if this object is a black hole too, then not much matter is surrounding it, so it isn't throwing off so many sparks. (In cosmology terms, it's nearly "naked.") Most of what astronomers see in its vicinity is hydrogen and helium left over from the Big Bang--not what you'd expect from a black hole that had formed from a collapsed star.

Read: Yes, a moon base

We will need many more observations, and probably a larger space telescope, to know for sure whether it's a primordial black hole. After all, our images of this object were taken from clear across the observable universe. They barely qualify as blurry snapshots, and the analysis of them hasn't yet been peer-reviewed. Peter Coles, a theoretical cosmologist at Maynooth University in Ireland, has noted that the object might be some other kind of strange, celestial body instead. Other cosmologists suggested to me that it could be a black hole that formed directly from a gas cloud without having first become a star. It could be something else entirely. At the frontier edge of astronomy, tantalizing new observations have a tendency to be mirages.

We might learn that this one has been misinterpreted. We might find definitive proof that stars are older than black holes, just as cosmologists had long supposed. But even so, black holes would still retain some claim to ontological primacy, because they last so much longer. From their perspective, a star is just a transitory stage, a chrysalis. If the universe continues to expand as cosmologists predict, a day will come when star formation will cease altogether. Tens of trillions of years after that, the final stars will burn out. When that last stellar ember cools and darkens, the age of black holes will still be in its early days. Black holes will exist far, far longer than the entire illuminated age of stars. Of all the forms that this cosmos assumes, they will be among the most enduring. In a deep sense, this universe is theirs.
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Jeffrey Goldberg Wins 2025 John Chancellor Award from Columbia Journalism School

The Chancellor Award is presented to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments


Credit: Justin T. Gellerson/The New York Times/Redux



Today the Columbia Journalism School announced that The Atlantic's editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg is the recipient of the prestigious 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism. The prestigious award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments, and recognizes Jeffrey's career as a writer and editor. We are resharing Columbia's announcement below:

Columbia Journalism School announced today that Jeffrey Goldberg, editor in chief of The Atlantic, and the moderator of "Washington Week with The Atlantic" on PBS, is the recipient of the 2025 John Chancellor Award for Excellence in Journalism.
 For more than 35 years, Goldberg has worked as a journalist of remarkable range, ability and influence. His reporting and analysis of foreign affairs, national security and domestic politics have garnered respect from readers and leaders alike. At a challenging time for journalism business models, he has led The Atlantic to both journalistic and business successes: three Pulitzer Prizes, three National Magazine Awards for General Excellence and profitability, growing the magazine's audience to over one million subscribers.
 He joined The Atlantic in 2007 as a national correspondent, and in 2016 he was named editor in chief. Before joining the magazine, Goldberg served as the Middle East correspondent and then the Washington correspondent for The New Yorker. Earlier in his career, he was a writer for New York and The New York Times Magazine, where he wrote 15 cover stories. His work for these outlets led the editor of Foreign Policy to call Goldberg "one of the most incisive, respected foreign policy journalists around."
 Goldberg has a proven instinct for knowing where the news is, and for having the courage to pursue stories that others won't. Earlier this year, he demonstrated his reportorial rigor in an unusual scoop known as Signalgate.
 Goldberg was inadvertently included in a high-level group chat on the Signal platform by National Security Advisor Mike Waltz that broke protocol by disseminating classified attack plans of an assault on the Houthis in Yemen.  When he wrote about it, without revealing the confidential details, Trump Administration officials attacked his journalism. He remained steadfast, and published more details about the content of the Signal chat.   
 Other career highlights range from extensive original reporting on Hezbollah, living in a Taliban madrasa in Pakistan, spending a week with Fidel Castro in Havana, reporting on a murder in a hunting preserve in Zambia, interviewing President Obama five times over the course of his presidency, and a piece disclosing that President Trump denigrated fallen US military servicemen as "suckers and losers."
 Over the last 30 years, Goldberg has interviewed, either for magazine features, newspaper articles, or at live events, almost every major political newsmaker of the era: Donald Trump, Barack Obama, George W. Bush, John McCain, Hillary Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, Warren Buffett, Benjamin Netanyahu, King Abdullah of Jordan, Mark Milley, John Kelly, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, David Cameron, Mohammed Bin Salman, along with major mafia figures and the Dalai Lama.
 Goldberg started his career as a police reporter at The Washington Post. He has worked as a TV critic, a consumer reporter and an advice columnist. He does not write only heavy pieces. He has been a humor columnist for The Jerusalem Post,  and an advice columnist for The Atlantic. He has also written rollicking accounts of going to a Bruce Springsteen concert with superfan Chris Christie; shooting pistols with Tom Clancy; and about the fictional mobsters on "The Sopranos" and the real ones in the Gotti family.
 Goldberg is the author of two books, Prisoners: A Story of Friendship and Terror, and On Heroism: McCain, Milley, Mattis and the Cowardice of Donald Trump. He became the moderator of PBS' "Washington Week with The Atlantic" in 2023.
 A former fellow of the American Academy in Berlin, he has also served as a public-policy scholar at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, and the distinguished fellow at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. He is the recipient of numerous awards for his journalism, including the National Magazine Award for Reporting, the Daniel Pearl Award for Reporting and the Overseas Press Club's Award for human-rights reporting.
 "At a time when the institutions and ideals of both journalism and democracy in Americans are as besieged as they've ever been, there has been no better and braver champion and exemplar of those ideals than Jeffrey Goldberg," said Scott Stossel, The Atlantic's National Editor.
 "Jeffrey Goldberg's extraordinary work as reporter, author and editor stand out as an inspiration to us all," said Columbia Journalism School Dean Jelani Cobb. "His talent and courage shine - whether in reporting from conflict zones or leading a publication of record that holds the powerful to account."
 The John Chancellor Award is presented each year to a journalist for their cumulative accomplishments. The prize honors the legacy of pioneering television correspondent and longtime NBC News Anchor John Chancellor, best remembered for his distinguished reporting on civil rights, politics and election campaigns.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s 2025 Report on Diversity &amp; Inclusion






The Atlantic has released its 2025 "Report on Diversity & Inclusion," an annual report showing gender and race metrics across the company. The data represent the composition of The Atlantic's staff as of June 30, 2025. We have committed to run and release this report annually.

As a workplace, we commit to fostering diversity, inclusion, growth, and a generous disposition to all. Find the PDF here.
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Sarah Topol Wins 2025 Michael Kelly Award for <em>The New York Times Magazine</em> Feature on "The Deserter" From the Russian Army

Finalists are from the <em>The Baltimore Banner</em> and <em>Bloomberg Businessweek</em>


Jeffrey Goldberg, Sarah Topol, and Cullen Murphy (Carl Timpone and Aidan McLellan / BFA)



Sarah Topol is the winner of the 22nd annual Michael Kelly Award for "The Deserter: An Epic Story of Love and War," published last year by The New York Times Magazine. Topol's moving, five-part feature is about a combat officer who deserted from the Russian army and, together with his wife, defected to the West; Topol also spoke with 18 other Russian defectors for her reporting.

The award was announced this morning at the 16th annual Atlantic Festival in New York City. From her acceptance speech, Topol said: "Now more than ever, we must continue to be critical, to question accepted narratives, to be brave, and to seek a greater understanding of this chaotic and dangerous time, even at personal risk. I can only continue to aspire to do so in such beautiful, sharp, original and incisive sentences as Kelly did."

In their commendation, the judges praised Topol's painstaking reporting and textured writing. Her 35,000-word narrative, they note, "has the propulsive power of a novel, offering readers a uniquely intimate look at the Russian military, its history, its corruption, and the horrific demands placed on soldiers." Topol is a contributing writer at The New York Times Magazine. She will be awarded a prize of $25,000.

Presented by The Atlantic, the Michael Kelly Award honors journalists whose work exemplifies "the fearless pursuit and expression of truth," which defined Michael Kelly's own life and career. Kelly was the first journalist killed in the course of the Iraq War, in 2003. He served as editor of The Atlantic and National Journal when both magazines were publications of Atlantic Media, chaired by David G. Bradley. Bradley created the award in Kelly's honor.

Journalists from two other news organizations were recognized as finalists: Alissa Zhu, Nick Thieme, and Jessica Gallagher, at The Baltimore Banner, for their years-long investigation into Baltimore's overdose crisis; and Olivia Carville and Cecilia D'Anastasio, at Bloomberg Businessweek, for their urgent reporting on children's online safety.

Five judges selected the winner and the finalists: Mark Feeney, a Pulitzer Prize-winning critic and writer at The Boston Globe; Tyler Austin Harper, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Hannah Dreier, a past winner of the Michael Kelly Award and a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter at The New York Times; Ena Alvarado, a writer and former assistant editor at The Atlantic; and Cullen Murphy, the editor at large of The Atlantic.

More information about Michael Kelly and the award in his honor can be found at www.michaelkellyaward.com.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Is This 'America First'?

Trump's political nihilism was on full display yesterday at the United Nations.

by Will Gottsegen




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.

Standing on the United Nations General Assembly dais yesterday, President Donald Trump had a message for the global leaders and representatives in attendance: "Your countries are going to hell."

What for? The "failed experiment of open borders," according to the president. Never mind the fact that some countries represented in the room--such as, say, the Solomon Islands--don't receive very many immigrants at all, and that leaders have profoundly diverging views about the long-term effects of mass immigration. The irony was lost on Trump; his address demonstrated what happens when an "America First" president engages with the rest of the world.

Trump spoke for almost an hour (well past his 15-minute limit) in a speech that oscillated between bombast and blithe nihilism. He grumbled about the building's terrazzo floors, complained that the teleprompter had broken down before his speech, and repeatedly mentioned that an escalator he'd been on had stopped short. ("These are the two things I got from the United Nations: a bad escalator and a bad teleprompter.") He also falsely claimed sole credit for ending seven wars, and at one point suggested that radical environmentalists "want to kill all the cows." Rather than laughing at him, as the assembly did back in 2018, his audience was polite this time, chuckling at some of the ad libs and sitting through the digs.

The address featured many such unrelated and fabricated elements, including the supposed "con job" of climate change (it's real) and the claim that London and its mayor want to institute Sharia law (they don't). The through line was the contrast between America's current "golden age" and the "death" and destruction that Trump argues other nations are facing--support for his general thesis that he's handling the world's most intractable crises better than anyone else is.

So, is the "America First" mentality about investment at home, or is it just about the abandonment of long-held foreign-policy goals? The answer depends on Trump's disposition at any given moment. Take his unpredictable stances on the Ukraine war: When Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky petitioned the White House in February for support in the country's ongoing war against Russia, Trump publicly scolded him, saying that Zelensky didn't "have the cards" to be asking for any more money. But in yesterday's speech, Trump placed the blame for the drawn-out war squarely on Russia. In a follow-up post on Truth Social, he wrote that Ukraine can "WIN" back the territory illegally occupied by Russia since the start of the war, and even said during a post-address press conference that NATO member countries should shoot down Russian planes that enter their airspace.

This apparent 180 is more an abdication than a switching of sides--"one of his tantrums," as my colleague Tom Nichols put it last night. Trump once appeared content to let Russian President Vladimir Putin steamroll Ukraine. "Now," Tom writes, "the president seems to be implying that he'll walk away and let Europe do whatever the hell" it wants.

Trump's disregard for diplomatic norms extended to the UN itself. "What is the purpose of the United Nations?" he asked during his speech, not as an inspiring prelude but as a swipe. The vision of the world the president espoused was one of profound dysfunction, a globe-enveloping chaos that is eating away at the very fabric of society--except, of course, in America, per his telling. Faced with a world on the brink, Trump seems to be throwing up his hands; countries can either follow his cue or fend for themselves.

Related:

	Trump dares the United Nations to mock him now.
 	Why Trump changed his mind on Ukraine




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Ukraine's plan to starve the Russian war machine
 	Jimmy Kimmel ran right at his critics.
 	George Packer: America's zombie democracy
 	The unconstitutional tactics Trump wants to revive in Memphis




Today's News

	One ICE detainee was killed and two were seriously injured in a shooting at an ICE facility in Dallas, according to Department of Homeland Security officials; Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem said that the shooter died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. Officials are investigating the incident and found ammunition engraved with the message ANTI-ICE, according to FBI Director Kash Patel.
 	Russia dismissed President Donald Trump's statement at the United Nations that, with NATO's help, Ukraine could retake all of its territory occupied by Russia. The Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said on a radio interview that Ukraine refusing to negotiate would only worsen its position.
 	The Securities and Exchange Commission recently dropped a civil-enforcement case against Devon Archer, a former client of current SEC Chairman Paul Atkins, who had testified on Archer's behalf before joining the commission. An SEC spokesperson told The New York Times that Atkins had recused himself from the decision to drop the case.




Evening Read
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The Black Hole That Could Rewrite Cosmology

By Ross Andersen

To study the origins of our universe is to struggle with profound chicken-or-egg questions. We know the Big Bang happened. Cosmologists can see its afterglow in the sky. But no one knows whether the laws of physics or even time itself existed before that moment. Nor can we say exactly what happened next. The order in which certain celestial objects formed during the very early universe is hotly contested.
 For a long time after the Big Bang, not much of anything could form. All of space was permeated by a roiling plasma. It was too hot and chaotic for any structure to cohere. Hundreds of thousands of years passed before a tiny hydrogen atom could even hold itself together. Another 100 million years or so after that, great clouds of hydrogen condensed and stars flared into being. Most cosmologists believe that these stars were the first large, free-floating structures to illuminate our universe, and that black holes appeared later. But some have proposed that it went the other way around.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The MAGA media takeover
 	So much for class-based affirmative action.
 	When child death was everywhere
 	The David Frum Show: Why assassinations shaped the 1960s and haunt us again
 	Helen Lewis: The Gaza left and the gender left




Culture Break


David Wall / Getty



Read. Addie E. Citchens's novel, Dominion, creates a vibrant Mississippi town and a dire morality tale about the suppression of desire, Omari Weekes writes.

Explore. In the world of sorority rush, expensive fashion trends merge with old southern ideals. Caitlin Flanagan asks, "What kind of future (or past) are these young women preparing themselves to enter?"

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

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 People Who Are Still Convinced Kamala Won

The left is dabbling in 2024-election-fraud theories.

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.


Stop me if you've heard this story before: Partisan claims of fraud in the presidential election. Elaborate statistical analyses. Reports of shadowy, closed-door doings. All of this, they say, points to one conclusion: The results were compromised, and the real winner was kept out of the White House.

That sounds like the aftermath of the 2020 election, but it's also what's happening right now. Kamala Harris's loss in last November's presidential election produced few prominent claims of fraud, and nothing like the concerted effort, using both lawsuits and force, to keep President Donald Trump in office that followed his defeat nearly five years ago. In the past few months, however, spurious allegations that fraud helped Trump win back the White House have been flourishing more online, elections experts told me, though why they're so popular right now--other than the left's compounding anger with the Trump administration--is not clear.

The parallel to fraud theories about the 2020 presidential election is more than superficial, Justin Grimmer, a political scientist at Stanford who has studied election-conspiracy theories, told me. "The most remarkable thing is the similarity in the analysis that we're seeing from the bad claims made after 2020 and these similarly bad, really poorly set up claims from 2024," he said.

One popular example alleges that an NSA audit of the 2024 election found that Harris, not Trump, had actually won, according to a former CIA officer who allegedly participated in the audit. On July 31, an anonymous Substack newsletter called This Will Hold, which claims to offer "the truth they're not telling you," published a post stating, "In an exclusive interview, former CIA operative Adam Zarnowski laid out pieces of an intricate network of bad actors and covert operations behind transnational organized crime and the stolen 2024 election." It adds that "none of his revelations are classified" and that Zarnowski "is prepared to testify under oath." The implication of this bombshell is clear to the author: "We have the authority and the obligation to remove this entire unelected, illegitimate regime."

The theory has many problems. No evidence exists for Zarnowski's claims about his background other than his own word. Elsewhere, a LinkedIn profile calls him a "former CIA paramilitary operations officer" and an expert in the subject of human trafficking, but nothing suggests his statistical or elections expertise; a self-published book is full of oddball claims. I attempted to reach Zarnowski using a couple of different methods but received no response. (Snopes, which was able to contact Zarnowski, reported that he did not provide definitive proof of his professional background or the alleged audit.)

Moreover, nothing in the Substack post actually supports Zarnowski's claims; instead, it offers innuendo about voting-machine failures and the companies that sell elections equipment. Neither the NSA nor any other federal agency conducts elections audits, nor is there any plausible explanation for why they would do so. The absence of an actual audit here or anywhere else is notable: As with the claims offered by Trump and his allies in 2020 and 2021, the theory relies on implication, with hard evidence seemingly always just out of reach.

But there are more fundamental issues of logic in the theory. States actually do conduct audits of their votes, and unlike the supposed NSA audit, the process and results of those reviews are public. The theory appears to suppose that Democratic officials in key swing states conspired to help Trump and hurt Harris, for whatever unstated reason. These claims "ring as hollow and grifting as nearly identical claims made by those who profited off the Big Lie that Trump didn't lose the 2020 election," David Becker, the executive director of the Center for Election Innovation & Research, a nonpartisan nonprofit, wrote in an email.

The post from This Will Hold mentions another group peddling similarly bogus claims of fraud. The Election Truth Alliance, which describes itself as nonpartisan, offers a different spin on fraud claims--less cloak-and-dagger, more regression-analysis-and-spreadsheet--but ultimately not one that is any more convincing. The ETA argues that "patterns consistent with vote manipulation are present in 2024 U.S. election results," a conclusion "based on analysis of publicly-available state and local election data using multiple evidence-based methodologies." This is more promising than the Zarnowski chimera, but only on the surface. One of the ETA's methods involves analyzing how Harris fared compared with down-ballot candidates. For example, both the ETA and another group called SMART Elections have zeroed in on Rockland County, New York, noting that Harris got many fewer votes there than did Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, a fellow Democrat.

Like so much other purported evidence for fraud, the disparity can be explained in mundane terms: Many people don't vote in every contest, and although presidential candidates tend to receive more votes than down-ballot contenders, the rule isn't firm. Former Senator Joe Manchin received more votes than did Democratic presidential candidates in West Virginia, cycle after cycle. The MIT political scientist Charles Stewart III demonstrates that Harris's underperformance in Rockland County relative to Gillibrand appears to stem from her unpopularity with ultra-Orthodox Jews in the county.

The ETA employs two similar metrics that compare reported results with expected results, based on the number of votes cast. The problem is that voter behavior is messy and unpredictable. That's the point. If elections fully conformed to models and expectations, there would be no need to hold them. But the patterns are also sometimes predictable. "This is one of the big errors that was made in the post-2020 analyses," Grimmer told me. "A whole group of amateur statisticians were shocked to find out that in a small number of heavily populated counties, the Democratic candidate does quite well, and that in a large number of sparsely populated counties, the Republican candidate tends to do better."

One reason that claims of fraud seem to grab hold of some people is that they are conveyed via elaborate-seeming statistical analyses, which may or may not be valid uses of the data but are enough to impress casual viewers (or at least to make their eyes glaze over). The ETA also posted a "working paper" by Walter Mebane, a respected political scientist at the University of Michigan, that statistically examined 2024-presidential-election results in Pennsylvania. When I reached out to Mebane recently, he told me that he had not closely examined claims of misconduct in Pennsylvania but believed colleagues who had deemed them unfounded. He added that the ETA had provided him with useful data but that he didn't endorse its claims. "They have a lot of things they say I don't agree with, but I'm not taking the time to fight with them in public," he said. (In an email, the ETA agreed that "a noticeable down-ballot difference could result from a more popular candidate at either the presidential or lower-ballot level," but stood by their methodologies and findings. They added that they intend to move forward with litigation in two states in which the organization claims to have discovered "evidence consistent with vote manipulation.")

The problem with any claims of election fraud on a scale that could change results, setting aside the statistical flaws, is that they ask audiences to accept abstract interpretations of numerical data while ignoring real-world information. For example, almost every state allows election observers and has poll workers from multiple parties. To change votes would require that multiple people across parties conspire to flip votes and then stay quiet about it--and also that no voters or observers notice. "That seems pretty far-fetched to me," Tammy Patrick, the chief program officer at the Election Center and a veteran elections official, told me.

Knocking down false claims is frustrating work, especially when the same ideas that were debunked four years ago pop up again from new culprits. Grimmer has spent countless hours chasing down the truth, explaining it to reporters, and even debating election deniers. And so I was struck by the compassion he showed for people who fall for the theories. "The people who believe them, they're not crazy people," he told me.

"It's hard to believe that a majority of the country disagrees with your choice when you're so passionate and certain about your choice," Grimmer said. "They're smart people, and they think, I must be able to discover what's going on here." Sometimes, though, reality just doesn't work the way we expect.

Related:

	Election officials are under siege.
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump wants you to accept all of this as normal.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump tells pregnant women to "fight like hell" not to take Tylenol.
 	Daniel Byman and Riley McCabe: Left-wing terrorism is on the rise.
 	Alexandra Petri: Sure, let's try bribes!




Today's News

	At the United Nations, President Donald Trump gave a speech that criticized the organization and its global efforts on climate change. He also warned that without action on immigration and stronger borders, "your countries are going to hell."
 	Trump posted on social media that Ukraine, with NATO's financial support, could feasibly win back all of its territory lost to Russia during the war.
 	According to a New York Times investigation, Errol Musk, the father of Elon Musk, has been accused of sexually abusing five of his children and stepchildren since 1993; Errol denies the claims, calling them "false and nonsense in the extreme."




Evening Read


Evelyn Dragan / Connected Archives



AI Is Coming for Parents

By Miranda Rake

A few weeks before my daughter's fourth birthday, I stumbled across an AI party planner called CelebrateAlly. "Looking to plan a themed party, a surprise bash, or just a relaxed get-together?" read a banner on its website, which promised that the app would take care of "all the details--themes, activities, and decorations." It also offered to write birthday cards, "capturing your heartfelt sentiments beautifully!"
 The offer had a certain appeal. I was overwhelmed, entering the phase of planning where I actually had to execute on my daughter's vision for her bash. We'd been talking about the party for months, and her requests were specific yet constantly changing. (She wanted a unicorn cake--no, a unicorn pinata; to invite only her cousins--then a few of her friends too, and then all of the kids on our block.) But I was genuinely curious to hear them. Each question I asked her was a way to draw closer to her: I learned about who she is right now while, I hope, showing her that I really want to know. After all those conversations, using AI would have felt like a betrayal.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	A censored rap legend has advice for Jimmy Kimmel.
 	Back to school in Gaza
 	Autocracy in America: A warning for those ready to capitulate to Trump
 	Dear James: I fell in love with my friend--and now I'm confused.
 	Ahmed Fouad Alkhatib: Flying over my battered homeland
 	Daniel Kurtzer: The actual path to a Palestinian state




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: A24 / TIFF.



Watch. These are the 14 most exciting films heading to theaters through the end of the year, Shirley Li writes.

Explore. Robert Redford's decades of work explored one theme over and over: the hollowness of the easy victory, Sally Jenkins writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Sure, Let's Try Bribes!

If taxpayers want to influence policy, maybe this is our only option.

by Alexandra Petri




If we're going through the federal budget in search of areas to cut, I would maybe cut the budget line where we pay Tom Homan $50,000 in cash, consequence-free, to demonstrate that he is susceptible to bribes. I would cut that before the pediatric-cancer research, personally.

Just to explain what happened: Last year Tom Homan, the border czar, was allegedly recorded accepting $50,000 in cash in a bag (specifically, a bag from CAVA, the Mediterranean fast-casual chain) from undercover FBI agents posing as government contractors in a sting operation, in which Homan intimated that he would now try to steer DHS contracts their way. And then they ... let him hang onto the cash, to see what he would do with it. Maybe nothing! Maybe report it to the IRS in a really scrupulous way!

When the Trump administration took over, it dropped the case. FBI Director Kash Patel even said that there was "no evidence of wrongdoing." Homan also denies doing anything wrong. Remember, a wad of money in a weird bag intended for food only looks like a bribe, as a City Hall adviser recently explained. In its proper cultural context, handing someone $50,000 in a CAVA bag is actually a way of saying, "You seem like a man of unimpeachable integrity, and I respect you so much"--and it would be rude to refuse it.

That's right! Just because someone accepts a bag of cash to steer contracts a certain way doesn't mean he has done anything wrong. Donald Trump didn't get where he is today by refusing to take money from people. What, you're supposed to discriminate against money just because it's in cash in a CAVA bag, rather than in the form of someone buying your special novelty crypto coin?

Look, Trump officials are being offered all kinds of money from all kinds of sources. Businessmen go to dinner with the president, and then charges against them are dropped. Corporations settle the frivolous lawsuits being brought against them by the president, and then their mergers go through. Clearly, money is a language to which the president and his cronies respond. (It's always a good sign when the people around your president can reasonably be described as "cronies.") Well, if we as taxpayers want to influence policy, maybe we should take a page from this same book.

We deserve a piece of the action! The trouble is that it is hard, as individuals, to come up with enough money to swing policy in our preferred direction. What am I going to do, pointedly let a single egg slip out of my purse as the president walks by? ("There's more where that came from, but I'll need you to get rid of those tariffs for me first!") But if we work together, we, as a nation, can probably successfully do a single bribe. Or even multiple bribes! Let's build on the FBI's idea. Let's use our tax dollars to try to bribe Trump-administration officials to act in the national interest!

When RFK Jr. says that he is replacing everyone on the committee that makes vaccine recommendations with a series of alchemists and mountebanks, an FBI agent (acting on our behalf) can say, "But wait! Look what just fell out of my bag! Why yes, it's a squirrel carcass! But what's that inside it? Yes, maggots, but also ... $50,000 in unmarked bills! Now whom do you want to put on the vaccine committee?" "Hey, Tom Homan, how many bags of CAVA cash do you need to treat other people accused of crimes--and those not even accused of crimes--as human beings instead of dragging them off to a gulag?"

This new system of taxpayer-funded bribes will take a lot of money just to revert things to the status quo, but I am willing to pay. Much better than the current approach, where we silently pay for tank parades, the Army Corps of Engineers adjusting J. D. Vance's vacation water levels, and the refurbishing of the president's gift plane--but get nothing in return, except a worse-looking White House and decreased national prestige.

No, I am on board with the concept. My concern is the number: $50,000 in a CAVA bag? That's chicken feed. I just don't think we, the American people, are going to be able to compete with bribes from the private sector.
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Trump Offers a Golden Ticket

The president is rebranding the immigration process as a MAGA rewards program.

by Will Gottsegen




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


One thing we know about President Donald Trump: He loves gold. His hotels, his golf clubs, his private living quarters, his proprietary high-top sneakers and coffee grounds--all of it is to some extent coated in the same opulent shade. Even the Oval Office is now distinctly more golden than it was during the Biden years. Now the president is taking his gold paintbrush to the nation's immigration policies.

Enter the Trump Gold Card--not a credit card but a new pathway to immigration, offering wealthy foreigners a fast track to permanent residency in the United States. Launched on Friday by executive order alongside a restrictive new update to the H-1B program, the Trump Gold Card offers potential immigrants a trade: In exchange for $1 million plus processing fees, the government will give you an EB-1 or EB-2 visa. The administration is hoping to add an even more exclusive tier in the form of the $5 million Trump Platinum Card, which would give recipients 270 days' residency in the U.S. with no tax on non-U.S. income.

The EB-1 and EB-2 are employment-based visas that have historically been reserved for foreigners of "extraordinary" and "exceptional" ability, among other highly qualified professionals; the number following EB denotes a recipient's importance on the world stage. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services suggests that a Pulitzer Prize or an Olympic medal might be part of a winning EB-1 application (it seems to go to all-purpose celebrities, too, such as former supermodel Melania Trump); professionals with "advanced degrees" could consider applying for an EB-2. That the $1 million Trump Gold Card now qualifies as "sufficient evidence that the individual will substantially benefit the United States" suggests that this administration thinks personal riches are a superpower of their own.

The concept of a pay-to-play residency permit isn't all that new. First instituted during the George H. W. Bush administration, the EB-5 visa is open to applicants who invest upwards of $800,000 into American businesses. It is far from a perfect program, and has been used as a vehicle for fraud, but its focus on investment in the American economy makes it decidedly different from the Trump Gold Card, which asks for an "unrestricted gift to the Department of Commerce" that the government can use as it sees fit. (Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick initially said that a Gold Card would replace the EB-5, but Friday's executive order makes no mention of the program.) While the vestigial EB-5 asks for a direct injection of capital--Manhattan's Hudson Yards was developed in part by EB-5 funds--the Department of Commerce will put its Gold Card war chest to work to "promote commerce and American industry," which is a mandate is broad enough to encompass both new investment in public housing and also just paying off the government's debt. In fact, Trump said on Friday that the Gold Card windfall will "generally" go to "pay down debt."

Whether or not it intends to, the Trump Gold Card is saying something profound about what and whom the administration values in 2025. A lot fewer people have Olympic medals than have $1 million in their bank accounts. Still, the Trump Gold Card gestures at a world where the ability to generate (or simply inherit) money is enough to justify a shortcut to U.S. residency. Asked back in February about whether a Russian oligarch could apply for the planned Gold Card, Trump replied, "Yeah, possibly. Hey, I know some Russian oligarchs that are very nice people."

The Gold Card's premium presentation seems to double down on the promise of membership in an elite society. Its website looks almost like a tech start-up's, with a sleek minimalist aesthetic courtesy of the National Design Studio, a federal initiative created by executive order last month and led by a co-founder of Airbnb, Tesla board member, and DOGE affiliate Joe Gebbia. A far cry from the typical sclerotic government site, trumpcard.gov invites visitors to begin their application for residency much as they might begin their application for a credit card, with just a few short questions; no onerous details required up front.

The American dream has always been at least partly financial. Here, you can plant your flag, start your business, and exercise your newfound freedom in a way that's conducive to economic mobility. But the Trump Gold Card reformulates the dream as a toll. Secretary Lutnick reportedly affirmed that this new paradigm represents some shape of the future for American visas, although he wasn't very specific. "In less than a month, the other visa green-card categories are likely to be suspended," he said, per CBS News. "This will be the model" by which "people can come into the country."

So much for "your tired, your poor / Your huddled masses"--this administration is more interested in those who have already hit it big.

Related: 

	Americans are buying an escape plan. (From March)
 	Trump's campaign to scare off foreign students






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	David Frum: Trump might be losing his race against time.
 	Democrats don't seem willing to follow their own advice.
 	Vivek Viswanathan: The art of the decline




Today's News

	ABC announced that Jimmy Kimmel's late-night show will return tomorrow night, less than a week after the show was suspended following backlash over Kimmel's remarks about Charlie Kirk's accused killer. The network said it made the decision after talks with Kimmel, calling his earlier comments "ill-timed and thus insensitive."
 	President Donald Trump and Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. announced that pregnant women should mostly avoid using acetaminophen, a painkiller commonly known as Tylenol. They warned that the drug is associated with an increased risk of autism, a connection that scientists say remains inconclusive.
 	Trump has ramped up pressure on the Justice Department, on Friday ousting a Virginia prosecutor who refused to charge his rivals and on Saturday directing Attorney General Pam Bondi to pursue critics including James Comey and Letitia James.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores stories on how to be honest with yourself--and, by extension, with other people.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Liubov Vigurskaia / Getty



People Are Getting Tattoos Under Anesthesia

By John Semley

Frank Charles, a pet-resort owner and former five-term mayor of St. Augustine, Florida, wanted a tattoo. He just wasn't sure that he could take the pain. Then he started seeing advertisements for a place in Miami called Sedation Ink, which offers clients the attention of its licensed anesthesiologists. "You'll enjoy a deep and peaceful sleep, allowing our artists to create breathtaking designs on your skin," the studio's website reads. "Join us and experience the future of tattooing, where pain is eliminated, and dreams become reality."


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Elon Musk's utterly mundane vision of dining
 	Trump is getting closer to having an "infinite money pit."
 	Paul Rosenzweig: A most profound transgression
 	What women wish they'd known before trying to get pregnant
 	Photos: Portrait of a village lost to the sea




Culture Break


Quique Cabanillas for The Atlantic



Explore. The trouble with Bad Bunny's Puerto Rico takeover--and what it shows about the tricky mix of music and tourism on the island, Valerie Trapp writes.

Read. These seven books reveal what corruption actually looks like, Zephyr Teachout 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 Stories

Explore stories on America's sleep crisis, the disengagement of teens, Trump's shadow secretary of state, 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 sneaky tactics behind bad customer service, a bizarre PTSD therapy that "seemed too good to be true," why the dictionary might be obsolete, and more.



Why Can't Americans Sleep?

Insomnia has become a public-health emergency.


By Jennifer Senior

Is This the End of the Dictionary?

Obsolete (adj.): no longer in use or no longer usefulRead the article.


By Stefan Fatsis

The Teen-Disengagement Crisis

By middle school, many kids' interest in learning falls off a cliff. The ripple effects could last for years.


By Jenny Anderson and Rebecca Winthrop

That Dropped Call With Customer Service? It Was on Purpose.

Endless wait times and excessive procedural fuss--it's all part of a tactic called "sludge."


By Chris Colin

A PTSD Therapy 'Seemed Too Good to Be True'

What if overcoming trauma can be painless?


By Yasmin Tayag

Trump's Real Secretary of State

How the president's friend and golfing partner Steve Witkoff got one of the hardest jobs on the planet


By Isaac Stanley-Becker

Strawberries in Winter

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


By Adrienne LaFrance



The Week Ahead

 	107 Days, a political memoir by Kamala Harris about her 2024 presidential campaign (out Tuesday)
 	One Battle After Another, a comedic action film starring Leonardo DiCaprio about a group of ex-revolutionaries who reunite to rescue the daughter of one of their own (out Friday in theaters)
 	House of Guinness, a series that follows the aftermath of the brewery patriarch Sir Benjamin Guinness's death (out Thursday on Netflix)
 




Essay


Sinna Nasseri for The Atlantic



Inside the Very Expensive, Extremely Overwhelming, Engineered Fun of Theme Parks

By Bianca Bosker

In recent years, Americans have drifted away from many of their once-beloved sources of pleasure: drinking, throwing parties, having sex, making friends. Yet they keep coming back to theme parks ...
 Even so, park operators have had to work hard to engineer fun at a time when people have become more fickle about what qualifies. "When Disneyland opened, it was the most exciting technological thing you could see," Phil Hettema, who spent more than a decade working on Universal's parks, told me. "Now there's nothing I can see anywhere in the world that I can't see on my iPhone."
 To meet this challenge, rides are bumping against the limits of physics and the human body to deliver experiences that are more death-defying than ever before.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	David Sims: Jimmy Kimmel's suspension is an escalation in every way.
 	It's fun to be a board-game sociopath.
 	Robert Redford was as real as it gets.
 	The invention of Judd Apatow
 	You're probably wearing too much deodorant.
 	Dear James: What to do with my post-DOGE life?
 	Nate Bargatze had one joke.




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The Constitution protects Jimmy Kimmel's mistake.
 	The last Americans really paying taxes
 	Isaac Stanley-Becker: What Charlie Kirk told me about his legacy
 	The running mate Kamala Harris didn't dare choose




Photo Album


Chilean flamingos in Puerto Natales, Chile (Caro Aravena Costa / 2025 Audubon Photography Awards)



Take a look at the winners and honorable mentions from the Audubon Society's 16th annual competition, featuring amazing images of bird life from around the world.



Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Beat Impostor Syndrome

It starts with a simple but very important step.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.

Good news: If you're worried you might be a phony, there's a good chance you're the real deal. "The true phony is convinced they're not one," Arthur C. Brooks explained earlier this summer. But no matter what the facts, your experiences, or other people tell you, it can be hard to believe that your own talents and strengths are genuine. Brooks lists a few ways to beat the strong pull of impostor syndrome, starting with an important one: Don't talk to yourself like someone you hate.

Today's newsletter explores how to be honest with yourself--and, by extension, with other people.

On Honesty

How to Know You're Not a Phony

By Arthur C. Brooks

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


Read the article.

The Club Where You Bare Your Soul to Strangers

By Taylor Prewitt

An evening with the "authentic-relating" movement, playing games designed to build intimacy (From 2017)


Read the article.

Quit Lying to Yourself

By Arthur C. Brooks

Real happiness starts with telling yourself the truth, even when it hurts. (From 2021)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	You've been lied to about lying: The conventional wisdom about how to spot a liar is all wrong.
 	Honesty is love: Sharing hard truths might be uncomfortable, but it's a surer route to happiness than hiding them, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	What Robert Redford knew about winning
 	A movie that touches one raw nerve after another
 	The winners of Ocean Photographer of the Year 2025




P.S.


Courtesy of Becky L.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Bird watching, in our backyard and while traveling, never fails to instill a sense of wonder in me," Becky L., 54, from Santa Fe, New Mexico, writes. "Such beautiful creatures capable of vast migrations and aerial acrobatics! Recently, on a hike with our son in the foothills of the Sangre de Cristo mountains in our new home of Santa Fe, we watched a young Cooper's hawk alight on a tree right above us as it stalked something nearby."

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

-- Isabel
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Trump's New Letter to New Americans

His letter to recently naturalized citizens offers a glimpse into his vision of what it means to be an American.

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.

When a person is naturalized as a U.S. citizen, they receive not just a new citizenship but also typically a few other objects: an American flag, a copy of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, and a greeting from the president. Of these, the last is the most ephemeral--just a form letter--but it can reveal a great deal about how the writer thinks about the country he leads.

This week, the White House released Donald Trump's new version of the letter. (In both terms, it took Trump months to get around to replacing his predecessor's missive.) Although the Trump administration has both cracked down on illegal immigration and sought to curtail legal immigration, the letter is warm and welcoming. Where the letter diverges from those of most past presidents is in its vision of the United States, which Trump sees as founded not on ideas or ideals but on culture and tradition.

For Trump, the nation is less a melting pot where different cultures combine harmoniously than a crucible where foreign notions are burned off and a homogeneous mix emerges.

"America has always welcomed those who embrace our values, assimilate into our society, and pledge allegiance to our country," he writes. "By taking this oath, you have forged a sacred bond with our Nation, her traditions, her history, her culture, and her values."

Many philosophers have historically argued that citizenship bestows freedoms but also confers obligations upon those who hold it. Yet Trump's reframing is more than a nod to those duties. It's also a move away from a focus on the intellectual underpinnings of the American project, which was an essential message for past presidents, regardless of party.

"In making this journey to America, you have done more than move to a new place. You have become part of an idea," Joe Biden wrote. Bill Clinton expressed something similar in different terms, writing, "You now share in a great experiment: a nation dedicated to the ideal that all of us are created equal, a nation with profound respect for individual rights." George W. Bush wrote that "Americans are united across the generations by grand and enduring ideals." (I am relying in some cases here on copies of the letters posted online by recipients.)

Some presidents have also discussed the importance of democratic engagement. "I ask you to pray for the strength and soul of our nation, and I encourage you to actively participate in shaping its future," wrote George H. W. Bush. "I encourage you to be involved in your community and to promote the values that guide us as Americans," Barack Obama implored. Trump, who has demonstrated his skepticism of protest and basic democracy, makes no such suggestions.

Trump's new letter is also different from the one he sent in his first term, and not only because it is shorter and his signature is an even more Twombly-esque abstraction. Unity has never held much interest for him, but where his first letter had a mention of "mutual kinship and affection," the new one puts no emphasis on collective bonding. And where Trump used the word nation only once in his first term, he mentions it four times now, capitalized each time. (Neither letter uses the word immigrant, as Obama's did, much less calls the United States a "nation of immigrants," as Biden's did.)

The conceptual shift to nation--a term often connected, outside of the United States, to an ethnic polity--is part of a broader rhetorical change on the right. Vice President J. D. Vance made it most forcefully in his nomination-acceptance speech last summer.

"One of the things that you hear people say sometimes is that America is an idea," he said. "And to be clear, America was indeed founded on brilliant ideas, like the rule of law and religious liberty. Things written into the fabric of our Constitution and our nation. But America is not just an idea. It is a group of people with a shared history and a common future. It is, in short, a nation."

The administration's ongoing attack on free speech and the rule of law make Vance's acknowledgment--and Trump's, in the letter--of the principles at the heart of the Constitution ring hollow. Even taken at face value, however, this emphasis on Americans' common culture is in tension with the idea that all people are created equal, my colleague Adam Serwer wrote after Vance's speech: "If America is a creedal nation, then anyone can be an American. But if real Americans are those who share a specific history, then some of us are more American than others."

This is particularly important right now, because the Trump administration is attempting to redefine what that shared history is--for example, by restoring a portrait of the traitor Robert E. Lee at West Point, attempting to install commissars at the Smithsonian, and ordering the bowdlerization of references at national parks to darker parts of the past, including the famous and searing image of a freed slave's scars from whippings. These steps seem designed to exclude some kinds of people from the shared history, or else force them to acquiesce to a tendentious or partial version.

Trump, as is his nature, depicts citizenship as a kind of deal. "You have pledged your heart to America--and in return, she offers the boundless promise of freedom and opportunity," he writes. Prospective citizens might reasonably wonder whether his government will hold up its end of that bargain.

Related:

	J. D. Vance's empty nationalism
 	How do you prove your citizenship? ICE won't say.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Jonathan Chait: Pity Trump's defenders.
 	The U.S. is quietly pausing some arms sales to Europe.
 	Tom Nichols: A rogue nation on the high seas




Today's News

	The House passed a Republican-led bill to keep the government funded through November 21, but the Senate rejected it along with a Democratic plan, increasing the risk of a government shutdown at the beginning of next month.
 	A federal judge dismissed President Donald Trump's defamation lawsuit against The New York Times, calling the complaint "improper and impermissible" because of its length. Trump's legal team has 28 days to refile an amended complaint.
 	Trump said he had a "productive" call this morning with Chinese leader Xi Jinping, during which they discussed the "approval of the TikTok deal."




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: This year, publishers have been churning out books that explain, extol, deride, fictionalize, and occasionally incorporate AI, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



How to Think, Not What to Think

By Sian Leah Beilock

Across the country, people are questioning the value and role of higher education, and institutions--particularly the elite ones--are experiencing a crisis in public trust. On top of that, tech titans are convinced that AI will break higher education, while many observers lament its corrupting influence and ask whether the "mind-expanding purpose and qualities of a university," as one historian of education put it recently, are gone forever ...
 Despite the reforms that our institutions of higher education must embark on to ensure that we are teaching our students how to think--and not what to think--a four-year residential-college experience remains one of the most powerful human environments for cultivating human qualities.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What Robert Redford knew about winning
 	Have you considered not polluting the water?
 	Autocracy in America: American politics is due for a realignment.
 	Radio Atlantic: David Letterman on the threats to late-night hosts




Culture Break


Warner Bros. Pictures



Watch. One Battle After Another (out Thursday in theaters) is as blisteringly fun as it is daringly political, David Sims writes.

Read. A new book, If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, aims to explain why superintelligent AI would eliminate humanity; the authors, however, fail to make a "case for their claims," Adam Becker argues.

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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Publishing's New Microgenre

This year, dozens of books are principally concerned with AI.

by Boris Kachka




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


Book publishing has, let's say, a complicated relationship with artificial intelligence. Earlier this month, Anthropic settled a lawsuit brought by authors and publishers, agreeing to pay $1.5 billion after training its chatbot, Claude, on pirated text; hundreds of such copyright lawsuits against data-scraping tech companies are still making their way through the courts. Many in the culture industries see AI as not just a thief but an existential competitor, ready to replace human writers at every turn. Yet publishers are also fascinated by the technology (and not only because they use it for marketing and other tasks). The major imprints have been churning out a robust collection of books (more than 20 this year, by my count) that explain, extol, deride, fictionalize, and occasionally incorporate AI.

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

	Is this the end of the dictionary?
 	"In the beginning, there was the word," a poem by Ashley M. Jones
 	The most difficult position in sports


Among these recent releases, one overarching theme is a debate occurring between so-called accelerationists and doomers--those who think superintelligence will hugely benefit humanity and those who suspect it will kill us all. Adam Becker, a journalist and former astrophysicist, disagrees with both groups. Becker, the author of the recent anti-utopian critique More Everything Forever, wrote for The Atlantic this week about his problems with a new dystopian manifesto, If Anyone Builds It, Everyone Dies, by Eliezer Yudkowsky and Nate Soares. (The Atlantic, which is also closely covering AI, published an essay about Becker's book and an excerpt from If Anyone Builds It.)

Becker's main objection to both sides is that they overhype the long-term, world-altering effects of superintelligence while downplaying the "much more immediate and well-founded concerns about the dangers of thoughtlessly deployed technology," he writes. The kinds of ongoing changes that he would prefer to focus on are well accounted for in 2025's AI book haul. Readers can find out more about how AI's processes resemble the workings of our brains (or don't); how the technology is changing medicine, warfare, education, business, and politics; how it has already profoundly altered society. But to me, the most interesting of the crop (or maybe just the most fun) are the works that explore our individual relationships with AI, through fiction or memoir.

Novels such as Amy Shearn's Animal Instinct and Jayson Greene's UnWorld imagine chatbots standing in for boyfriends or dead loved ones; politician-author Stacey Abrams invents a rogue medical-AI company in her latest legal thriller, Coded Justice. Hamid Ismailov's wildly experimental novel We Computers, translated from Uzbek and longlisted for a 2025 National Book Award, creates an alternate history in which a 1980s computer intelligently generates a new kind of mind-expanding, transnational literature. (Patti Smith is a fan; she blurbed it.)

Occupying a category all its own is Searches, a fragmented memoir in which Vauhini Vara works through her complex feelings about technology. Vara interweaves the story of the rise of the internet with the narrative of her life and work as a tech reporter. She also includes strange interludes: prose-poetic lists of her Google searches; a collection of her Amazon-purchase reviews; and, most strikingly, a series of long interactions with GPT-3 as she works to revise an essay about a sister who died years ago. As Matteo Wong noted in his Atlantic article about the book, the large language model produced what Vara considered to be the essay's best lines while also inserting plenty of lies. She wound up employing the bot not to think for her, but to prod her into a different kind of thinking; it forced her, she writes, "to assert my own consciousness by writing against the falsehoods." I enjoyed the book in part because it was less about what technology is doing to us than what we are doing in response.




Illustration by The Atlantic



The Useful Idiots of AI Doomsaying

By Adam Becker

Those who predict that superintelligence will destroy humanity serve the same interests as those who believe that it will solve all of our problems.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Boatbuilder, by Daniel Gumbiner

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

From our list: Eight books for dabblers





Out Next Week

? The Loneliness of Sonia and Sunny, by Kiran Desai

? What We Can Know, by Ian McEwan


? A Different Kind of Tension: New and Selected Stories, by Jonathan Lethem




Your Weekend Read


Brian Hamill / TriStar Pictures / Alamy



Robert Redford Was as Real as It Gets

By K. Austin Collins

One of the toughest and most crucial jobs for an actor is to convince us that they are thinking--that if we peel back the surface of the actorly persona, we'll find an actual person, a self arising out of some genuine inner core that colors in the lines and mannerisms of a character and makes them real. Despite his immense fame, Redford, one of the defining American actors of both his and subsequent generations, feels almost undercelebrated in this regard. He had a habit of making the job look too easy, and his nuances were often most apparent in contrast to multiple eras of co-stars--A-list actors like [Dustin] Hoffman, Natalie Wood, Paul Newman, Jane Fonda, and Barbra Streisand, then Meryl Streep, Michelle Pfeiffer, and even a fledgling Andrew Garfield--or the setting, like the expansive wilderness of the 1972 western Jeremiah Johnson. Redford's talent could seem invisible until the right conditions made it heroically apparent. His craft was not predicated on reminding us, through strain and largesse, of a master at work; his mastery could be found in the fact that we so often seemed to miss it.

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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A Beautiful Day for Saying Nothing

That chill in the air isn't Jimmy Kimmel's show being suspended. It's just autumn!

by Alexandra Petri




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.


It would be awful to live in interesting times, but, fortunately, we don't.

What a beautiful fall day it is. A beautiful day for saying nothing! That chill you feel in the air isn't Pam Bondi saying she's going to go after free speech, then clumsily backtracking. It's not Jimmy Kimmel's show being suspended indefinitely after FCC Chair Brendan Carr threatened ABC. It's just autumn: the perfect time to discuss approved subjects.

Let's not get political. Let's avoid hate speech. (That's when Jonathan Karl asks the president questions. You might almost mistake it for journalism, but, remember, he has hate in his heart.) Let's avoid antifa. (That's when the president has a bad feeling about you. Or maybe you even did an act of terror, like protesting the president while he ate dinner, hurling words at his head, harming him.)

Let's just stand here, silently. Isn't it nice here? So quiet. Just stand here and savor the freedom. And, of course, the bravery. And, of course, the corporate mergers. You can tell the country is free because everywhere you look, there is less and less evidence that slavery ever happened.

Save your voice until it grows rusty from disuse. Think of all the free time you'll get back once you no longer have to spend an hour every night watching comedians criticize the regime. You will be amazed at how many other things there are to talk about. The nice smell of the leaves, pumpkin-spice season come 'round again, the smell of the top of your baby's head. Travis and Taylor are getting married--to each other, even!

It's not a chilling effect. It would only be chilling if you had something horrid to say, and you don't, do you? Certainly nothing critical of the regime, and absolutely no paraphrasing, not of anyone, not at this time! So it's not chilling. You can say whatever you would like. You can say, "Kill 'em," about mentally ill homeless people, and keep your job with a simple apology. Just make certain, first, that you are one of those whose speech is never considered a threat. You'll know.

Silence will certainly save us. Authoritarianism is like measles: Ignore it and it will go away. I have this guidance straight from Secretary Kennedy.

If we are quiet enough, they are sure to forget we are here. They're not just looking for pretexts at this point, to do what they were always going to do. Don't say the word pretext so loud. There has never been a pretext even once. We certainly don't know what you mean. Just be quiet. Don't say We have to speak up now, because there will always be an excuse when the troops descend on the city or the strike hits the boat or the vans roll up and start shoving people inside. I'm sorry I said excuse. I'm sorry I said pretext. I should have said reason. I should have said nothing.

Let's all just sit here motionless for the next four years and hope things work out! Then the merger can go through; then the shareholders can breathe a sigh of relief. Surely someone else will say something before it's too late. It's a beautiful fall day. Look at the fall.
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American Higher Ed Never Figured Out Its Purpose

The centuries-long debate over who and what college is for has yet to be resolved.

by Jake Lundberg




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


A young man, not quite 18, entered Williams College in the fall of 1869. His study plans for the next four years were made for him. As Edward A. Birge wrote in The Atlantic 40 years later, in 1909, "The college offered a simple, homogeneous course of study," which each student was bound to follow. It began with classical languages and extended to history, mathematics, and lectures in the basic sciences. Along the way, there was a great deal of composition and rhetoric, writing essays by hand and delivering "orations" before the college. As Birge recalled, he and his classmates had not come to Williams for jobs training; rather, they had come for "somewhat vague and intangible intellectual gains," in search of "that still less tangible thing, culture."

About 110 miles to the east, Charles W. Eliot was also in his first semester in the fall of 1869. Recently installed as the youngest president of Harvard, Eliot was at the start of a 40-year tenure dedicated to making higher education's training more practical, its gains more tangible. Students, he believed, needed more than culture; they needed the foundations for a career. As he'd written in The Atlantic earlier in 1869, it was the institution's job to "convert the boy of fair abilities and intentions into an observant, judicious man," ready to "rise rapidly through the grades of employment." Eliot would help transform the American college into the American university in service of that vision.

Ever since Birge went to college and Eliot set out to make a university, American higher education has been pulled toward three different functions at once: cultural formation, preparation for work, and the pursuit of academic research. The modern university took shape in the push and pull among them, a hybrid that has never quite resolved its own contradictions.

Those contradictions have taken on fresh urgency in recent decades, as undergraduates continue to lose trust in the practical benefits of a humanities degree--and the "return on investment" of college more broadly. The debate that raged in the last third of the 19th century, over who and what college is for, has never really been resolved.

Before the Civil War, American colleges were small, hidebound places. A few were very old; none were very grand. True to their original purpose of training ministers, most were associated with some Christian denomination or another. Often strapped for cash, they offered spartan accommodations, bad food, and strict discipline. Intellectually, they were repositories of the old, rather than incubators of the new. The "culture" that Birge referenced began with ancient Greece and Rome. Studying their languages provided the foundations of thought; reading their literature, history, and philosophy provided an approach to life.

Once the Civil War ended and the nation marched into its next industrial-capitalist phase, Eliot took to the pages of The Atlantic with a new vision for higher education in America. The university--no longer just a college--would embrace all subjects of "human inquiry," and explore them "on a higher plane than elsewhere." The scientific and technical fields, presently relegated to inferior parallel schools and courses, could be profitably integrated into a single institution in which there would be "no real antagonism between literature and science," as Eliot argued in his inaugural address months later. If this did not make an educated man in a traditional sense, the time had come to enlarge the definition. A man could have culture, but he could also be prepared for a world of commerce.

There had been earlier reform efforts along similar lines--at Brown in the 1840s, at Union in the 1850s--but Eliot's young age, social prominence, and timing allowed him to seize the moment. Described in one report as "a young man of prodigious muscle, a leading oarsman in a boat club, with ability to laugh loud enough to disturb all the proprieties of Boston Common," Eliot cut a notable figure. His Atlantic essays, with their "radical" proposals, became news in their own right, garnering attention in Boston and well beyond. It was not long after the second was published, in March of 1869, that Eliot was selected to be Harvard's next president.

Not everyone was happy. At Harvard College's alumni-association dinner that June, no less a personage than Charles Francis Adams (son of John Quincy, grandson of John) expressed the vivid wish--according to a newspaper report--that "the classics which had hitherto been the bright and shining girdle of their Alma Mater, beneath whose protection she had nurtured and brought to light so many generations of her children," would be preserved. The president of Franklin and Marshall separately worried that "the professional interest" would "prove a Jonah's whale to the liberal. The humanities will be in the end swallowed up by the utilities."

James McCosh, one of Princeton's presidents in the late 19th century, emerged as Eliot's most vocal critic by the 1880s. It was nothing short of a scandal, McCosh said, that the "once most illustrious university in America no longer requires its graduates to know the most perfect language, the grandest literature, the most elevated thinking of all antiquity." Eliot had begun his first Atlantic essay by imagining a parent seeking a practical education for his son and asking, "What can I do with my boy?" McCosh apostrophized that parent's buyer's remorse: "I sent my son to you believing that man is made in the image of God, you taught him that he is an upper brute, and he has certainly become so; I sent him to you pure, and last night he was carried to my door drunk. Curse ye this college; 'curse ye bitterly.'"

While McCosh defended the classical curriculum and mocked the "dilettanti courses" of soft, slacker subjects such as modern European history ("just a let-off to easy-going students from the studies which require thought"), Eliot continued to press for a middle way. The ancients had their place, but true learning would encompass "new fields of discovery" and invite students "to walk in new-made as well as in long-trodden paths."

By 1885, though, Eliot had more than traditionalists to contend with. Johns Hopkins, founded in 1876 on what was then the largest ever philanthropic bequest in the history of American higher ed, brought an entirely different model to the United States. Dedicated to research and advanced scholarship above all, the institution's leaders initially planned to forego undergraduate education altogether. In his inaugural address, Eliot had envisioned a university built around a faculty whose chief obligation was to teaching, noting that, with one exception, Harvard did not "hold a single fund primarily intended to secure to men of learning the leisure and means to prosecute original researches." By the time Hopkins began competing with  Harvard for faculty, Eliot had to revise that notion.

For traditionalists, the research model marked a further turn away from the commitment to classical teaching. The university would serve the many interests of students, yes, but it would also become oriented primarily around the scholarly pursuits of the faculty. By the mid-20th century, the University of California chancellor Clark Kerr could flatly confess that "acceptable" rather than "outstanding" undergraduate teaching was the cost of doing business in the research university.

When Birge looked back on his college years in 1909--the same year that Eliot stepped down at Harvard--he was in the middle of a career as a zoologist and had spent time as acting president of the University of Wisconsin. He seemed almost to lament the loss of the classical institution that had formed him, and of the emergence of the modern one he'd helped build. Yes, the research university had given students more choice and allowed scholars to advance new knowledge and discoveries. And, yes, his career at Williams had its "narrowness, its absurdities"--its lack of serious scientific study, for instance. Yet, he couldn't fully quit the model that he'd spent years helping to reform. If his education had been devoid of all professionalism and practical considerations, it had also been delightfully free of them. "We took four years of our youth," he wrote, "and devoted them, quite unconsciously, to the intellectual life and to the ethical spirit."

He concluded that perhaps it was time to restore something of that spirit to the university. Perhaps people would see that "there is something practical in preparing for living, as well as in preparing for work." Perhaps a balance could be struck between the life of the mind and the business of the world. If so, America's colleges and universities are still trying to find it.
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