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        Smoke in the Caribbean
        Jonathan Lemire

        The videos of carnage on the open seas have, by now, become almost routine: A small, fast-moving boat skips along the waves. Seconds later, it erupts into a ball of flame after munitions flying too quickly to be seen on camera strike their target. By the end of the short clip, huge clouds of smoke fill the screen. After one such air strike last week, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth described the four people on board--who were alleged drug runners--the way the United States once depicted al-Qaeda ope...

      

      
        The Trumpian Fantasy of WhiteHouse.gov
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        Last week, Donald Trump's White House anticipated the impending government shutdown like an album release, placing a massive countdown clock at the top of WhiteHouse.gov. "Democrat Shutdown Is Imminent," read the online home of the People's House, on a black background. Now that the shutdown has happened, a clock is counting upward: "Democrats Have Shut Down the Government," it says, with numbers climbing to mark the seconds, minutes, hours, and days that have elapsed.This is an unusual use of th...

      

      
        Trump's Nobel Thirst Is Actually Great for the World
        Jonathan Chait

        "I'd kill for a Nobel Peace Prize," the comedian Steven Wright once joked. This may be unironically true of President Donald Trump. But of course you are not meant to kill for this award. And because the prize cannot be won through threats, bribery, or any of Trump's other customary tools, his only remaining avenue is to actually encourage peace. Which, amazingly enough, appears to be happening.The newly announced agreement between Israel and Hamas may or may not develop into a genuine peace deal...

      

      
        The Happiness of Choosing to Walk Alone
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Several years ago, I did some lecturing at a university in Moscow. One of my Russian colleagues had been involved in the dissident student movement in the 1980s, and talked a lot about how bad the regime was and how much most people hated it. I was curious about how, if it was so unpopular, the Soviet system managed to survive for so long. "Brute force?" I asked. "No," he said, "it was the fact t...

      

      
        Can Gen Z Get Rid of Their iPhones?
        Elias Wachtel

        In 2009, Apple coined a catchy slogan: "There's an app for just about anything." The original commercial is a time capsule from the early years--when the idea that smartphones could be used in every corner of life read more as a promise than a threat.Now we have apps to help us stop using apps. The deterrents are creative. Some apps slow down how quickly we can open others; some block everything except calls and texts until we enter a specific password; some prompt us to reflect on a mantra or tak...

      

      
        Saudi Arabia Gets the Last Laugh
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsUpdated at 10:45 a.m. ET on October 9, 2025It's hard to be a comedian; it's never just bits and punch lines. They expect you to weigh in on so much serious stuff: cancel culture, political repression. And now the latest heavy question plaguing the world of stand-up is: "Should you decline to perform at a comedy festival in a country that has arrested and jailed some of its own comedians?" The Riyadh Comedy Festival in Sau...

      

      
        How Native Nations Shaped the Revolution
        Ned Blackhawk

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. The Declaration of Independence is venerated for its poetic language and universalist prologue, with the soaring, "self-evident" truth that all men have the right to "Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness." But, less famously, the Declaration is also a set of specific grievances. There are 27 in total, building to a defining final charge against the Crown: The King o...

      

      
        The Moral Foundation of America
        Elaine Pagels

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. For thousands of years, the view that only rulers conferred rights or privileges on everyone else was taken for granted in traditional societies around the world. In the ancient empires of Babylonia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, only those whom rulers regarded as their peers had value, or what the Romans called dignitas. Hindu societies enshrined the ruler as one who embodies ...

      

      
        Whose Independence?
        Annette Gordon-Reed

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. When Thomas Jefferson was chosen to draft the Declaration of Independence, he had an exceedingly difficult task ahead of him. The 33-year-old planter, who had left law practice just before Britain's imperial crisis began in earnest, needed to do nothing short of lay the groundwork for a new nation. He had to explain in both philosophical and legal terms the Second Continen...

      

      
        So Much Madeira
        Victoria Flexner

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. When John Adams arrived in Philadelphia for the First Continental Congress, he immediately went out to eat. "Dirty, dusty, and fatigued as we were," he wrote in his diary that night--August 29, 1774--"we could not resist the Importunity, to go to the Tavern, the most genteel one in America." A few days later, when George Washington rode into Philadelphia, he made straight fo...

      

      
        The Insurrection Problem
        Jeffrey Rosen

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. Shays's Rebellion filled Alexander Hamilton with dread. In 1786, armed men shut down courts in five counties across Massachusetts and, early the next year, marched on the federal armory in Springfield. The mobs included debtors trying to prevent the courts from foreclosing on their farms, and opponents of centralized government. The insurrectionists believed that the newly...

      

      
        Secrets of a Radical Duke
        Danielle Allen

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. In the summer of 2016, my family flew ahead of me to England for a vacation. Their taxi driver from the airport to London was chatty, and somehow the conversation drifted to the fact that he was from Lewes, in Sussex. This led to a bit of trivia about his hometown that the driver thought would be of interest to visitors from America: Thomas Paine, the Englishman turned Ame...

      

      
        Trump's Plan to Finally End the Gaza War
        Yair Rosenberg

        When Donald Trump brokered the Abraham Accords in his first term, he heralded the normalization agreements between Israel and several Arab states as "the foundation for a comprehensive peace across the entire region." In truth, the Accords were a diplomatic handshake between countries that had never fought a war. They did not resolve the region's conflicts, and were not the seismic achievement that Trump presented them to be. Last night, however, Trump finally struck his first real blow for Middl...

      

      
        Retribution Is Here
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If the secret to understanding a strongman is to identify his greatest weakness, one place to start with Donald Trump is his obsession with his own eventual obituaries. Trump knows that they will mention his history-making presidencies, his ostentatious wealth, and his unusual charisma--but he also is aware that when he dies, people will remember his conviction on 34 felony counts, and that there is nothing he...

      

      
        Americans Are About to Feel the Government Shutdown
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        As far as government shutdowns go, this one has so far lacked the round-the-clock chaos of its predecessors. There have been no dramatic late-night clashes on the floors of Congress, no steep stock-market plunges driven by panicked investors, no prime-time presidential addresses from the Oval Office. Even the running clocks on cable-news chyrons have disappeared.But in the reality show that has replaced a properly functioning system of democratic governance, we are fast approaching the moment whe...

      

      
        Politicians Aren't Cool Enough to Curse This Much
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The winter of early 1981 was a simpler time, a gentler time. Like so many college students, I was watching Saturday Night Live in the living room of my small dorm when the SNL cast member Charles Rocket dropped an f-bomb on live television. I looked around at my fellow students. Did we just hear that? T...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4:10 p.m. ET on October 8, 2025.Welcome back for another week of The Atlantic's un-trivial trivia, drawn from recently published stories. Without a trifle in the bunch, maybe what we're really dealing with here is--hmm--"significa"? "Consequentia"?Whatever butchered bit of Latin you prefer, read on for today's questions. (Last week's questions can be found here.)To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.Wednesday, October 8, 2025Fro...

      

      
        Bari Weiss Still Thinks It's 2020
        Jonathan Chait

        Bari Weiss, the new editor in chief of CBS News, has pledged to uphold the network's traditional ideals of objectivity and rigor. Perhaps she will. Yet the evidence suggests a more discouraging future for one of the great pillars of American broadcast journalism.Weiss casts herself as an independent thinker. She has described herself at various times as a left-leaning centrist, a moderate liberal, "politically homeless," a "radical centrist," and a conservative. She has defined her ideology as a ...

      

      
        Bring Back High-Stakes School Testing
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the strange and revealing controversy over Donald Trump's rumored commemorative coin and what it says about the culture of flattery and self-abasement now defining MAGA politics.Then David is joined by former U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings for a candid look at the crisis in American education. Spellings, a key architect of No ...

      

      
        Pam Bondi, Loyal Servant
        Quinta Jurecic

        At a normal congressional oversight hearing, the person testifying at least answers a decent number of the questions asked by members of Congress from the opposing party. Not Attorney General Pam Bondi.Testifying before the Senate Judiciary Committee yesterday, Bondi spent her time talking over Democratic senators, leveling personal attacks at them, and refusing to provide basic factual information. With Republicans, in contrast, she was smooth and solicitous. She expressed her fealty to Donald T...

      

      
        What Not to Fix About Baseball
        Mark Leibovich

        To borrow a baseball term of art (okay, a cliche), Jane Leavy is an elite spitballer. No one is better built than Leavy, a crafty veteran sportswriter, for between-innings repartee, wry asides, and tossed-off ideas for improving her beloved sport--and maybe even keeping its ever-looming obsolescence at bay for another decade or three.Leavy's suggestions for spicing up baseball reflect the essence of spitballing--a pastime within a pastime. Baseball's most devoted fans have a long tradition of compl...

      

      
        The Atlantic presents special issue: "The Unfinished Revolution"
        The Atlantic

        Launching today and just ahead of the nation's 250th anniversary, a special issue of The Atlantic brings together a remarkable group of scholars, essayists, and reporters to revisit America's founding era, measuring the success of the American experiment, two and a half centuries later, against the lofty dreams and designs of the founding generation. In an editor's note, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes of the issue, "You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or...

      

      
        Trump's Costly Cuts to the Civil Service
        Robert P. Beschel Jr.

        The Trump administration is threatening to use the government shutdown to permanently reduce the size of the civil service. Its ambitions for these cuts are many, including punishing Democrats by harming their pet projects and curbing "agencies that don't align with the administration's values" and are a "waste of the taxpayer dollar," as Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt warned last week. Yet as a tool to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the federal government, these cuts are risible.L...

      

      
        Behind <em>The Atlantic</em>'s November 2025 Issue Cover
        Peter Mendelsund

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. The Atlantic's November 2025 issue commemorates the 250th anniversary of the American Revolution. For our cover image, the artist Joe McKendry painted a tableau of figures drawn from the stories in the issue. Some of the figures will be instantly recognizable--Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson--and some of the depictions are based on historical portraiture. The image of P...

      

      
        You Have No Idea How Hard It Is to Be a Reenactor
        Caity Weaver

        Photographs by Scott RossiEditor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Benedict Arnold had been growing hunkier all afternoon.Incarnated, at the moment, by Cameron Green, the director of interpretation at historic Fort Ticonderoga, Arnold had spent much of this May Friday on horseback. Sixty rain-numbed Revolutionary War reenacto...
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Smoke in the Caribbean

What the U.S. government is portraying as a drug mission may be about a lot more.

by Nancy A. Youssef, Gisela Salim-Peyer, Jonathan Lemire




The videos of carnage on the open seas have, by now, become almost routine: A small, fast-moving boat skips along the waves. Seconds later, it erupts into a ball of flame after munitions flying too quickly to be seen on camera strike their target. By the end of the short clip, huge clouds of smoke fill the screen. After one such air strike last week, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth described the four people on board--who were alleged drug runners--the way the United States once depicted al-Qaeda operatives: They are, in Hegseth's telling, "combatants," foot soldiers in a foreign terrorist organization that is seeking to "poison our people" and who therefore must be eliminated by any means.

"These strikes will continue until the attacks on the American people are over!!!!" Hegseth wrote.

There are a few holes in the defense secretary's account. For one thing, the boats--there have been four of them--have not been carrying enough fuel to travel from the South American coast directly to the United States. For another, the administration has not said what kind of drugs it is seeking, through the strikes, to stop from entering. But relative to some of its neighbors, Venezuela is neither a major producer nor a significant transit hub for drugs. (Fentanyl, the drug that the president said is "killing hundreds of thousands of our citizens and many very young, beautiful people," doesn't come through the Caribbean at all.) The United States has also not publicly revealed why it believes that those on board these boats are members of Tren de Aragua, a Venezuelan prison gang and the cartel that is the ostensible target. Even some of the president's supporters on Capitol Hill have said that the legal case for military strikes seems dubious at best.

Read: Fentanyl doesn't come through the Caribbean

Yet White House officials have shrugged off questions about the strikes, believing the attacks have a legitimate security rationale and, importantly, are politically popular. "No one is going to mourn a murderous, drug-dealing gang member," one told us.

Both hawkish and isolationist figures in Donald Trump's orbit have found reasons to support the strikes. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, for instance, is a hard-liner on Latin America who has advocated for the ouster of leftist strongmen, including in Cuba, Nicaragua, and, of course, Venezuela. Rubio--whose home state of Florida has a large Venezuelan population--has spoken against Venezuela's president, Nicolas Maduro, who stole the country's most recent election and is not recognized by the United States as the legitimate Venezuelan leader. In Rubio's mind, perhaps, the strikes could weaken Maduro's political and economic grip and bring about regime change.

Then there are the senior officials who see Venezuela as a means to project a tough-guy, defender-of-the-homeland image. Stephen Miller views the air strikes as an opportunity to paint immigrants as a dangerous menace, according to one of the White House officials. Vice President J. D. Vance, though often inclined toward isolationism, has pushed the necessity of defending U.S. borders. And Hegseth, who prefers to be known as the war secretary, is seeking a means of projecting military strength in a region where defense-department planners hope to reassert American primacy. Finally, there's Trump himself, who wants to score a foreign-policy victory amid frustrations over his inability to end the war in Ukraine. One close ally of the president's told us that he was also drawn to the chance to take decisive action, as he did with June's Iran bombings. "He can give the order and watch it explode. It's clear-cut and simple, and no American gets hurt," that ally told us.

"The administration doesn't see strength in deterrence but in action. This is about optics," one former U.S. official told us. The administration posts video clips from the strikes on social media within hours of conducting them, the former official noted, an unusually fast turnaround.

Others in the administration--such as Richard Grenell, Trump's special envoy to the regime--have favored trying to work with the Maduro government instead. But those efforts appear to be on hold after Trump ordered the end of diplomatic talks last week. (Grenell did not respond to a request for comment.) Administration officials have not decided whether they will try to push Maduro out, but the strikes are also a way to test what they can get away with in the region and whether Maduro has any means to respond. So far, the administration sees little downside.

"Whatever happens," the former official said, "the administration will say they lessened the flow of drugs, no matter how slight or small or that we murdered people in international waters."

The Paria Peninsula, on Venezuela's eastern coast, is known for its golden-sand beaches, its forested hills, and its blue-green waters. It's also a center of Venezuelan drug trafficking. Off its coasts, the U.S. has been hunting boats.

We talked by phone with Beatriz, who has lived in the area most of her life. The 37-year-old recalled that when she was a girl, her classmates laughed at her for not knowing that the colorful fishing boats in the harbor, known as peneros, were in fact carrying drugs. (She asked to be identified only by her first name for fear of retribution.) The drug traffickers Beatriz knows run small operations. They might pay extortion fees to government officials, but they don't strike her as big players in an international crime syndicate. One man she knows from her village is a young father and fisherman who has no qualms about moving cocaine instead of fish when the opportunity presents itself and the money to be made is good.

On September 2, one of those peneros was blown up by the United States military en route to Trinidad and Tobago, which lies about seven miles offshore. Since the first strike, military camps have become ubiquitous in the area as Maduro's regime prepares for a potential invasion.

In the past decade, a number of high-level Venezuelan officials have been convicted by American courts for trafficking cocaine to the United States--among them a Venezuelan general known as "El Pollo" and a couple of notorious relatives of Venezuela's first lady known as the "narco-nephews." Also in the past decade, Tren de Aragua, which engages in drug trafficking, among other activities, has expanded beyond the country's borders and acquired a fearsome reputation.

Shortly after taking office, Trump declared Tren de Aragua to be a foreign terrorist organization that had "flooded the United States with deadly drugs, violent criminals, and vicious gangs." In July, the president ordered the Pentagon to target certain Latin American drug cartels. By August, there were eight naval vessels--including destroyers, a cruiser, and a littoral-combat ship--operating in the Caribbean Sea. By September, the first of four boats had been struck, and 21 alleged drug traffickers have now been killed. Last week, the administration sent a confidential notice to Congress signaling its intent to carry out more strikes. The campaign could extend inside Venezuelan territorial waters or include drone strikes inside its land borders, defense officials told us.

"The President determined these cartels are non-state armed groups, designated them as terrorist organizations, and determined that their actions constitute an armed attack against the United States," the administration wrote in the confidential notice, which we reviewed. "The President directed the Department of War to conduct operations against them pursuant to the law of armed conflict."

Read: Trump is crossing a line that dates back to the Revolution

But it is far from clear that the ties between Maduro's government and Tren de Aragua are as extensive as the Trump administration has suggested, or that they exist at all. Ronna Risquez, author of the book El Tren De Aragua, told us there was "no evidence" that Maduro leads gang or drug-smuggling operations; an internal memo from the U.S. National Intelligence Council arrived at a similar conclusion. It's also not clear that Venezuelan drug operations, centralized or otherwise, are significant enough to merit the country being singled out as a threat to American lives. Venezuela is not a major cocaine or fentanyl producer. And even though most of the world's cocaine grows in neighboring Colombia, Venezuela is also not a major transit hub. As of 2020, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration estimated that three-quarters of South American cocaine reached the United States through the Pacific, one-sixth through Colombia's Caribbean shore, and only one-twelfth through Venezuela's Caribbean shore. (Of the four strikes, at least three targeted boats departed from Venezuela; a fourth may have left from Colombia.) And the drugs that do pass through Venezuela will typically also pass through other countries on their way to the United States. "A Venezuelan boat arriving all the way to the United States? To Miami? I have never seen that," Risquez said, although she acknowledged that some boats have made it to Puerto Rico.

And yet, the idea that Maduro is a major drug lord is a key justification for the strikes. Maduro is "one of the largest narco-traffickers in the world and a threat to our national security," Attorney General Pam Bondi said recently. She added that Maduro "uses" Tren de Aragua to "bring deadly drugs and violence" to the United States. During a Tuesday hearing on Capitol Hill, Bondi refused to give a legal justification for the strikes.

The idea that Maduro's regime runs a drug enterprise big enough to endanger American lives is also viewed skeptically in Venezuela, and not just among Maduro apologists. "If the argument is that drug trafficking is a good reason to threaten to invade a country, you'd have to invade Mexico first," says Jose Guerra, who worked as an economist for Venezuela's central bank and then as an opposition lawmaker. The Venezuelan government, Guerra told us, has little incentive to engage in a risky, complex operation like drug trafficking when the country sits on the largest oil reserves in the world: "How many tons of drug would the Venezuelan government have to export to make the same amount of money it makes selling hundreds of thousands of barrels per day?" he asked us. "That's just a tale." Venezuela's oil exports averaged 1.09 million barrels a day in September, the highest monthly level since February 2020. To make that kind of money selling drugs, you would probably need more than a few peneros.

There are overlapping U.S. military missions under way in the Caribbean. Roughly 5,000 U.S. personnel, aboard approximately eight naval vessels operating in the region, are tasked with monitoring nearby boats. When the U.S. suspects one is smuggling narcotics, standard practice calls for the Coast Guard, under its law-enforcement authorities, to board it and potentially seize it and detain those on board. But sometimes their assessments are off. Last month, the Coast Guard said in a statement that its forces boarded a ship "based on reasonable suspicion of illicit drug trafficking activity" but found none on board. (Local news reports said the vessel was carrying tuna.) In fiscal year 2025, the Coast Guard told us, it seized nearly 175,000 pounds of cocaine in the Caribbean.

In addition to the Coast Guard interdictions, there are also now the deadly missions. The U.S. Navy is rotating ships in and out of the area, but Defense officials have declined to say whether the strikes are coming from ships or drone operators based inside the United States. Nor has the military said what kind of munitions it is using in the strikes. Even if the Pentagon is being quiet about details of the operation, it is being vocal about the threat it is laying down--as is the president. "To every terrorist thug smuggling poisonous drugs into the United States of America, please be warned that we will blow you out of existence," Trump said in an address to the United Nations last month.

Read: Trump is tired of the courts telling him he's breaking the law

When the U.S. launched military campaigns against another nonstate actor, al-Qaeda, in the years after 9/11, there were questions about whether the U.S. was legally justified in conducting such strikes. The courts concluded that because the terror group had a mission to attack the U.S., the military could proceed. But Tren de Aragua's aims appear to be driven by finances, not ideology. Earl Matthews, a Pentagon lawyer, told members of the Senate Armed Services Committee during closed session last week that the designation of Tren de Aragua as a terrorist organization, coupled with Article II of the Constitution, which delineates the president's powers, was all the legal justification that the administration needs for the strikes. (Matthews did not respond to a request for comment.) But even Republicans balked at his description, one official familiar with the meeting told us. Declaring a group a foreign terrorist organization is typically used to allow the U.S. to target financing and other support for such groups, not to legally justify launching strikes. Republican Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky publicly rebuked Vance on X last month after the vice president described the killing of drug traffickers as "the best use of our military."

"What a despicable and thoughtless sentiment it is to glorify killing someone without a trial," Paul replied. Democratic Senator Jack Reed of Rhode Island told us in a statement that "every American should be alarmed that their President has decided he can wage secret wars against anyone he calls an enemy."

Many Venezuelans, in the country and abroad, support the American military strikes, hoping that they will help push Maduro out of power. Regime opponents feel that they have exhausted all other options. Last year, opposition leader Maria Corina Machado was going to run against Maduro in national elections, but Maduro banned her candidacy after she garnered more than 95 percent of the primary vote. Still, her stand-in won the election with twice as many votes as Maduro, according to credible tallies from electoral observers. (The Venezuelan government refused to publish an official tally.) Maduro stayed in power and mounted a repression campaign against his critics. Machado has publicly welcomed the military strikes and frequently portrays Maduro as a drug kingpin. Maduro, she told Fox & Friends, is the "biggest threat to the national security of the United States."

Read: Maduro takes the easy way out

The leadership of the opposition movement rejects the notion that an American intervention would be just another example of unwelcome meddling on the part of the United States. "I know there are voices that say that this could be another Libya, another Iraq. Not at all," David Smolansky, a close Machado aide, told us. Through the elections, Machado proved her legitimacy as opposition leader. "That makes it so different from other experiences across the world." Smolansky wasn't concerned that, given the history of American interventions in Latin America, an incursion might end unhappily. "The history of military incursion of the U.S. in Latin America? It has not happened for 36 years," he told us. "The last one was in Panama, which, by the way, was successful."

Just how it is that destroying small boats could ultimately lead to Maduro's downfall is not entirely clear. Supporters argue that the strikes could have tens of millions of dollars of economic impact that would put a dent in Maduro's economic clout and undermine the regime's authority. "Lacking legitimacy, the only way Maduro stays in power is through repression and terror financed by illicit income from drug trafficking and other criminal activities," Smolansky told us. Not everyone in the Venezuelan opposition shares the belief that U.S. meddling will be helpful. Tomas Straka, a Venezuelan historian, told us that intervention could go many different ways. Panama may have been successful for the U.S., he noted, but Haiti, in 1994, was far less so. An invasion, Straka said, "is a roulette that I'd rather not play with."

But Straka's perspective is not widely shared within the opposition. A contingent of Venezuelans in America, one that's vocal on social media, is cheering on the attacks. Some are enthusiastic Trump supporters; others dislike the president and resent his treatment of Venezuelans. Some believe that Maduro is indeed a narco-dictator; others have their doubts. Whatever the case, they don't care if "regime change" is Trump's goal; they just hope it will be the result.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/archive/2025/10/caribbean-drug-boat-strikes/684481/?utm_source=feed
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The Trumpian Fantasy of WhiteHouse.gov

The administration's confusing, creepy new style

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Last week, Donald Trump's White House anticipated the impending government shutdown like an album release, placing a massive countdown clock at the top of WhiteHouse.gov. "Democrat Shutdown Is Imminent," read the online home of the People's House, on a black background. Now that the shutdown has happened, a clock is counting upward: "Democrats Have Shut Down the Government," it says, with numbers climbing to mark the seconds, minutes, hours, and days that have elapsed.



This is an unusual use of the White House website. Though WhiteHouse.gov has always been a place to showcase the administration's agenda, it has mostly looked like the website of a mid-size high school. During the Clinton administration, it had the goofy GeoCities look of the day (American-flag GIFs); by the start of George W. Bush's presidency, it had transitioned into a bland informational page rendered in blue, white, and gray, clotted with text. ("President Bush Participates in Signing Ceremony With NATO Secretary General De Hoop Scheffer for NATO Accession Protocols for Albania and Croatia," for example.) It stayed that way, with minor tweaks, throughout the Obama administration, and it was as dry as ever during Trump's first term too. Even as Trump was inciting an insurrection against the United States government, his team did not use the White House website to promote that goal. On January 6, 2021, the homepage still showed information about the new COVID-19 vaccines.



But when Trump returned to office in January 2025, his transition team had a redesign ready to go. The first day, the website was transformed. Visitors saw an auto-playing trailer with an action-movie score--helicopter, jets, eagle, salute, thumbs-up, then a new White House logo in which said house was mostly black. After the video came a landing page with a photo of Trump and the message "AMERICA IS BACK" written in a new, spindly serif font on a dark navy background. Unmistakably, the design evokes the concept of "dark mode," the default app setting for guys who take themselves very seriously and who relish the idea that they may be edgy and cool. (A friend of mine used to react to people putting their phones in dark mode by saying "Okay, Batman.") By the way, the site is no longer available in Spanish.



Read: We're all in 'dark mode' now



Americans don't need the White House website to explain to them the attitude of this administration--Trump's actions and the consequences of them are plain to see. Yet the White House website is a record of an era: Looking back at the Bush years, I was struck by the plainness of the design, but also the gentle and classic expressions of patriotism that were about as jarring as an American-flag postage stamp. If WhiteHouse.gov is a chapter in the story of the second Trump administration, what is it saying?



Not a design expert myself, I asked Pamela Lee, a professor of modern and contemporary art at Yale, to take a look at the site. I told her I thought the dramatic darkening of the page scanned to me as creepy and menacing, but she called this a matter of perspective. "You read it as spooky," she said. "Some folks might come to it and think it represents something serious, somber, and masculine." (Appropriate, maybe, for a return to power.)



The same "dark mode" font treatment and color scheme have been used on the White House social-media pages since the first days of the new administration, marking another departure from the previous anodyne style. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote in March, on X, the White House is now a troll account, borrowing its snide visual language and tone from some of the internet's most cynical spaces and deploying this style to mock and dehumanize people.



These updates are apparently part of a larger project. In August, Trump announced the creation of a National Design Studio led by an Airbnb co-founder and Tesla board member, Joe Gebbia, one of the DOGE figures who was seen as a successor to Elon Musk after Musk's departure from Washington. (One of the National Design Studio's first projects was the website for the Trump Gold Card, a U.S. visa that will be granted only to those who can "make a gift of $1 million" to "substantially benefit" the United States.)



This new team reportedly replaces a group of United States Digital Service and General Services Administration employees, many of whom resigned or were fired during the DOGE cuts earlier this year. It is tasked with modernizing the government's digital services, but it also promises to beautify them. A launch page for the National Design Studio specifically names the Apple Store as a north star. (The White House initially responded to my request for an interview with the new team, but didn't respond to subsequent attempts to schedule one.)



A week after announcing the design studio, Trump signed an executive order titled "Making Federal Architecture Beautiful Again," which states that classical styles emulating ancient Greece and Rome are the new "default" for government buildings. This sounds like a bit of a mishmash, but I can kind of see the vision. It's familiar as one that has been popular in Silicon Valley for years, where a survey might find that the most beautiful things ever created are Apple devices and the Roman empire.



This hybrid look is shared by many "network state" projects that have emerged in recent years. Those projects, which boast funding from the likes of Sam Altman, Marc Andreessen, and Peter Thiel, promise total freedom for people who regard themselves as overly constrained by our current democracy. They tend to combine elements of sleek, modern design with images and references drawn from the distant past, when men were great, spears were shiny, and buildings were intimidating. They like the look of Roman- and Greek-sculpture busts, for instance, but photoshopped with gradient overlays and sci-fi elements. Another tech-world project called More Monuments is currently working on building a 500-foot-tall statue of George Washington in a classical style but made of stainless steel, which they are funding in part with a crypto token called GEORGE; they plan to call it The Colossus of George.



Trump's personal taste is all over the place. He leans more toward the gilded, his own interior-design preference more toward Versailles. But his chosen architect for the gigantic new White House ballroom is a member of the National Civic Art Society, a nonprofit whose goal is promoting classical architecture, and his selection of Gebbia, who went to the Rhode Island School of Design and cites the Bauhaus movement as inspiration, suggests that he is on board with the Apple-meets-Rome combination.



When I spoke with Toby Norris, an art-history professor at Assumption University who contributed to the recent Routledge book Interrogating the Visual Culture of Trumpism, he said he didn't think that Trump had a coherent aesthetic vision. Instead, he sees "a kind of patchwork of all these things that different people who have influence on him have been pushing." The executive order on architecture, for instance, was reportedly "spearheaded" in 2020 by the National Civic Art Society. Trump issued a version of it at the end of his first term but it was invalidated by the Biden administration almost immediately.



When Trump presents the idea of a return to the classical, it's in a populist tone. Both the 2020 and 2025 orders argue that people dislike the Brutalist government buildings of the second half of the 20th century, and that a revival of classical architecture would be a way of giving people what they want. Critics have countered that classical architecture has taken on a more authoritarian reputation over time. It's the architecture of ancient Athens, the birthplace of democracy. "But it's also the architecture of the Roman empire," Norris said. The later classical architecture of Rome was on a grander scale--more imperial and assertive and over-the-top, he told me. "And then people point out that's exactly what Hitler liked," he added brightly.



At the end of the day, the "dark mode" online aesthetic paired with the offline return to a fantasy of the awe-inspiring past is not much more than a vibe--a porridge of references to power and control. When I spoke with Lee, she noted that the right has recently been reaching into the "grab bag" of history and looking for "moments that represented either the golden ages of this or that or kind of cusp moments." And the gloomy website I pointed to seemed, to her, to represent a darkness before a dawn, if ham-handedly.



Whatever the intention, it would probably be easy enough to sell these ideas to Trump simply by calling them beautiful. "Trump uses the word beauty all the time," Norris observed. "It's obviously a sort of talisman for him, this word beauty." People can disagree about what's beautiful, of course. In her 1999 classic, On Beauty and Being Just, Elaine Scarry argued that spontaneous glimpses of beauty are what inspire in ordinary people the pursuit of truth and justice. I guess from another perspective, it could just mean "winning."
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Trump's Nobel Thirst Is Actually Great for the World

The president's ego inspires plenty of bad choices, but his desire for a Peace Prize is proving useful.

by Jonathan Chait




"I'd kill for a Nobel Peace Prize," the comedian Steven Wright once joked. This may be unironically true of President Donald Trump. But of course you are not meant to kill for this award. And because the prize cannot be won through threats, bribery, or any of Trump's other customary tools, his only remaining avenue is to actually encourage peace. Which, amazingly enough, appears to be happening.

The newly announced agreement between Israel and Hamas may or may not develop into a genuine peace deal. At a minimum, however, it appears likely to result in the release of the remaining hostages.

It is apparent that the agreement grew directly out of Trump's desperate thirst for the Nobel. Although he has whined in public about not getting the award--"I deserve it, but they will never give it to me," he said at the White House in February--he seems to have grasped that winning it requires actual diplomacy. Accordingly, he has engaged in activities such as pressuring Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to support a plan to end the war, threatening Hamas with total destruction, negotiating with Arab states, and other normal presidential behavior.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump's plan to finally end the Gaza war

This same impulse has reshaped his policy toward Russia and Ukraine. At the outset of his term, Trump adopted his customary pro-Russian stance, blaming Ukraine for having started the war and attacking the country's president, Volodymyr Zelensky, in the Oval Office for being insufficiently grateful for U.S. aid.

But Trump's posture has changed. The administration has halted the flow of some weapons to Ukraine, but it hasn't stopped intelligence support. Trump seems to have realized that Russian President Vladimir Putin won't stop the war until he has either conquered Ukraine or destroyed its sovereignty, and that Ukraine won't submit. Ergo, the thing that stands in the way of a peace deal, and hence Trump's peace prize, is Putin.

Having been forced to choose between his habit of believing everything Putin says and his hope of winning a Nobel Peace Prize, Trump has chosen the latter. This is a good thing.

Yair Rosenberg: What's missing from Trump's Gaza peace plan

To be sure, Trump's desperate thirst to win this prize is of a piece with his general insatiable need to be flattered and praised--a desire that spurs plenty of bad choices, such as pushing to have anybody who opposes him thrown into prison. But in this case, it can be credited with inspiring his most constructive, prosocial impulses as president.

The challenge the prize committee faces is that if dangling the award in front of Trump encourages him to work hard to end conflicts, and perhaps to not start new ones, then they have to wonder what will happen if he gets it. Once given, these awards can't be revoked. A Trump who has secured his Nobel Peace Prize might feel tempted to go after the ego gratifications that come with military conquest. (He is already dipping his toes into these waters within his attacks on "Venezuelan drug smugglers," who may or may not be drug smugglers or even Venezuelans.)

In an ideal world, the possibility of creating peace would be all the motive Trump needs to try to make it happen. But if the ego gratification of an award from a Norwegian committee didn't encourage leaders to work harder to end conflicts, the award wouldn't have been created in the first place.
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An Emersonian Guide to Ridding Yourself of Collective Illusions

Going along with an untruth for fear of disagreeing with others is a form of self-betrayal that will make you miserable.

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.

Several years ago, I did some lecturing at a university in Moscow. One of my Russian colleagues had been involved in the dissident student movement in the 1980s, and talked a lot about how bad the regime was and how much most people hated it. I was curious about how, if it was so unpopular, the Soviet system managed to survive for so long. "Brute force?" I asked. "No," he said, "it was the fact that people pretended to support the government out of fear, giving everyone else the impression that they were alone in their private opinion, so they stayed silent. But eventually, the dissidents helped people figure out that hating the system was actually the majority view--at which point, the jig was up for the Kremlin."

What had kept the U.S.S.R. population in chains for so long was what the author and scientist Todd Rose has termed a "collective illusion," precisely this phenomenon of people holding an opinion that is widely shared but that they believe is theirs alone--thus staying silent from fear of persecution or rejection. In his writing and through the work of a think tank that he co-founded, called Populace, Rose has shown that this illusion affects not only people living under a dictatorship but also those in any society that demands a certain kind of cultural conformity. We even have our own version of it in parts of America today. Although no one would confuse the modern-day United States with the old Soviet Union, the dynamics of collective illusion are harming both our democracy and our individual well-being. Here is how to know if you are falling prey to a collective illusion--and how to break free from it without fear.

One way to find evidence of collective illusions is to ask people about the social pressure they may face to stay silent on their true point of view. As scholars at Populace point out in a recently published survey, this pressure is pervasive in the U.S., where 58 percent of people in a sampling of more than 19,000 citizens said they believed that "most people cannot share their honest opinions about sensitive topics in society today," and 61 percent admitted to self-silencing.

Listen: How to have a healthy argument

Because of this pressure, people are routinely giving what they perceive to be more acceptable opinions in their social circles than those they truly possess. Take, for example, the Populace report's findings about the controversial topic of "gender and diversity quotas" in executive positions within business. The demographic group in America most likely to publicly agree with this form of progressive action--showing 48 percent approval--is Gen Z, young people who have come of age in the past decade, when these ideas became more mainstream. But do these young adults truly agree with these kinds of DEI policies? When asked in the Populace survey what they privately believe, only 15 percent of them say they do--the same percentage as Baby Boomers. In other words, nearly 69 percent of Gen Zers who say that they agree publicly with such quotas are hiding their true feelings.

Or consider the question of whether we live in a mostly fair society. This issue has become a political football of late; older, more right-leaning Americans argue that we do, and younger, more left-leaning people say that we don't. Populace finds that 62 percent of people from the Silent Generation (those born before 1946) publicly agree with the statement (compared with just 32 percent of Gen Zers), as do 50 percent of Republicans (versus 32 percent of Democrats). Privately, however, the rates of agreement among those in the survey are just 6 percent of older Americans and 11 percent of Republicans. In other words, Americans of all ages are now much more doubtful about whether they live in a fair society than they like to admit in public.

Everyone accepts a degree of "going along to get along" to make community life run smoothly, but the phenomenon being tracked here goes well beyond that. Rose and his colleagues see in these findings a threat to our society, insofar as self-silencing and collective illusions indicate a tyranny of the minority that suppresses citizens' perception of the truth and free expression. The problem surpasses this, however. Collective illusions also exacerbate the negative well-being trends that I have previously documented. Saying one thing when you believe another is bad for your happiness. As researchers have long shown, this dissonance can induce psychological discomfort when it cannot be resolved. No surprise, then, that such dissonance is a common side effect of social anxiety and also associated with symptoms of depression. It creates a sense of dishonesty and inauthenticity: a gap between collective illusion and individual disillusion, you might say. This is what George Orwell's concept of "doublethink" identified in his novel 1984, in which people are dehumanized by being forced to accede to two contradictory ideas--in this case, one thought and the other stated.

Why don't people just say what they think and fix the dissonance? That's not so easy. To part ways with what you believe or fear is the majority opinion, especially in a community such as a political group, means risking social exclusion, which is scary and painful. Experiments demonstrating this phenomenon have involved subjecting humans to fMRI brain scans while they play a multiperson game from which they are suddenly excluded. This exiling experience stimulated the subjects' anterior cingulate cortex, part of the limbic system that processes emotional pain. When people go along with an opinion they disagree with but think is popular, they are in a catch-22 of inviting pain through cognitive dissonance by trying to avoid the pain of social rejection.

The way out of the collective-illusion catch-22 is to conquer the fear of rejection from stating your true opinion. The best guide to this that I have encountered comes from the philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson, a co-founder of this magazine who helped formulate its motto, "Of no party or clique." His 1841 essay "Self-Reliance," about which I have written before, is a handbook for breaking free of collective illusions. Here's my three-part summary.

1. Stop lying.
 Self-censorship creates a pattern of personal dishonesty. It's one thing to refrain from saying something you think out of politeness; it is another thing entirely to say something you don't think for the sake of self-advancement or out of fear. This, according to Emerson, is a self-betrayal. "Check this lying hospitality and lying affection," he counsels. "Live no longer to the expectation of these deceived and deceiving people with whom we converse." For Emerson, to voluntarily utter a lie just to fit in is like choosing to live in a prison: True happiness requires freedom in the form of honesty, come what may. To those who might not like hearing your contrary opinion, Emerson offers this counsel: "If you can love me for what I am, we shall be the happier. If you cannot, I will still seek to deserve that you should."

2. Reframe your independence.
 Contradicting the majority is, of course, difficult and frightening. Emerson's answer to this fear is to see it in a new way: "The great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude." Your evolutionary tendency is to see the act of breaking from the group in terms of rejection and isolation, both of which are painful and scary. They evoke the image of one cast out of the tribe and wandering alone and defenseless. Nonsense, Emerson says. Recast rejection as going your own way, and isolation as benign solitude from the deafening chorus of agreement with what is popular but wrong. Make ideological independence your personal brand and hold your head high.

Arthur C. Brooks: A gentler, better way to change minds

3. Just walk away.
 This advice might sound as if Emerson is advocating that you stomp off with your middle finger in the air. If you are a normal person, that sounds like a terrible way to behave--and fortunately, such defiance is not necessary. All that you need to become independent in your ideas is to separate your attention and energy from the source of acceptable but, in your mind, incorrect views. "If you are noble, I will love you," he writes, but "if you are not, I will not hurt you and myself by hypocritical attentions." If, for example, your friends are, in your private opinion, spouting nonsense, you don't have to refute or condemn them. Just quietly stop listening to them, and get some new friends.

To strengthen democracy and improve your happiness, here is the question I would ask you to consider: Which of your private opinions are different from what you tell others? They shouldn't be hard to find. After all, as the Populace report bluntly states, "every single demographic group is misrepresenting their true opinions on multiple sensitive issues."

Next, make a list of your unpopular opinions and an Emersonian plan to quietly declare your independence from what you believe is the erroneous mainstream or socially sanctioned view. In some cases, you will find that this seeming consensus wasn't mainstream at all but a collective illusion, and you might just be the one to break it. In other cases, you will find that you truly are in the minority, and will walk alone. So be it.
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Can Gen Z Get Rid of Their iPhones?

My dumbphone does what an app could never do.

by Elias Wachtel




In 2009, Apple coined a catchy slogan: "There's an app for just about anything." The original commercial is a time capsule from the early years--when the idea that smartphones could be used in every corner of life read more as a promise than a threat.

Now we have apps to help us stop using apps. The deterrents are creative. Some apps slow down how quickly we can open others; some block everything except calls and texts until we enter a specific password; some prompt us to reflect on a mantra or take deep, meditative breaths before scrolling on. One shows a little animated tree growing--a tree that dies if we open Instagram.

If an app for everything was prophecy, this is its dark fulfillment.

I tried these app-restricting apps for years in an attempt to kick my smartphone addiction. Looking at my phone all the time didn't make me happy, but I couldn't seem to stop. I would set a daily limit for my phone usage, and then ignore the notifications telling me I'd reached it. Whatever the barriers, I could always override them or change their settings. Looking at my phone was ultimately my decision; I had to make the right one a thousand times a day.

My friends and I were born in the aughts, the first children of the smartphone age. Recent years have seen a flood of advocacy and warnings about the effects smartphones have on kids, and a scramble for school policies to restrict their use. But they came too late for my generation. Gone are our childhood years, when schools and family could easily steer our choices. We're more addicted than anyone, and there's no one to take our phones away but us.

Jonathan Haidt: End the phone-based childhood now

Most of us realize that our attention span is shot and our screen time is out of control--that the ability to do anything too often leaves us doing nothing at all. That's why we create byzantine screen-restriction systems--and hate ourselves when we press "Ignore."

There is, of course, another solution: We could get rid of our smartphones altogether. But that's quite a leap when you barely remember life without them.

A few years ago, a freshman at Stanford, Georgia Walker-Keleher, told a group chat full of friends that she'd be doing something "drastic." She was trading her smartphone for a "dumbphone."

"Did you get hacked?" one replied. Another quipped: "Text us in the green bubble if you need help." One friend ran into Walker-Keleher on campus and sent a picture to the others confirming that she was alive and well.

My friends were similarly dumbfounded when, in July, I showed them my new Light Phone, one of a few modernized alternatives to retro flip phones. Mine has a camera, an MP3 player, and a maps tool. But the black-and-white, matte screen has no internet browsing, no social media, no news, and no email. In fact, it has no apps at all. When I asked the company's co-founder Joe Hollier what separated a Light Phone from a smartphone, he said that the former would never have access to "anything infinite." It is designed to have limits.

I've been learning those limits for a few months now. My first day was a logistical nightmare. The door to my office requires an app to unlock it; I couldn't get inside, nor could I access Slack to ask for a hand. I just had to wait for someone else to come along. That evening, my roommates and I found a new apartment and realized that we needed to fill out an online application as soon as possible. Just a day before, I would have pulled out my iPhone--the magic box with all my bank accounts and pay stubs--and been done in five minutes. Instead, I made the hour-long commute home, where I powered up my laptop and thought about the convenience I had willingly given up.

The more we live on our phones, the more life requires us to do so; innovations such as QR codes and dual-factor authentication have made the world ever harder to navigate sans iPhone. Walking around without one feels like leaving your opposable thumbs at home.

Yet many of the apps we use every day are designed to keep us away from the outside world. Their core success metric is how many hours of your life they can take from you, and living in a constant state of digital gavage isn't good for us. Chronic smartphone use has been linked to diminished cognitive capacity, social isolation, and poor mental health. The studies have been around for years, and most of us know their findings to be true at a gut level. Walker-Keleher described the feeling well: It's not just disliking the smartphone; "it's that I don't like myself when I'm interacting with my phone. I feel like I don't have control--like I'm in this constant battle to restrain myself."

The app-limiting apps may help at the margins, but for most of us, they don't take away that feeling.

My generation is often described as lacking a monoculture, because what we see on our screens is algorithmically siloed according to our interests and affiliations. But the screen is our monoculture: 98 percent of Gen Zers own a smartphone, and, for the youngest among us, our average screen time is a staggering eight hours a day. That's equivalent to about 122 days a year--a third of our time on Earth. Ninety-five percent of 18-to-29-year-olds keep their phones with them "almost all the time during waking hours," and 92 percent do so when sleeping.

You don't have to be an extreme addict to have a problem. I've never been the "stay up 'til 5 a.m. watching TikTok in the dark" type. In fact, I gave up social media years ago, and I'm a notoriously hard-to-reach texter. For years, I had been meticulously culling my iPhone of its many allures and distractions. But I could always find something else to click. When I deleted Instagram, I became news obsessed. When I switched to reading physical newspapers and magazines, I still scrolled through photos I'd taken, compulsively tracked my finances online, and waded through Wikipedia. It was like a game of whack-a-mole with my dopamine receptors. I deleted everything compelling from my phone, but I still had an addictive relationship with the object itself; I'd pick it up only to realize I didn't know what I was checking.

Jose Briones, who moved to rural Georgia after college for a software- engineering job, used to average 12 to 13 hours of screen time a day. Without the structured social world of campus life, he started "living online," he told me. His friendships were filtered through Facebook and Instagram; he watched Netflix in every spare moment, including on his commute. "I don't want that for my life," he remembers realizing. "Something has to change."

Read: I see your smartphone-addicted life

Shortly before the pandemic, Briones got himself a dumbphone, and he soon began posting online about it. His YouTube reviews of dumbphones now get thousands of views, and he moderates popular Reddit groups for "digital minimalists." Perhaps there's an irony in evangelizing the benefits of digital minimalism online, but young people make up the majority of his audience, and--at least for now--that is where they are. If you want to convert sinners, you can't stay in the churchyard.

According to Michael Lloy, a tech analyst I spoke with at Mintel, a market-research company, 69 percent of 18-to-34-year-olds are actively trying to reduce their screen time (compared with 58 percent of adults overall), and many say--at least in theory--that they'd like to try a dumbphone. When Walker-Keleher and two classmates asked fellow students to volunteer to use dumbphones for a week as part of a study by the Stanford Social Media Lab, they had to close their interest form after receiving 250 responses in three days.

Despite all of this, Lloy confirmed what I already knew: Actual adoption of dumbphones is vanishingly rare. More than 100,000 Light Phones have been sold in the past decade; Apple has sold 23,000 times as many iPhones in that period. About 6 percent of the mobile-phone users his team surveyed have a dumbphone, Lloy told me, but the majority of those people barely or never use it--presumably because many have a smartphone too.

Many people who switch to a dumbphone describe a kind of conversion moment. Carter Hyde is 24 years old and getting her master's degree in clinical psychology at Columbia. She told me that her middle-school years were defined by a "dark depression and anxiety from social media." During her freshman year of high school, she was in a serious four-wheeler accident. She wasn't injured, but her iPhone was shattered. When her parents took her to a Verizon store to replace it, she found herself asking: "Why am I spending so much of this precious life that I've been given on my phone?" She saw an LG Cosmos slide phone in a corner, complete with no app store--"It was, like, musty; there were cobwebs growing on it," she joked--and knew immediately that she wanted it. Her mom laughed at her, and so did the Verizon guy. But she used that phone for the rest of high school. She told me that she slept better and felt better, and got better grades: "I was so much healthier and less tired all the time, less groggy."

My own road to Damascus was a subway ride to Brooklyn. The train that day was full but not crowded: finance bros in suits, older people with little carts of groceries, a toddler in his mother's lap. Everyone, even the toddler, was staring at the shiny rectangle in their hands. For that matter, so was I. This was not an unfamiliar sight, but for some reason, on that day, it struck me how dystopian our world would seem to a traveler from the very recent past.

My iPhone had often felt like a part of me--grafted onto my fingers or suspended at my hip. More viscerally than rationally, my body was finally rejecting the transplant. I suppose that's what many conversion moments look like. The convert doesn't learn any new information; what they already knew is simply made legible.

Switching phones didn't change my life overnight. For one thing, I have a job now that requires looking at a laptop all day. For that reason alone, my daily screen time is probably higher than ever. But I have begun to notice little changes. I'm reading paperbacks on the subway--or sometimes just sitting with my thoughts. I'm sleeping better. I check my email over coffee in the morning, not over drinks with friends or in the bathroom at the bar.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of schools now

For the digital-minimalism crowd, intentionality is more important than restriction. "When you do a research paper for school," Briones explained, "you willingly decide, 'I am going to be overwhelmed with information about this topic, and I want to do that.'" But the relationship we have with our phone doesn't usually work that way: "There is a difference between willing cooperation--willing desire to have that information--and the unwilling reality of the algorithm."

For this reason, Briones suggested, the use of dumbphones isn't some retro trend like the readoption of record players and film cameras. "I don't think it's nostalgia," he told me. "People, especially young people, are tired of being harmed without their consent."

When Georgia Walker-Keleher finished her study at Stanford, many of the student volunteers switched back to their iPhones. Carter Hyde's parents encouraged her to get a smartphone again when she moved to L.A. for college. She was going to be in a new place and living on her own. She needed to be able to call an Uber in an emergency and check her bank balance while out with friends. But she was worried. "My biggest fear," she remembers, was "reverting completely back to my old ways."

Her experience in high school had inoculated her for a while. For a few years she managed to stay intentional about her use, with the help of screen-time apps and limits. But more and more, she found her time spent on the phone creeping up again. When we spoke, it had been eight years since the accident, and she confessed that she was "back to chronically scrolling."

She told me she "would love nothing more" than to go back to using a dumbphone. For now, though, she was calling me on her iPhone. "I just know that, you know, there's so much of my life that's on the phone."
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Saudi Arabia Gets the Last Laugh

The Riyadh Comedy Festival is just one part of a much bigger plan.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Updated at 10:45 a.m. ET on October 9, 2025

It's hard to be a comedian; it's never just bits and punch lines. They expect you to weigh in on so much serious stuff: cancel culture, political repression. And now the latest heavy question plaguing the world of stand-up is: "Should you decline to perform at a comedy festival in a country that has arrested and jailed some of its own comedians?" The Riyadh Comedy Festival in Saudi Arabia concludes this week, but the outrage (from comedians who didn't go) and self-justification (from comedians who did) continues.

The festival is an outgrowth of Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030, a plan launched by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) to attract Western investment and glitz up his country's draconian image. According to the Atlantic staff writer Vivian Salama, who has covered the Gulf states for decades, the country has changed considerably--at least on the surface. Women drive, work in different sectors, and dress more vibrantly. The country has launched a women's soccer league and expressed interest in hosting the Women's World Cup in 2035. But the country's leaders still jail and harass critics, and U.S. intelligence still suspects MBS of involvement in the brutal murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, which are some of the reasons why Human Rights Watch said the comedy festival "whitewashes abuses."

In this episode, we talk to Salama and our colleague Helen Lewis, fresh back from seeing Louis C.K. and Jimmy Carr perform in Riyadh, about what happened at the festival and how to understand Saudi Arabia's push for modernization.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Okay, how about this for a setup: A bunch of comedians walk into a festival hosted by a country that has arrested and jailed some of its own comedians, a country accused in American courts of providing support to the 9/11 hijackers. And then, days before the festival starts, a different comedian says--

Marc Maron (from Instagram): Well, there's a Riyadh comedy festival; I don't know if you heard about that.
 (Audience laughs.)
 Maron: This is true. There's a Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, comedy festival.


[Music]

Rosin: That's Marc Maron, from a recent video he posted on social media.

Maron: I mean, how do you even promote that? From the folks that brought you 9/11, two weeks of laughter in the desert! Don't miss it!
 (Audience laughs.)


Rosin: And then another comedian says--

Shane Gillis (from Matt and Shane's Secret Podcast): Everyone's like, Yeah, you should do it. Everyone's doing it. It's like, For Saudis? 


Rosin: That was Shane Gillis, who declined to go.

Gillis: Weren't those the 9/11 guys?
 (Laughter.)


Zach Woods (from TikTok): Guys, it's that special time of year: It's the Riyadh Comedy Festival. And all of your favorite comedians are performing at the pleasure of Turki al-Sheikh, and--


Rosin: That's Zach Woods.

Woods: Human Rights Watch has been begging the comedians not to participate in the whitewashing of the horrors that are ongoing in Saudi Arabia. Ugh, what a cockblock Human Rights Watch is for comedy.
 Let's have some fun--


[Music]

Rosin: Atsuko Okatsuka said she was offered a spot in the festival but declined. And then she posted on social media what looked like a contract, where it stated that performers could not make fun of Saudi Arabia and its leadership, the Saudi royal family, and basically anything regarding religion.

Now, the comedians who did sign on to the festival included some pretty heavy hitters: Dave Chappelle, Louis C.K., Aziz Ansari, Kevin Hart, Pete Davidson, and Bill Burr, among dozens of others. The amount they were paid isn't known for sure, though at least one comedian has said he was offered $375,000 and that others received more than $1 million--which is a lot more than some of them make in the U.S.

In an appearance on Real Time With Bill Maher last Friday, Louis C.K. said he had "mixed feelings" about attending.

Louis C.K. (from Real Time With Bill Maher): I think everything that's being said about it, that's a worthy discussion: When are you appeasing? When are you engaging? And I have mixed feelings about it too. I struggled about going once I started hearing what everyone was saying.


Rosin: Jessica Kirson, who is a gay comedian with a big queer following, also went to the festival and then apologized to her fans when she got back.

Aziz Ansari, meanwhile, told Jimmy Kimmel this week that he saw performing there as an overall good thing for Saudi Arabia.

Jimmy Kimmel (from Jimmy Kimmel Live): So you felt that, in the long term, this will be a positive: people seeing comedy and American comedy and free speech--
 Aziz Ansari: Yeah, so many people were there talking about stuff. And I hope people see that, and they go, Wow, this was really great, and I want more of this. Not just in comedy, but in everything.


Rosin: All of this, whether intended or not, brought a lot of attention to a festival that otherwise may have gone largely unnoticed.

Rosin: So you literally just got back from Saudi Arabia.
 Helen Lewis: Yeah, my plane landed about two hours ago.


Rosin: I mean, we even sent Atlantic staff writer Helen Lewis there.

Lewis: This is a country that has been a theocracy, essentially, practicing one of the more conservative forms of Islam. Some stuff was genuinely pretty groundbreaking. This is probably the first time anyone has joked about dildos onstage in Saudi Arabia.


[Music]

Rosin: We'll hear more from Helen about what it was like to be at the festival later in the show.

And in case you were wondering, or waiting, I do not have a punch line to this setup. But in the end, maybe it's Saudi Arabia that gets the last laugh, because the Riyadh Comedy Festival is just one small part of a much bigger plan the country has put in place that goes way beyond comedy--a plan to compete with its neighbors, pull in Western investment, dominate sports, and generally be known for things other than 9/11 and human-rights violations.

Vivian Salama: You could really kind of envision the skyline of Dubai: You know that it's a shopping hub, and there's all these celebrities that go there, and it's glitzy, and it's glamorous.

Well, Saudi Arabia has a lot more money and kind of looked on all these years very jealously, in some ways, of the fame and fortune that came with Dubai and Abu Dhabi and Qatar's transformation. And it wanted that, but it had some restrictions.

Rosin: That's my colleague Vivian Salama, who lived and reported in the Gulf for several years.

Salama: After all, this is the home of Islam. Mecca and Medina hold very, very spiritual significance for Muslims around the world. Saudi Arabia was known for morality police and things like that; it was not known for comedy and fashion and entertainment.

And then all of a sudden, about a decade ago, you had a young crown prince--who came in somewhat forcefully into power, pushing his cousin out of the way--and he vowed to change things, and that's when some of these new patterns began. And so it's been a gradual shift, a comedy festival being part of that bigger picture.

Rosin: What is the bigger picture? I've heard of Vision 2030. What is that? What is that about?

Salama: So Mohammed bin Salman, the crown prince of Saudi Arabia--who, by the way, just turned 40 years old in August--he launched something called Vision 2030, he and others, the king included.

[Music]

Salama: Vision 2030 is their economic-diversification plan and which gets very in the weeds in terms of the different sectors of development. But one of the big parts of this framework was that they were gonna diversify their economic, social, and cultural life. If you read through this very long plan, it talks about the pillars for promoting a "vibrant society," among it getting its citizens to exercise more, getting them to spend more on entertainment, things like that.

They really believe that they cannot rely exclusively on the fact that they are the world's largest exporter of oil as the sole basis for generating economic revenue; they needed to diversify-- which is what, by the way, Dubai and Abu Dhabi and Qatar had been doing in the decades before. It's just a more sustainable model. And Saudi Arabia, up until about a decade ago, was really in trouble in that regard because of the fact that it needed to find other alternative avenues for revenue. They weren't getting tourism the way that Dubai and Qatar were. They weren't getting any of that other money. The retail shopping hubs were not looking to go there.

And it's partly because of their record on a number of issues. Human rights, for example, has been problematic all along. Repression of women was always something that was notable for Saudi Arabia. They have been trying to change this, in conjunction with this diversification plan that they're also trying to execute on.

Rosin: It's funny--you're saying it in a straight way, but as you're saying it, I'm like, This does not necessarily hang together. How does "comedy festival" dropped into the middle of this make any sense? Comedians are known for making fun of everything. And so how do you think they thought through that? It's not a shopping center; it's a different animal, you know?

Salama: The fact that we are here talking about it is what they are trying to accomplish. They want to bring eyes and people's attention to Saudi Arabia for things other than, say, negative headlines or just the Hajj, for Islamic pilgrimage. They want to be known for other things. They want us to be talking about Saudi Arabia: Did you see that festival in Saudi Arabia? Did you see that fashion show in Saudi Arabia?

Rosin: So Mohammed bin Salman, or MBS, has actually made headway in this goal, proving to the world that this is not your grandma's Saudi Arabia. He's also an ally of President Donald Trump.

During Trump's first presidency, his very first international visit was to Saudi Arabia. In the spring of 2018, Trump hosted MBS at the White House for some classic Trumpian dealmaking.

Donald Trump (from PBS NewsHour): We've become very good friends over a fairly short period of time; I was in Saudi Arabia in May. And we are bringing back hundreds of billions of dollars into the United States, and we understand that--


Rosin: Then, just about six months after that warm welcome in the Oval Office, news broke about the shocking killing of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi.

Salama: It was eventually determined by U.S. intel that the crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, either knew about or directed the killing of Jamal Khashoggi, which was an extremely brutal event, as we know now--happened extraterritorially in Istanbul, likely with the use of a bone saw. And so you had this very jarring image of this journalist working for a Western publication who was brutally killed by this man, and at the same time, he was out there talking about: I'm a different kind of ruler. I'm a reformer. I want to engage with the West. And so you had this split-screen situation, and it just so happened that the Trump administration had come into office right around that time.

President Trump did acknowledge, with some trepidation, these reports. He reportedly, according to my sources, told the crown prince and the king privately, I hope there wasn't a bone saw; I'll be very mad if there was a bone saw, but also made very clear that he wasn't gonna get involved in their domestic affairs, that this relationship is a business relationship above all else: We can help each other do really well.

Rosin: Do you, as an observer of the country and its ebbs and flows, think that MBS, for being young and kind of desiring this cultural opening, has made any actual meaningful reforms?

Salama: Oh, yeah, most certainly. When I last visited Saudi--a year and a half ago, maybe--I couldn't actually believe how much it had changed. There was a time less than a decade ago where I could not walk around without an abaya, the full dress that goes to the floor, that covers the very modest clothing. Oftentimes, I'd have to have a veil at least on hand so that if anyone yelled at me, I'd just kind of throw it on my head, if not always wearing it.

I walked around in jeans and a T-shirt. Women were wearing bright, vibrant abayas that were open and showing their jeans and T-shirts underneath--and I'm talking Saudi women. Their hair was exposed much more than I'd ever seen before. Women are now driving, which is one of the big headliners that came out during the MBS period.

But also, Saudi Arabia was a little bit of an interesting mix even before this because you did have women who were involved in government, who were business leaders, and they've just been given a platform to expand their influence in the kingdom more as these reforms have set in over the years. And so definitely, there's been significant changes, and you can see it even superficially when you go to visit.

Rosin: So thinking about the comedy festival again, one obvious argument is: "You have a comedy festival. You have comedians show up. Saudis are in the audience. They hear this kind of comedy. Even if it's not free comedy--it cannot criticize the crown prince or the government or the royal family--it's still an edgy kind of comedy, and that, in and of itself, has an opening effect." Do you believe that to be true?

Salama: I mean, it is surprising to me, having been now traveling and/or living in the Gulf for close to 20 years, it is surprising to me to see where we are. It's definitely a change; it has to be acknowledged.

At the same time, whether or not you can criticize the government, for example, that's obviously still a red line, and it's problematic. And a lot of these comedians just decided that they're not going to participate in a festival that draws red lines, that tells them what they can and cannot say, because comedy is notoriously sort of a free rein--or at least it used to be; things are changing even here. But the Gulf governments--and I'm not just talking about Saudi Arabia--the governments in the Middle East across the board don't take criticism very well. They're not a free-speech society by any stretch.

[Music]

Rosin: Yeah. I guess what you're observing is openness is a big, broad term. There is some openness in the way women walk around on the streets, the fact that women drive, the kinds of comedians that were invited. But that doesn't mean all kinds of openness; it doesn't mean criticizing the government, it doesn't mean comedians can say what they wanna say, and it doesn't necessarily even translate into the exact same standards for a Saudi citizen. But it is something different.

Salama: That's right. That's right. And a lot of these comedians have just determined that any restriction is a no-go.

Rosin: After the break, the view from inside the comedy festival.

[Break] 

Rosin: The Riyadh Comedy Festival just wrapped today, and as fans and comedians return home, a clearer picture of what the event was actually like is taking shape.

Atlantic staff writer Helen Lewis just arrived home from Riyadh when we spoke.

Lewis: So we went to see the co-headliners of the comedy festival, who are Louis C.K. and Jimmy Carr, a British comedian. And they had a Saudi comedian as a support act, and he said, I just want everyone to give a big round of applause for Mohammed bin Salman. (Laughs.) And I was just like, No, no. And obviously, I don't applaud anything anyway, and I thought, Well, what a way to go, what a way to be dragged off by the secret police, is for showing insufficient enthusiasm for the comedic potential of Mohammed bin Salman.

But this was organized by the General Entertainment Authority. This was a state-sanctioned comedy festival. So I think performing there implies not even quite an endorsement, but certainly a level of comfort and ease with what the government is doing that, even in an American context, never mind a Saudi context, I think lots of people would have a problem with.

Rosin: So that expectation was not on the American comedians, exactly--like: Share a big round of applause. But when comedian Atsuko Okatsuka posted a picture of the contract, the contract was essentially: No insulting, degrading, embarrassing the leadership or religion. It was specifically about insulting the heads of state.

Lewis: Yeah, and I think that's really worth noting because, actually, the material was pretty blue--pretty blue--so that is kind of interesting. This is a country that has been a theocracy, essentially, practicing one of the most conservative forms of Islam. Some stuff was genuinely pretty groundbreaking. This is probably the first time that anyone has joked about dildos on stage in Saudi Arabia. Might not be the last.

Rosin: Well, I was wondering about Jimmy Carr. I was like, He's a filthy comedian, you know?

Lewis: He is a filthy comedian. I would say about 75 percent of his set is about: Ooh, wouldn't it be funny if I was a sex offender? (Laughs.) And you're like, You do know that they kill those over here, Jimmy? (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yes! So how did that roll out?

Lewis: Well, actually, you know what, almost all of it went down really well--and, actually, in this slightly intoxicated way, where he kept saying, like, Let's push it a little bit more, shall we? Which is something that came up in Bill Burr's reflections on the event, right? That there was a feeling that people were really excited to be there. This was thrilling to them, that this is kind of slightly titillating, to hear this kind of what, to you and me, would be like, Oh, 9 p.m. at the Comedy Store any night of the week, kind of sex-based comedy. This is the first time that's been heard in public.

But I will say, Jimmy Carr, I will give him some credit because he did--I mean, I think it was an unpleasant joke--but he did do a political joke, which was he'd done a long section on euthanasia that said, We put a dog to sleep, but we allow people to go on living in what can only be described as, and then there was a beat, and then he said, Yemen.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Oh my God, wow.

Lewis: Yeah, and there was genuinely a kind of collective: (Gasps.)

Rosin: Yeah.

Lewis: Because mentioning the Saudi war with Yemen and the bombing of the Houthi rebels there is an incredibly touchy political subject. Then he went back to some light-hearted anal-sex material, and everybody kind of calmed back down again.

The other thing I thought was very interesting about Louis C.K. is that he basically did, as far as I can tell, his current tour show. So he did a whole bit that was about how much he hates jury duty. Well, no one in Saudi Arabia does jury duty.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Lewis: And then he did a bit about how terrible it is when it rains. It's literally a desert.

Rosin: So he is playing it safe, yeah.

Lewis: And then he did a bit about how the woman down his hallway's really elderly and yet still, despite that, still wears a tube top and cropped shorts, and he finds this disgusting. And I was like, Again, not a problem that these people will encounter in their day-to-day life, Louis C.K.

Rosin: Right.

Lewis: So it was--and he did do a bit about his own religion. He said, Am I okay to mock my religion? Am I okay to talk about Catholicism? And so technically violating the spirit of the contract, except that we all know that the spirit of the contract really was: Don't mock Islam.

Rosin: There've been some comedians--like Aziz Ansari, for example--who have come out after the event and said, I think it was net positive. It was net good for Saudi Arabia. It exposed people to a kind of talk and humor that they hadn't heard before.

On the Bill Burr podcast that we mentioned--you were not in this show. But he talked about a comedian--who he did not name--who, when three members of the audience who were Saudi got up to go to the bathroom, this comedian, who was gay, said, Oh, are you going to check Grindr? Which Bill Burr thought was like, Whoa, that's really pushing it.

And so there are some voices coming out of that saying, like, They really did push the boundaries in some way. Did you talk to any comedians? What was your sense of, like, did they feel good about what they'd done, whether it had had any impact?

Lewis: I talked to Andrew Maxwell, who I've previously done panel shows with, comedy panel shows in Britain. And he gave a very interesting defense, which was, he's Irish, and he said, I grew up in a de facto theocracy--divorce was illegal; abortion was illegal; homosexuality was completely frowned upon. And all that changed during the time that I was growing up, and Ireland is now a much more liberal society. And if this has a chance to do that, I want to be part of it. And already, I can hear the bit in my head that's going, Do we really think that Saudi Arabia is gonna creep towards Western liberal democracy through the medium of dildo jokes?

Rosin: Right, right.

Lewis: It seems hopeful. But I can understand the fact that this is a very young country, right? It has de-Islamized in very visible and obvious ways. So the most obvious one is the way that the religious police no longer have powers of arrest, and if you went over 10, 20 years ago and you weren't correctly dressed, or whatever it might be, that was a really scary and repressive thing. And I'm not saying now it's a free-speech paradise, but that is definitely something that has changed.

So the paradox of Mohammed bin Salman's rule of Saudi Arabia is that you can liberalize up to the exact point that he allows, but no more, and you must never question how much or how little he has liberalized. So the most obvious example of this being: Around the time that women were allowed to drive, also, a very prominent women's rights activist, Loujain al-Hathloul, who was a big campaigner for women's driving rights, she was jailed. She's not been heard from in public since; she's not allowed to speak publicly. So the government has adopted this policy that they've said that her position was essentially the correct one, but she did it wrong because she spoke out against--she questioned the Saudi state. And that's the bit that I think is--people from Europe and America, it's hard to grapple with--is: What price are you willing to pay for this liberalization? And what authoritarian penalty will you put up with? Should you be grateful for the good things while condemning the bad thing?

[Music]

Lewis: And also, part of this is, I think, when I read all the defenses of the comedians about why they were doing it, two things came across. One was a kind of nihilism, which was a kind of Doesn't matter. You know, Tim Dillon saying, They're paying me enough to silence the screams. I don't care. You just take the money, keep your head down.

And then the other one was moral relativism, which was, really, essentially boils down to: America's done some bad shit too. Who are we to preach to other people? And I heard that sentiment, and I think particularly because of Israel's war in Gaza, lots of comedians in that kind of sphere who took the invitation and took the money are like, Our ally Israel is bombing a country back to the Stone Age; who are we to lecture Saudi Arabia on its human-rights record?

And I heard that sentiment again and again and again. And it's one that I think is quite widespread now among younger, disaffected people who listen to that kind of podcast-comedian sphere, a real deep dissatisfaction with American foreign policy--which is not a new thing, right? You could have said the same thing around the time of the war in Iraq in 2004. But I think it complicates what some people might feel, that America is a great liberalizing force and is morally superior to other people.

Rosin: So now that you've been there, which of those do you find the most compelling? Or do you think, in the end, none of them should have gone?

Lewis: I wouldn't have gone. But then, you and I are in a different position, as journalists, right? There's an honor system in Britain, and sometimes people who are editors of newspapers take honors, and they become Sir Such and Such, and I think, What are you doing? (Laughs.) If the government likes you, you've done it wrong, essentially, as a journalist. So that's my perspective that I bring to this.

And now, it's not the same for comedians. And I think the bit that is kind of crucial to this is, at what point did we stop having public intellectuals, and we started having comedians and started treating them as kind of philosopher-kings, right?

Rosin: Yeah.

Lewis: The idea is these are people whose job is like dinner theater: You go out for the evening, and they make you laugh. And I think I wanna go back to why we've ceded this much moral authority to this class of people who are--you know, many of my best friends are stand-up comedians. But they are heat-seeking missiles for getting the right reaction from an audience. And that's not the same thing as telling the truth, right? Sometimes the jokes are lazy or easy, and those ones are the guaranteed laughs. So for me, this whole festival should make us reappraise why we take the political thoughts of comedians so seriously and whether or not they've really earned that right to be taken seriously.

Under that argument, lots of American businesses already trade with Saudi Arabia. Why are we holding Bill Burr to a higher moral standard than Chili's or Dunkin' Donuts?

Rosin: A last question, which is maybe the one I should have asked you first: Why did you wanna go? It's an interesting choice. It's not as if you cover the Middle East. I'm curious why--what you were looking for.

Lewis: I thought it would be funny.

Rosin: (Laughs.) That's not ...

Lewis: In many different ways. No, should I tell you what--(a) when I saw it, the two words: Riyadh--the most austere Saudi city; the home of the Sauds, the ruling family--in conjunction with standup comedy. Then I saw the lineup, and it was lots of people that I've covered for The Atlantic for a long time, right? And I was thinking about this: that the festival really owes its existence to two things. One of them is Mohammed bin Salman and his liberalizing regime, and the other one is cancel culture.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Lewis: And you look down that list, and it's Dave Chappelle--huge backlash at Netflix over his jokes about trans people. It's Louis C.K.--got MeToo'ed. But there is a sense that, in the last couple of years in American comedy, that lots of people got pushed out of the mainstream, and they rebuilt a whole new--you know, in the same way there was alt-comedy in the 1980s, this is kind of alt-alt-comedy, anti-woke comedy.

So for me, this whole festival was really reflective of the state of American comedy and the new energy that pulsed through it, and I think pulsed through it last year, leading so many of these guys to flirt with Trump, interview Trump, maybe full-on endorse Trump. And that is a big challenge to people my age, who've grown up with the default assumption that comedy is kind of liberal.

Rosin: Well, Helen, get some sleep, and thank you for talking to us after your trip.

Lewis: As ever, thank you for having me.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.



An earlier version of this episode incorrectly stated that the leader of Saudi Arabia allegedly participated in the killing of the journalist Jamal Kashoggi. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman Al Saud is accused by the CIA of approving a plan to capture or kill Kashoggi.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/archive/2025/10/saudi-arabia-gets-the-last-laugh/684494/?utm_source=feed
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How Native Nations Shaped the Revolution

The Founders were inspired--and threatened--by the independence and self-governance of nations like the Iroquois Confederacy.

by Ned Blackhawk


An 1877 depiction of Pontiac speaking at a tribal council (Hulton Archive / Getty)



The Declaration of Independence is venerated for its poetic language and universalist prologue, with the soaring, "self-evident" truth that all men have the right to "Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness." But, less famously, the Declaration is also a set of specific grievances. There are 27 in total, building to a defining final charge against the Crown: The King of England has attempted to afflict frontiersmen with "merciless Indian Savages, whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and conditions."

The most famous text of the Revolution culminates not with an idealistic wish but with a derogatory indictment, legal as well as moral. The drafters drew upon nascent doctrines of international law and made England's incitement of "Savages" the ultimate unjust act against a "Free and Independent" people. In this so-called Age of Reason, Native Americans were charged with having none at all. They were not only lawless but also irrational, incapable of self-governance, and lacking moral capacity.

Jeffrey Ostler: The shameful final grievance of the Declaration of Independence

This one-dimensional vision of Native Americans was new. Having lived alongside Native communities for generations--during war, peace, and constant trade--the colonists had ample evidence that they were capable of self-government. Native people maintained distinct customs, laws, and forms of sovereignty, many of them in defiance of both British and colonial authorities. Long before the arrival of Europeans, the nations of the Iroquois (or Haudenosaunee) Confederacy centralized political, military, and diplomatic practices. Throughout the 1740s and '50s, Benjamin Franklin commented on the durable forms of union exercised by the Iroquois, whose confederacy, as he wrote, "has subsisted Ages, and appears indissoluble."

In fact, Native self-governance was so evident and persistent that it became a source of colonial frustration. Pamphleteers often decried the Crown's diplomacy with Native nations, as well as its inability to control them. Across the colonies, and particularly beyond the Appalachians, Native independence was seen as a threat to colonists, who had begun to envision their own claims to the same lands as necessary to their independence and sovereignty.

The colonists sought not just territory, but unchallenged dominion. To achieve this, they needed to erase the legitimacy of Native governance and justify violent dispossession. It was precisely because Native societies mirrored some of the colonists' own ideals (autonomy, law, liberty) that they had to be cast as savages. By 1776, American colonists had positioned Native peoples--and their resistance to conquest--as the antithesis of their own vision of an enlightened society: merciless, uncivilized, and geared toward "undistinguished destruction." The founding documents of the United States may have been modeled on Enlightenment philosophy, but they were informed by the conflict among settlers, Native nations, and the Crown.

Understanding this history is not a matter of diminishing the Revolution's accomplishments, but of recognizing the contested ground from which they arose--and the Native lives, lands, and liberties they attempted to foreclose.

The origins of the American Revolution stretch back further than the fabled year of 1776, and the poetics of the Declaration. The year 1763 stands out because of the momentous Treaty of Paris, which transferred most of New France to the English, more than doubling the Crown's claims to North America. Now a person could travel from the Florida Panhandle to Hudson's Bay and remain within the purported realm of King George III. The Crown (and its colonists) claimed all lands east of the Mississippi River, despite knowing that Native peoples governed much of this territory. The treaty would eventually inform the territorial boundaries of the United States, but Native dominion remained even as land transferred between European countries--a geopolitical reality absent from most current textbooks.

In the summer of 1763, the Great Lakes region exploded when Indigenous villagers under the Odawa leader Obwandiyag (also known as Pontiac) destroyed a series of English forts. Pontiac, born around 1720, had experienced the withdrawal of French trade and authority and now rallied other Native villagers to fill the power vacuum. This Native resistance compelled British officials to the bargaining table--trade would eventually resume--and the Crown fatefully altered its own laws to accommodate Native resistance. In October, a royal proclamation prohibited colonial settlements past the Appalachians.

Natives "with whom We are connected, and who live under Our Protection, should not be molested or disturbed," King George declared.

Early in the Revolutionary era, then, recognition of Native sovereignty both shaped the laws of the Crown and limited the prospects of its colonial subjects--kindling their eventual rebellion. Rather than accept new English prohibitions, and the Crown's growing diplomacy with Pontiac, colonists formed new resentments, from which sprung new ideas, politics, and militancy.


This map, issued by British General Thomas Gage in 1766, declared lands west of the Appalachians "reserved for the Indians." (Library of Congress)



Around that same time, an anonymous author published "Some Hints to People in Power, on the Present Melancholy Situation of Our Colonies in North America," which was addressed to the King's secretaries of state and concerned the "destructive Tumult" that was "raging on our Frontiers." The author advised making Natives "dependent upon us" in order to thwart their supremacy over colonial farmers, whose commitment to a sedentary pastoral life rendered them slow and prone to attack. For as long "as the Bark of the Trees furnishes them with Shelter, and their endless Forests and numerous Rivers with Food, they know they cannot be seriously distressed," the author concluded, arguing that Native peoples' relationship with nature gave them advantages over a "civilized and settled Race of Men." The pamphlet exposed a paradox in colonial reasoning: While colonists viewed Indigenous peoples as "savage" and inferior, they simultaneously recognized--and some even envied--their different forms of government and social organization.

Across the Pennsylvania colony, men formed militia units. The frontiersman James Smith and his "Black Boys" militia donned Native dress, darkened their faces for concealment, and attacked supply trains from the Crown destined for Pontiac's forces. In December, another militia unit known as the "Paxton Boys" massacred a Conestoga community in Lancaster County for allegedly ferrying information and supplies to Pontiac's warriors. Benjamin Franklin, then a member of the Pennsylvania Provincial Assembly, published a pamphlet condemning the attack as lawless and immoral. In his description of the event, "White People" were the "Barbarians" guilty of "Wickedness," while Natives had historically demonstrated "Kindness and Hospitality." The Paxton Boys, Franklin said, had brutalized the innocent Conestoga out of pure racism.

"The only Crime of these poor Wretches seems to have been, that they had a reddish brown Skin," he wrote.

Prior to the Seven Years' War--which began in the mid-1750s and involved conflict among France, Great Britain, and Native tribes--the term white people had rarely been used. It had appeared a little more than once a year in colonial newspapers. During the war, however, there was a more than tenfold increase in newspapers' use of the term. In 1757, George Washington, then an officer for Britain, wrote to a fellow colonel about a Cherokee conspiracy to attack "Traders and white people." In Natives, white colonists found yet another group to define themselves against.

When James Smith defended his militia's violence, he framed British treaties with Native nations as alliances with "the enemies of Mankind." In doing so, he revealed the new ethos of the era. In print, spoken verse, and everyday parlance, white people became synonymous with mankind, a notion not universal--as the Declaration would have one believe--but exclusionary.

This racial logic was embedded in the founding documents of the United States. In 1776, Smith represented interior interests at Pennsylvania's constitutional convention in Philadelphia, helping draft the state's first constitution. The document, in its opening paragraph, scolded the King for employing "savages and slaves" in a "cruel and unjust war" against the commonwealth--an echo of the final grievance of the Declaration of Independence, adopted mere steps away, 12 weeks earlier.

The founding documents thus served a dual purpose: to oppose both tyranny and "savagery." Colonists saw themselves besieged by an oppressive monarch abroad and by violent "savages" on their frontiers, with no guarantee that they would share in "the blessings of peace" or the profits of "victory and conquest," as it was phrased in the July 1775 Olive Branch Petition signed by Thomas Jefferson and other delegates to the Second Continental Congress.

In essence, their Revolution was not only for liberty but also for the ability to expand and to govern the lands and resources of Native nations--lands that they felt they and the Crown had "won" on the battlefield, and that they would soon win again by rejecting the Crown and declaring sovereignty.

The Revolution was not, however, a contest between the order of the state (reason) and the perceived disorder of nature (savagery). It was a contest between competing visions of governance and law, and between colonial sovereignty and the sovereign traditions of Native nations.

The Declaration of Independence opened the world to democratic possibility, sparking a wave of revolutions, yet it also marked the narrowing of political possibilities within the nascent United States. The very document that proclaimed a new kind of liberty also stifled other forms of governance, particularly those practiced by Native nations, which became outsiders to the new American body politic. Across eastern North America, European forms of authority and landownership were now imposed on Native communities, displacing matriarchal clan systems that had long governed village politics and intertribal diplomacy.

In the story of America, Native peoples are reduced to a perpetual "thorn in the side" of the state, in the words of the political scientist James C. Scott, who argued that modern states were built to manage nonmigratory, easily categorized populations that could be taxed, conscripted, and surveilled. Much of American history has involved efforts to impose constrained visions of liberty--rooted in individualism, private property, and patriarchal norms--on Native peoples. Settler societies, like the colonies in 1776, are legible to a state. In contrast, Indigenous communities exist outside that frame, with fluid, seasonal, and relational systems of economics and politics that remain hard to regulate and control. Native nations have long fought to secure fishing and hunting rights through treaties, and therefore preserve migratory economies and animal resources.

Studying the contradictions of the Revolution disrupts the myth of a singular founding moment and reveals a contested process. Thousands of Native people fought and an untold number died during the Revolutionary War, not all in opposition to the colonists; Daniel Nimham, a Wappinger Indian who was made a captain in the Continental Army, perished with colonial troops while leading the Stockbridge Indian Company at the Battle of Kingsbridge (in what is now the Bronx) in August 1778. And if Native peoples formed the "climax of the Declaration," as the historian Robert Parkinson put it, then their history is central to the country's. Native nations retain sovereignty despite colonization, and acknowledging this makes them parallel rather than peripheral to the American story--which, in turn, gives the Revolution fuller dimension and meaning.

The United States continued to grow after its founding by displacing and subordinating generations of Native nations. A century after the Declaration, federal assimilation programs removed Native children from their families, placed them in institutions, and subjected them to abuse and indoctrination. The goal was clear: to break familial and cultural ties and instill new values. Depriving nations of their children is how peoples are destroyed, which is why the United Nations lists this tactic among its definitions for genocide.

Textbooks have inched toward acknowledging these histories, yet they still fall short of explaining how "liberty and freedom" for some was often used to justify the conquest and dispossession of others. Indeed, the lofty ideals at the core of our founding documents risk becoming hollow if they are stripped of their historical failures and limitations. Rather than smoothing over the Declaration's paradoxes--which Native peoples have long sought to expose--Americans should confront them directly. As the Lakota author Luther Standing Bear reflected in 1933, recalling his time at the notorious Carlisle Indian Industrial School: "I can well remember when Indians in those days were stoned upon the streets as were the dogs that roamed them. We were 'savages,' and all who had not come under the influence of the missionary were 'heathen.' "

Standing Bear's words, written a full century and a half after the Declaration's signing, remind us that the phrase merciless Indian Savages was never just rhetorical; it was strategic in its vilification. The U.S. Constitution and the Fourteenth Amendment both explicitly excluded "Indians not taxed," as did civil-rights laws of the Reconstruction era. Not until 1924 were Native peoples granted U.S. citizenship through congressional legislation, in part to advance Indian assimilation and alienate more reservation lands.

Reckoning with this complex legacy requires a reframing of American independence, nationhood, and the self-evident truth that "all men are created equal." Perhaps, upon its 250th anniversary, the United States can envision the Declaration as one of interdependence--expansive enough to confront its own contradictions and inclusive enough to honor the sovereignties it sought to erase.
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The Moral Foundation of America

The idea that everyone has intrinsic rights to life and liberty was a radical break with millennia of human history. It's worth preserving.

by Elaine Pagels




For thousands of years, the view that only rulers conferred rights or privileges on everyone else was taken for granted in traditional societies around the world. In the ancient empires of Babylonia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, only those whom rulers regarded as their peers had value, or what the Romans called dignitas. Hindu societies enshrined the ruler as one who embodies the divine order of the gods, and established a hierarchical rank for everyone else. The caste system even defined some people as "outcaste," with no right to move freely and little recourse from lifelong servitude.

The anonymous Babylonian scribes who wrote the legal code of Hammurabi some 4,000 years ago seem to have regarded human value as a quality that the king could grant to certain people and deny to others. This code assigned privileges, and what we call "rights," according to a strictly hierarchical view of social power.

The archaeologists who discovered Hammurabi's code must have been surprised, at first, to see that it offered certain protections from mutilation, torture, and execution. But it became clear that these were dependent on one's social rank. The king--who authorized the code--assigned punishments based on the social status of the offender and the victim.

Ancient kings and emperors enforced their power through terror and violence. They claimed to derive their own prerogatives from the gods--from Marduk, in Babylonia; Ra, in Egypt; Jupiter, in Rome. Ancient philosophers held similar views. More than 2,000 years ago, when Plato wrote his famous treatise on "The Laws," he declared that human laws merely articulate the will of the gods, and extend privileges to people like himself, members of the aristocratic class in Athens.

Aristotle took a different approach, invoking what would later be known as biological determinism. Observing that among wild animals, different creatures possess different innate abilities, he argued that the same is true of humans--for instance, that disparities in intelligence and physical strength predispose people to be natural-born rulers or slaves.

The Declaration of Independence, by contrast, speaks of the rights to life and liberty as sacred gifts that "Nature" and "Nature's God" have given freely to all humanity. These principles were inspired partly by the Enlightenment, the philosophical movement that emerged in Europe after hundreds of years of horrifying religious war. But they originated in the Book of Genesis, which declares that every human being has value.

As Thomas Jefferson knew when he wrote the Declaration, the idea of innate rights to life and liberty was a bold innovation. The "truths" for which the Founders risked their lives were not in fact "self-evident." That makes preserving them all the more important.

By suggesting that ultimate value resides in the individual, regardless of their sociopolitical status, the Bible defied some of the world's most enduring conventions of rank and worth. Genesis declares that adam (Hebrew for "man" or "humankind") was created in the image of God, thus affirming the intrinsic value of all human beings--a fundamental theme for "peoples of the book," Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike.

The Bible describes how, for several hundred years, the ancient Israelites governed themselves by tribal councils, maintaining a measure of equality. In a crisis, when tribal councils failed to reach consensus, Israel's people agreed to choose a king, "like the other nations." But they also developed methods to resist autocratic power. Those who wrote the Bible well remembered the oppression that Israel's people had experienced in Egypt and Babylonia.

Biblical chronicles that tell of the great King David's triumphs also show that when he acted wrongly, the prophet Nathan rebuked him, speaking on behalf of the Lord, and ordered him to repent and reform. In that culture, moral law remained as binding for the king himself as for his subjects--David obeyed the prophet's command. Other kings of Israel, too, were reprimanded by prophets when they failed to act morally. Jesus of Nazareth amplified the theme of innate rights by advocating generosity and love toward all people.

Jefferson admired the Bible's ethical principles, but was skeptical of its metaphysics. He famously took a razor to the New Testament, excising the miracles while leaving intact the teachings of Jesus, whom Jefferson venerated as a philosopher and the author of "the most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man."

From the November 2020 issue: James Parker on reading Thomas Jefferson's Bible

In drafting the Declaration, Jefferson cited the "sacred and undeniable" truth that "all men are created equal." He also drew on the idea of natural law that ensured human rights--a concept that had been popularized in mid-18th-century Europe with the Enlightenment. The final version of the document, of course, referred to humans' natural rights as "self-evident."

Above all, the Founding Fathers agreed that because these are innate rights, they can only be recognized, and not conferred, by human beings. They went on to state, "To secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed."

This contradicted prevailing views not just from ancient times but also from their own day. From the fifth to the 18th centuries, Europe's Catholic and Protestant kings claimed to rule by "divine right," insisting that the lower status of everyone else, whether aristocrat, merchant, servant, or slave, was simply God's will. (To this day, the British Crown's ancient motto proclaims: "God and My Right.") This was also an ideal that Jefferson himself did not live up to. Glancing out his study window at Monticello, he would have seen people whom he had bought as property working in his fields, people denied rights of any kind.

It took another war to extend those rights to Black Americans, and the work of protecting the rights defined in the Declaration is an ongoing project. But over the course of its first 250 years, the United States became the strongest and most prosperous nation on Earth, offering hope to countless people worldwide. Starting with Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and their courageous colleagues, many of the fiercest defenders of intrinsic rights have been people who understood the alternative all too well--power maintained by means of fear, autocracy, and military force. Many of these people had faith in God and the biblical vision of human nature, both in America and throughout the world, whether they were explicitly religious or not.

The Founders knew that monarchy had been the norm for most of human history, and they saw how difficult that would be to change. The cruel and dangerous reversion to rule through fear and violence that we are seeing now was among their greatest concerns. But I have faith in their 1776 vision; I believe that the rights to life and liberty are the sacred inheritance of every human being, grounded in a transcendent reality.

Now is the time for those of us who love what the Founders entrusted to us to pledge anew--to one another, to our children, and to all who come after us--that we stand for their Declaration.
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Whose Independence?

The question of what Jefferson meant by "all men" has defined American law and politics for too long.

by Annette Gordon-Reed




When Thomas Jefferson was chosen to draft the Declaration of Independence, he had an exceedingly difficult task ahead of him. The 33-year-old planter, who had left law practice just before Britain's imperial crisis began in earnest, needed to do nothing short of lay the groundwork for a new nation. He had to explain in both philosophical and legal terms the Second Continental Congress's decision to break away from Great Britain, provide a list of grievances against the Crown that justified complete separation as a remedy, and plant the seeds of diplomacy for the fledgling country. His job was to place the newly formed United States of America among "the powers of the earth."

In the course of writing a document capacious enough to do all of that, Jefferson formulated the Declaration's second paragraph, with language that has become its most quotable passage: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." Those words, now held as perhaps the world's most important statement of universal human rights, were so powerful that they are often described as the "American creed."

But those words also created a glaring contradiction. Of the estimated 2.5 million people living in the American colonies, about 500,000 were enslaved people of African descent, the majority of whom lived in the southern colonies. About 200,000 lived in the largest colony, Jefferson's Virginia. At the time Jefferson wrote that part of the Declaration, he owned nearly 200 people at his home plantation, Monticello, and other sites. While working on the document in Philadelphia, he shared rooms with his enslaved valet, Robert Hemmings, the 14-year-old half brother of his wife, Martha.

In the centuries since, Jefferson's Enlightenment-influenced flourish in the Declaration's second paragraph has occupied an ever-greater space at the core of American law and culture. Over that period, a question has recurred: Did Jefferson really intend his statement of equality to apply to everyone?

Two hundred and fifty years on, however, it's time to move past the fixation on Jefferson's intent. It was never realistic to think that the meaning of a document suffused with revolutionary possibilities could remain within the parameters of Jefferson's personal beliefs, however we might divine them. Through the exertions of Black Americans and others concerned about progress toward a more just society, the Declaration has been given life and purpose beyond what we take to have been its author's sight. Perhaps their intentions are what matter most now.

For the substantial number of Americans who have wished over the years to exclude Black people from the polity, Jefferson's intent has always been paramount. As one argument goes, Jefferson and other members of the founding generation did not think African Americans were equal to white people; therefore, they were not endowed by the Creator with the rights that European Americans claimed in 1776. This particular message has been delivered in the United States in countless ways in everyday life and in powerful venues at crucial moments.

From the June 2021 issue: Annette Gordon-Reed on Black America's neglected origin stories

Notably, the idea that Black people were simply not part of the Declaration's "all" was at the center of the Supreme Court's decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford. The infamous 1857 ruling held that people of African descent were not citizens of the United States. Writing for the majority, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney looked to his version of history and found that "neither the class of persons who had been imported as slaves, nor their descendants, whether they had become free or not, were then acknowledged as a part of the people, nor intended to be included in the general words used in that memorable instrument."

Taney's decision was more than a statement about how legal status determined the right to citizenship, or, we might say, the right to be called an "American." It was one thing to explain why the enslaved, treated by law as property, were well outside civic equality. It was quite another to do what Taney did in extending the prohibition to free Black Americans, who, by 1857, could have been the product of generations of legally free people who had paid taxes, fought in American wars, and, in some cases, voted and held office. In Taney's formulation, even people born of white mothers and Black fathers in states that determined a child's status by that of their mother were ineligible to be citizens. Taney's issue, of course, was race. For him, being white was the basic requirement for being an American.

Taney's was not the only view on the Court, however. Writing one of the two dissenting opinions, Justice Benjamin Curtis corrected Taney's flat assertion that no state had ever treated Black people as citizens, listing several states that had done so. Curtis entertained the question of the Founders' intent in the Declaration warily. But he insisted that the Declaration "would not be just to them, nor true in itself, to allege that they intended to say that the Creator of all men had endowed the white race, exclusively, with the great natural rights which the Declaration of Independence asserts." The Founders could not have marked God as having played favorites in that way.

The Dred Scott decision ultimately helped tilt an already deeply fractured nation toward all-out war. Six years after Taney delivered his verdict on Black citizenship, Abraham Lincoln weighed in. At Gettysburg, Lincoln referenced the Declaration's dedication "to the proposition that all men are created equal" as the basis for the country's "new birth of freedom," made possible by the sacrifice of soldiers in the Army of the United States.

After the Civil War concluded, the Fourteenth Amendment was designed to settle the matter. All people born in the United States--enslaved or free--were citizens entitled to the privileges and immunities of citizenship, the right to due process, and equal protection under the law. The amendment effectively killed the notion that one had to be white to be an American. Or it should have.

Those who are ambivalent about, or even hostile to, the concept of Black people as equal American citizens tend to bypass this most transformational period in American history--the Lincoln presidency, the Civil War, the postwar amendments to the Constitution, and Reconstruction--to promote the founding era as the one true source of our present-day civic conventions. This creates the opportunity, for those who want one, to adopt Taney's understanding of the connection between race and citizenship: What many white Americans may have thought about Black people's humanity in the 1770s should bind us today and, presumably, forever.

One of the many maddening things about the institution of American slavery is that we know far more about the views of white politicians and planters than we do of the enslaved people they lorded over. The contemporaneous thoughts and feelings of individual enslaved people are mostly lost to history. We do not, for example, know what Robert Hemmings thought of the Declaration's pronouncement about equality: whether he ever wondered at the fact that the man who wrote those words had enslaved him, or that he and five of his siblings shared a father with Jefferson's wife.

In his first draft of the Declaration, the depths of Jefferson's contradictions are even clearer. In one passage that was later deleted by delegates to the Second Continental Congress, Jefferson referred to enslaved Africans as a "distant people" whose "sacred rights of life & liberty" had nevertheless been violated by King George III's insistence on keeping the slave trade open. In whatever way slavery began in the American colonies, by the time Jefferson wrote those words, generations of Black people had lived there, and a number, like Hemmings, shared a lineage with Europeans. They could not be considered a "distant people."

We do have some direct evidence of what other African Americans of Hemmings's time, enslaved and free, thought about what the Declaration of Independence, and indeed the Revolutionary War, had to offer them. Even before July 4, 1776, the chaos of the conflict between Great Britain and the Americans created opportunities to change the status quo. Many enslaved people threw themselves into the mix. They left plantations, including some of Jefferson's outlying farms, and joined the British, who promised them freedom if the men became soldiers. Some men of African descent made a different choice, joining the American military effort in exchange for their freedom. Others were coerced. They shed blood for the new nation, and one--Crispus Attucks--is often regarded as the first man of any race to do so.

Although not themselves guaranteed equal legal protections, African Americans were part of Anglo-American culture, and understood how the law shaped their society. From the moment the Declaration was presented to the people, Black petitioners relayed their ideas about what role the document should play in their lives and the life of the United States. Several of those appeals reached the public sphere and attracted notice in their time and ours.

In January 1777, African Americans living in Massachusetts wrote the first known post-Declaration petition to a legislature to abolish slavery. The petition speaks of the "unalienable right" to freedom, "which the great Parent of the Universe hath bestowed equally on all Mankind," and makes an explicit connection between the struggle against Great Britain and Black people's struggle for freedom. Were they to move against slavery, legislators would no longer be "chargeable with the inconsistency of acting, themselves, the part which they condemn & oppose in others."

Among the petitioners, some of whom signed with an X, was Prince Hall, the founder of America's first lodge of Black Freemasons and a noted antislavery activist. By some accounts, Hall had been born in Barbados and had come to Boston in his late teens. A literate man, he became extremely active in Boston's small Black community, working on many fronts to improve the lot of African Americans. He complained about injustices done to them and argued for educating Black children. But he didn't think the United States was the only answer for Black people. Before and after the Revolution, he and other Black men in the state urged the Massachusetts legislature to provide funds for those who wanted to emigrate from America to Africa.


The anti-slavery activist Prince Hall



Following the American victory over the British, a Black man writing under the name Vox Africanorum sounded the same theme as Hall and his fellow Massachusetts petitioners. Vox Africanorum took to the pages of The Maryland Gazette to compare the situation the Americans had faced in the confrontation with King George to the circumstances that Black Americans faced in the new country. He then suggested that those in power should attend to the truth of the Declaration's words about liberty and equality. The writer refused to mount an argument for Black humanity, stating that even entering such a debate would mean that America "has already forgot those exalted principles she has so lately asserted with her blood."

So began a long tradition of using the contradiction between the ideals expressed in the Declaration and the reality of the treatment of African Americans to appeal to the consciences of white people. Vox Africanorum, Hall, and like-minded petitioners were, in effect, daring white people to say that Black people, also created by God, were not "people" in the same sense as they were.

From the March 2021 issue: Danielle Allen on Prince Hall, American revolutionary

Early Black petitioners were also helping create a new way of thinking about what it meant to be an American. With the destruction of ties to Great Britain, through a document that set forth principles justifying the establishment of a new nation, the people in the 13 colonies--very different societies each--took on a new identity. Tying that new American identity to the belief in the language of the Declaration made sense in a place that was more religiously, racially, and ethnically diverse than Great Britain. Anyone who arrived on American shores and committed to the country's ideals could become an American. The principles that propelled the colonists to rebellion would hold their union together.

We can see the aspirational aspects of these interpretations in Jefferson's own correspondence. In 1791, when he was secretary of state, he exchanged letters with Benjamin Banneker, a free Black almanac maker and astronomer from Maryland. Banneker had written to Jefferson to share the new almanac he had produced and to make the case against slavery. He reminded Jefferson that, once, the "Arms and tyranny of the British Crown were exerted with every powerful effort in order to reduce you to a State of Servitude," which the white colonists had designated a form of "slavery." Then Banneker quoted Jefferson's words--"We hold these truths to be Self evident"--back to him.

The letters exchanged between the two men were made public and created something of a sensation, in part because of Jefferson's polite response to Banneker, in which he signed off: "I am with great esteem, Sir, Your most obedt. humble servt." Critics ridiculed Jefferson for the salutation, for the suggestion that he and Banneker were on equal terms as correspondents.

From the December 2019 issue: Annette Gordon-Reed on Thomas Jefferson's doomed educational experiment

Banneker's approach to Jefferson and the Declaration was mild compared with the metaphorical hammer that would be dropped 38 years later. In 1829, at the dawn of the Jacksonian period, David Walker, a Massachusetts clothing merchant and abolitionist, released his Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, a pamphlet exhorting Black people to fight for their freedom. Walker's Appeal purposefully used the contradictions of the founding generation to shame white readers and hopefully inspire Black recipients to rebellion. In one of the most frustrating near misses in history, Walker published his Appeal three years after the Sage of Monticello's death, and was robbed of the possibility for a direct confrontation. Nevertheless, he conjures Jefferson as a rhetorical foil, describing him as having "gone to answer at the bar of God, for the deeds done in his body while living."

Walker wrote in the tradition of the Revolutionary pamphleteers, whose calls to arms were answered in the Declaration. If his own embrace of violence inflamed white people--and it did--then their very reaction proved his point. "I ask you candidly," Walker wrote, "was your sufferings under Great Britain, one hundredth part as cruel and tyranical as you have rendered ours under you?" If White colonists had had the right to rebel against British tyranny, as the Declaration said, then Black people had the right to rebel against the tyranny imposed by slavery.

One would love to have Jefferson's response to Walker's pamphlet. He had predicted that, one day, enslaved people would rise up to strike a blow against slavery, which was part of the reason he came to favor a policy of emancipation and expatriation. Black people's actions during the Revolution had made it clear to him that if the opportunity arose, Black men would fight for their freedom. In later life, when talking about the dangers of postponing emancipation and expatriation, he predicted their response: "One million of these fighting men will say 'we will not go.' "

By the end of his life, Jefferson had heard from enough individuals from different backgrounds, races, and religions to know that what he had written in the Declaration spoke to people's aspirations for equal treatment and personal liberty. Indeed, he noted as much in a letter written just a month before he died, on the 50th anniversary of the Declaration, predicting that the ideas in the document would someday apply "to all." Following Enlightenment principles, Jefferson believed (maybe too much) in the notion of inevitable progress. Succeeding generations would be "wiser," he said, and the new information and ideas they possessed would bring changes in attitudes. The tenets of the Declaration would be a useful guide. It is a safe bet, however, that Jefferson would have seen Walker's Appeal as coming too soon, because it would have immediately disrupted life as he knew it.

By the time Walker wrote his Appeal, the country's relationship to the institution of slavery had changed. When the Massachusetts petitioners made their case in 1777, and when Banneker wrote Jefferson in 1791, they had reason to believe that change through legal and rhetorical avenues was possible. Influenced by the rhetoric of the Declaration and overall talk of liberty, states in the North had begun to abolish slavery. Although Jefferson's Virginia had not gone nearly that far, it did liberalize the laws of emancipation in 1782, allowing enslavers to free people without having to get permission from the government.

But over time, as the Revolutionary generation in the South gave way to children and grandchildren, any qualms about slavery faded. Members of the founding generation had often portrayed slavery as a necessary evil, but their descendants, who were beginning to see the enormous potential profits in the cotton-planting economy, saw slavery as a positive good. And they began to define and defend their way of life in opposition to that of the North. Once the Missouri Compromise of 1820 formalized the division of America into slave and free states, the sectional conflict over slavery became more intense.

The Jacksonian era saw the militant assertion of a right to a white man's government. States that had given a modicum of civil rights to free Black citizens began to retrench. In the early 1800s, some states removed voting rights for Black men. Even Pennsylvania, which had been a seat of abolitionism, amended its constitution to make clear that the franchise was open only to "white freemen." Walker had every reason to write about the Declaration from a position of anger and despair.

By 1852, when Frederick Douglass gave his famous speech commemorating Independence Day, titled "What to the Slave Is the 4th of July?," the battle lines over slavery had been sharply drawn. There was an organized interracial effort to oppose the institution, arrayed against a faction of white southerners who were vocal and implacable in their defense of slavery. The abolitionist movement, of which Douglass was a shining star, also had global momentum: Four months before Douglass's speech, Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle Tom's Cabin to much attention and acclaim--and vilification, from the South and its supporters.

In tone, Douglass's oration sits somewhere between Walker's incendiary Appeal and the more measured passion of people like the Massachusetts petitioners, Vox Africanorum, and Banneker. No doubt to please his largely white audience, Douglass began on a note of praise for the "fathers of this republic." After these preliminaries, he moved into familiar territory, launching an extensive and devastating critique of the gap between the ideals the Founders claimed for themselves and the circumstances of Black people. "I am not included within the pale of glorious anniversary!" Douglass exclaimed. "Your high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us." He continued with an indictment: "This Fourth July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn."

At this point, Douglass sounded as pessimistic in his assessment of the situation as Walker had, without the intimations of violence. But then he offered a bit of hope. "Notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day presented," Douglass said, "I do not despair of this country." He told his audience that he drew encouragement from the Declaration of Independence itself, from the self-improving tendencies in its institutions, and from the public sentiment of the moment, in which slavery had been thrown into crisis. Douglass and his forebears had helped manifest that crisis by using the Declaration as both a shield and a sword. He had hope, and it had been granted to him by Prince Hall and David Walker as much as by any Founding Father.

Hope has been at the center of the efforts of marginalized people who have used the Declaration to make their way into full American citizenship: hope that the document's inclusive message could overcome the reality of a society sundered by the doctrine of white supremacy. From Hall to Douglass, Black American freedom seekers were never ignorant of the reality of race. They knew that their arguments would be seen through the prism of their country's racial hierarchy. They were counting on the idea that a nation born of aspirations could improve. Once slavery was over, Black and white citizens could begin the process of becoming Americans together.

That short-lived process started in earnest during Reconstruction, as abolitionists, Radical Republicans, and the formerly enslaved themselves struggled toward a multiracial society based on the ideals announced in the Declaration. White southerners, unrepentant and unwilling to share power or social position, mounted a second rebellion to attack Reconstruction, and this time the federal government capitulated. With the establishment--and federal endorsement--of Jim Crow, the South once again built an order based on Roger Taney's logic.

It took a concerted, decades-long effort during the 20th century to bring the hope engendered by the Declaration's ideals back into the discussion of Black America's fate. The architects of the legal strategy for the 20th-century civil-rights movements followed in the footsteps of African Americans who'd seen opportunity in the Declaration.

This was the spirit that animated Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" speech, given at the culmination of the March on Washington in 1963. King spoke in the tradition started by the Massachusetts petitioners who attempted to hold Americans to the standards of their country's creed. He did so at a time when the so-called second American Revolution was raising the same type of hope as the first. When the civil-rights movement finally compelled the federal government to act, the Declaration was the rhetorical dynamo. In a 1965 speech to Congress in favor of the Voting Rights Act, President Lyndon B. Johnson referenced that American creed. "Those words are a promise," he said, "to every citizen that he shall share in the dignity of man."

A great deal has happened since those heady days. Johnson's speech was not the end of the debate, but rather the beginning of a new chapter. Even as the 1960s civil-rights legislation was being signed into law, a counterrevolution was born, one that we now see in its maturity. As happened during the Age of Jackson, and the period of Redemption after the end of Reconstruction, the part of the citizenry that has resisted the equal citizenship of Black Americans is in political ascendancy. Although hope is always embedded in the Declaration itself, imbued by the struggle of those who'd once been held as property, we should recognize that just as freedom is part of the nation's heritage, so is racism. Politicians have always known the value of stoking anti-Black sentiment as a means to gain power.

We approach the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States with much less reason to hope that the country's long-standing racial problems will be mitigated, or that they will not, in fact, ultimately destroy the experiment the Declaration set in motion. As devotees of the Enlightenment and believers in the scientific method know, sometimes experiments succeed, and sometimes they fail.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Whose Independence?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/11/thomas-jefferson-declaration-of-independence/684321/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



So Much Madeira

What the Founding Fathers ate--and drank--on July 4, 1777

by Victoria Flexner

When John Adams arrived in Philadelphia for the First Continental Congress, he immediately went out to eat. "Dirty, dusty, and fatigued as we were," he wrote in his diary that night--August 29, 1774--"we could not resist the Importunity, to go to the Tavern, the most genteel one in America." A few days later, when George Washington rode into Philadelphia, he made straight for the same establishment.

City Tavern had opened the previous year, backed by a group of wealthy Philadelphians who'd decided there was no place in town that met their standards for decent food and drink. Although the tavern's sophisticated culinary style was influenced by Europe, it was also uniquely American, and a reflection of the colonies' global ties. There was likely shad from the Delaware River, fresh corn and lettuces from nearby farms, sugar and pineapples from the Caribbean, spices from Asia.

But the multistory building at the corner of Walnut and Second Streets was more than just a place to eat. In addition to dining rooms, it had a bar, lodgings for travelers, and a room for coffee. It also had a subscription room, where newspapers and magazines from across the colonies and Europe were delivered regularly.

The tavern quickly became a favorite meeting spot for the Founding Fathers. Thomas Jefferson took almost all of his meals there as he wrote the Declaration of Independence. Many of his compatriots routinely ate and drank in its rooms as they worked to construct a new nation. And on July 4, 1777, with the war unfolding not far away, the Congress gathered there for a meal to celebrate the United States' first birthday.

Peter Moore: The inspiration for Jefferson's 'pursuit of happiness'

As naval vessels filled the Delaware River that day, crowds amassed along the shorelines to cheer. When the sun began to set, fireworks, bonfires, and candles were lit throughout the city. Philadelphia glowed with fresh patriotic spirit.

That afternoon at City Tavern, the delegates "were very agreeably entertained with excellent company, good cheer," and music from a band of Hessians, Adams wrote to his daughter Abigail. Throughout the meal, they listened to toasts "in honour of our country, and the heroes who have fallen in their pious efforts to defend her." They sat in the Long Room, a private dining room on the second floor with generous windows that allowed light to pour in. Though we don't know for sure what they ate on July 4, 1777, we can make an educated guess based on bills of fare and descriptions of other dishes served in the period, as well as the diary entries and letters of the Founding Fathers documenting their day-to-day lives. The meal would have been served family style, with many dishes laid out on the table all at once, next to their accompanying sauces and jellies.

The delegates would have started with tureens of soup set at both ends of the table. Turtle soup, a delicacy of Colonial American cuisine, used green sea turtles, typically immersing the sweet meat in a delicate veal broth with a final splash of acidity from imported sherry or Madeira wine. West Indies pepper-pot soup was a favorite of Philadelphians (it also figures in a myth about how George Washington's troops survived at Valley Forge). The dish came to the city by way of the Caribbean, where enslaved people working on the brutal sugar plantations had re-created a leafy-green West African stew called callaloo. One of the variations that became popular in Philadelphia utilized ingredients native to the Americas, such as chili peppers. It also used Asian spices such as cloves and mace, alongside meat like beef and pork, which had not been available on the American continent until Europeans introduced them.

Large platters of fish would have dotted the table too. Sturgeon from the Delaware River were likely fastened to a spit and basted with butter, then sprinkled with flour, nutmeg, mace, salt, sweet herbs, and breadcrumbs before being dressed in a tangy sauce that usually included anchovy, lobster, lemon, horseradish, and white wine. Other fresh fish were lightly dredged in flour, fried, baked, and then garnished with parsley and black walnuts.

The dense woods of 18th-century North America were teeming with wildlife, and deer, turkey, rabbit, pigeon, and game birds all likely made regular appearances on City Tavern's tables; they would typically have been roasted over the fire in a style reminiscent of medieval cooking (it's worth remembering that the Founding Fathers were closer in time to the Tudors than they were to us, their culture and cuisine on the cusp of a yet-to-be-defined modernity). The French gastronome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin once referred to turkey as a culinary gift from the New World. At City Tavern, it was probably prepared using Old World techniques--slowly braised with onions, garlic, and bacon and then garnished with fresh herbs and gravy.

Smaller plates of vegetables would have surrounded the platters of roasted meats. Potatoes, native to Peru, were a staple in the colonies--and were quickly becoming one in other parts of the world as they made their way along colonial trade routes. Cucumbers, peas, and summer squash likely gave seasonal color to the July 4 table.

The quantity of alcohol served at such a meal would be astounding by today's standards (in part because people at the time rarely drank water). One bill from a dinner at City Tavern in 1778 for 270 people included 522 bottles of Madeira, 24 bottles of port wine, 116 big bowls of punch, nine of toddy, six of sangaree, two tubs of grog for artillery soldiers, one gallon of spirits for bell ringers--and an extra fee for the dozens of glasses and plates that, perhaps unsurprisingly, broke during the course of the evening.

Read: Colonial Americans drank roughly three times as much as Americans do now

The celebratory July 4 meal would certainly have kept the innkeeper, Daniel Smith, busy replenishing the finest bottles of Madeira from behind the locked bar--perhaps overhearing snippets of chatter among the delegates. But Smith, a Loyalist, may not have been in as jubilant a mood as his guests. When the British withdrew from Philadelphia in 1778, he, too, got on a ship and sailed to England.

As platters emptied, they would have been removed from the table to make way for nuts, fruits, and sweet biscuits that were variously spiced with nutmeg from the Maluku Islands, in Indonesia; cinnamon from Sri Lanka; or ginger grown in the Caribbean. Perhaps there was also an apple pie. With the exception of the bitter crab apple, which is native to North America, the apple's origins lay far away; initially from Central Asia, the sweet fruit wasn't introduced to the continent until at least the 1500s. But by the 1800s, some sources estimate that thousands of varieties were growing in the colonies, making the apple a frequently used ingredient in America's emerging cuisine. In time, the apple's proliferation on American soil and the ubiquity of apple pie on American menus would help turn the dessert into a patriotic symbol.

In ways large and small, the meal that took place at City Tavern on July 4, 1777, was the result of a thousand unlikely events put into motion by untold numbers of people across time and space. The foods on the table in Philadelphia that day, like the men who ate them and the country they were building, had traveled by way of the mercantile seas and through the American colonies to create the basis of a new culture, a new cuisine, and a new, revolutionary identity.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "We Hold These Turkeys to Be Delicious."
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The Insurrection Problem

Violence has marred the American constitutional order since the founding. Is it inevitable?

by Jeffrey Rosen




Shays's Rebellion filled Alexander Hamilton with dread. In 1786, armed men shut down courts in five counties across Massachusetts and, early the next year, marched on the federal armory in Springfield. The mobs included debtors trying to prevent the courts from foreclosing on their farms, and opponents of centralized government. The insurrectionists believed that the newly adopted Massachusetts Constitution, drafted in 1779 by John Adams, would shift power from the poor to the rich, from the many to the few, from the backcountry to Boston, from democracy to aristocracy. They were led by Daniel Shays, a dashing Revolutionary War veteran who'd had to sell a sword given to him by the Marquis de Lafayette to pay his debts.

Observing the rebellion from New York, Hamilton worried that civil unrest in Massachusetts could augur the rise of a demagogue on the national stage, one who might pander to angry debtors across America and threaten the stability of the new nation. The insurrection was eventually put down by a private army hired by Massachusetts Governor James Bowdoin, after members of the state militia refused his call to do so. But what might have happened, Hamilton wrote, if, instead of Shays, the rebellion "had been headed by a Caesar or by a Cromwell"?

In Hamilton's view, the greatest threat to the American experiment was a demagogue who might flatter the people, overthrow popular elections, and consolidate power in his own hands. "Of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics," he wrote in "Federalist No. 1," "the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people."

Afraid that Shays's Rebellion might spread, Hamilton and James Madison called the Constitutional Convention in 1787. George Washington agreed to attend, because he shared Hamilton and Madison's concern that, under the Articles of Confederation, the new nation was vulnerable to men like Shays. "I could not resist the call to a convention of the States," he wrote to Lafayette, "which is to determine whether we are to have a Government of respectability under which life, liberty, and property will be secured to us," or one "springing perhaps from anarchy and Confusion, and dictated perhaps by some aspiring demagogue."

From the October 2018 issue: Jeffrey Rosen on how James Madison's mob-rule fears have been realized

A central goal of the convention was to check populist mobs in the states and empower the national government to defend itself. Because the undisciplined Massachusetts militia had failed to stop Shays, the new Constitution gave Congress the power to nationalize the state militias "to execute the Laws of the Union, suppress Insurrections and repel Invasions." Hamilton would have gone even further in creating a strong central government and an energetic executive. In a notorious speech at the convention, he proposed a president elected for life who would have no temptation to resort to demagoguery to extend his term.

Thomas Jefferson was serving as the American minister in Paris when he learned of Shays's Rebellion. His reaction differed dramatically from Hamilton's. In Jefferson's view, the government should be restrained in its response to popular uprisings. "The late rebellion in Massachusets has given more alarm than I think it should have done," he wrote to Madison. "Calculate that one rebellion in 13 states in the course of 11 years, is but one for each state in a century & a half. No country should be so long without one. Nor will any degree of power in the hands of government prevent insurrections."

Jefferson remained in Paris during the Constitutional Convention but followed its progress from abroad. "Our Convention has been too much impressed by the insurrection of Massachusets," he wrote to John Adams's son-in-law in 1787. "What country can preserve it's liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms."

Jefferson would have pardoned the rebels, relying on a free press to disabuse those who had participated based on misinformation. "The remedy is to set them right as to facts, pardon and pacify them. What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is it's natural manure."

Jefferson felt that the presidency created by the new Constitution was too strong. He, too, feared a Caesar: His study of ancient history had convinced him that all "elective monarchies" had ended with popular leaders converting themselves into hereditary despots. But if Hamilton envisioned a demagogue who would flatter the majority from below, Jefferson foresaw one who would thwart majority will from above. He was especially concerned that an unscrupulous president might narrowly lose a bid for reelection and falsely insist that the contest had been stolen.

"He will pretend false votes, foul play, hold possession of the reins of government, be supported by the states voting for him," Jefferson wrote to Madison. His solution was not a life term but a one-term limit for the presidency--"an incapacity to be elected a second time."

Hamilton's and Jefferson's radically different responses to Shays's Rebellion represent an opening skirmish in one of the most consequential intellectual battles among the Founders. In the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson had defined America in terms of three shining ideas: liberty, equality, and government by consent. Just a decade later, after the new Constitution was drafted, he and Hamilton began a debate about the relationship among these three ideas that has shaped American life ever since.

For Jefferson, centralized power threatened liberty; for Hamilton, a vigorous national government could help secure it. Jefferson, the author of the Declaration, was determined to expand democracy; Hamilton, the defender of the Constitution, viewed democracy as a turbulent force to be filtered and checked. Jefferson believed in local self-government and states' sovereignty; Hamilton believed in the Union and national supremacy. Jefferson, the gentleman planter, exalted rule by the people and feared the tyranny of consolidation; Hamilton, the scholar-warrior, preferred rule by elites and dreaded the anarchy of the mob. Jefferson revered the white farmers of the agricultural South; Hamilton championed the financiers and manufacturers of the urban North. Their opposing visions led to opposing approaches to the Constitution. Jefferson interpreted it strictly, to limit federal power; Hamilton interpreted it liberally, to expand federal power.

The competing positions of Hamilton and Jefferson are like golden and silver threads woven through the tapestry of American history, sometimes running parallel to each other, sometimes crossing, and at crucial moments pulling so far apart that they threaten to snap. From the founding until today, a productive tension between the two men's ideas has mostly kept American politics from descending into violence. Whenever the threads have been pulled too far in one direction, however, the shooting begins.

The new Constitution wasn't yet five years old when the nation was tested again by internal violence. White farmers in Western Pennsylvania resented a new federal tax on grain, one of their main sources of revenue--and the fact that those accused of evading the tax had to stand trial in federal court in Philadelphia, far from the frontier. In July 1794, an armed mob of about 500 men attacked the federal tax collector. Like the Shaysites, the Whiskey Rebels saw themselves as a protest movement against economic inequality.

Once again, Hamilton and Jefferson reacted to the violence in radically different ways. The whiskey tax had been Hamilton's idea. It was the centerpiece of the financial plan he'd proposed in 1790, intended to help the new federal government pay interest on debts it had assumed from the states. Hamilton recommended a military response to the rebellion, with himself at the head of an expanded army; he believed an "imposing" force was needed to "suppress the insurrection and support the Civil Authority in effectuating Obedience to the laws and the punishment of offenders." Jefferson, by contrast, viewed the uprising as a legitimate form of civil disobedience. He saw the yeoman farmers as virtuous freedom fighters reluctantly trading their plowshares for swords.

On September 25, Washington issued a proclamation calling up the militias of Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Several days later, he and Hamilton convened on Market Street in Philadelphia and decorously set off for war in a carriage. Washington inspected his troops in Carlisle and traveled with them as far as Bedford, becoming the only sitting president to command an army in the field. Then he returned to Philadelphia, leaving Hamilton in charge of a force that eventually swelled to nearly 13,000 men. Advancing west, the army found the resistance melting away. By late October, the insurrection was over.

Hamilton was confident that the successful suppression of the insurgency would ultimately strengthen the Union. Jefferson, once again, pleaded for leniency for the insurgents. Washington's response found a middle ground. He ordered local leaders of the insurrection arrested, but absolved rank-and-file followers. Over the next year, the federal government tried a dozen men for high treason. Two men were convicted and sentenced to hang. In the end, Washington pardoned both, the first pardons to be issued by an American president.

It took the political chameleon Aaron Burr to make Hamilton and Jefferson see the other man's perspective. Though the Whiskey Rebellion had only hardened their differences, they could agree that Burr posed a unique threat to the republic. Hamilton supported Jefferson over Burr in the 1800 election; he recognized, in Burr, a man who might become the American Caesar he'd foreseen. At a dinner in February 1804, Hamilton shared his fears that Burr would foment insurrection; an account of Hamilton calling Burr a "dangerous man" found its way into the newspapers. Burr demanded an apology. Hamilton's refusal to apologize led him, on July 11, to the dueling grounds below the cliffs of Weehawken.

After slaying his rival, Burr vindicated Hamilton's fears. He offered his services to the British ambassador as the leader of an insurrectionist movement that would incite the western states to secede from the Union. During Burr's eventual trial for treason, one of his associates testified that he had also hoped to enlist the Marine Corps in a plot to seize Washington, D.C. ("Hang him!" Burr reportedly said of President Jefferson, praising dictators from ancient history, including "Caesar, Cromwell, and Bonaparte.")

In 1806, Jefferson was sufficiently alarmed by the reports of Burr's activities that he asked Madison what powers the president had to put down insurrections by force. Madison responded that, according to the Insurrection Act of 1792, state militias could be called to repel insurrections against the U.S., but "it does not appear that regular Troops can be employed."

Jefferson then sought new tools. In December, he drafted "a Bill authorising the emploiment of the land or Naval forces of the US. In cases of insurrection." He sent the bill to Congress through proxies and signed the amended Insurrection Act on March 3, 1807.

Burr was arrested for conspiracy before he could foment any kind of revolt that would require using the amended Insurrection Act. But Jefferson invoked it in 1808 to quash protests in Vermont against his Embargo Act. The Insurrection Act has served ever since as the most important legal instrument authorizing military force for domestic law enforcement. From the Civil War to the civil-rights movement, presidents have invoked it to put down violent resistance to federal authority. Having previously held that "a little rebellion now and then is a good thing," Jefferson might not have appreciated the irony.

Insurrectionary violence has recurred throughout American history. It erupted during the secession crisis in 1861 that sparked the Civil War and the white-supremacist insurgencies across the South during Reconstruction. It reemerged in the Ku Klux Klan terror of the 1920s, and during the civil-rights era as violent opposition to racial integration, including at Little Rock in 1957 and Selma in 1965. Nearly all of these outbursts of what the historian Jefferson Cowie has called "white resistance to federal power" led presidents to invoke Jefferson's Insurrection Act. They also used the act against a separate strain of Black resistance to state and federal power, beginning with the slave rebellion in Virginia suppressed by Andrew Jackson in 1831 through the violent protests against racism suppressed by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1943, Lyndon B. Johnson in 1967, and George H. W. Bush in 1992.

But nothing in American history anticipated the events of January 6, 2021, when men and women stormed the U.S. Capitol at the urging of the president of the United States. They had been sold a conspiracy theory: that the 2020 election had been stolen. The leader of the Proud Boys, the far-right militia group that led the attack, invoked an apocryphal line from Thomas Jefferson to justify the insurrection: "When governments fear the people ... There is liberty."

President Donald Trump defended January 6 as a "day of love" on which there was "nothing done wrong," and denounced the prosecution of the insurrectionists. Like Jefferson, he supported pardons rather than prosecutions. He was less interested, though, in disabusing the participants of the conspiracy theory that had motivated their actions.

On January 20, 2025, the first day of his second term, Trump pardoned or commuted the sentences of about 1,600 people involved in the January 6 attacks. He then set out to consolidate executive power, with the acquiescence of Congress. Asserting the president's unitary control over the executive branch, he fired or bought out more than 100,000 federal workers; he also fired the heads of independent agencies and challenged the agencies' constitutionality before the Supreme Court.

Trump's defenders insist that his actions fall squarely within the tradition of the Hamilton-Jefferson debate. Allysia Finley, a member of The Wall Street Journal 's editorial board, wrote in February that Hamilton would have approved of Trump's vigorous use of executive power. Alan Dershowitz, who had defended Trump in his first impeachment trial, argued that Jefferson would have approved as well. "As soon as our third president was elected, he fired many Federalist government officials and issued blanket pardons to people the previous administration had prosecuted for sedition," Dershowitz noted in a letter to the editor of the Journal. In Dershowitz's view, Trump was making a legitimate effort to consolidate political power and authority in the executive branch.

Many of Trump's supporters see him not as a Caesar but as a modern-day Andrew Jackson, resurrecting a version of Jackson's "spoils system" to shrink the size of government and return power from the elite to the people. Trump himself has encouraged the comparison: On Jackson's 250th birthday, he visited the Hermitage, Jackson's Tennessee home, and likened himself to the hero of New Orleans. "It was during the Revolution that Jackson first confronted and defied an arrogant elite," Trump said. "Oh, I know the feeling, Andrew."

Trump's critics, by contrast, see him as the second coming of Aaron Burr, a man who unites Hamilton's and Jefferson's greatest fears for American democracy: Hamilton's demagogic Caesar and Jefferson's oligarchic one. History suggests that they were both right about the threats to popular sovereignty; since the fall of the Greek and Roman republics, authoritarian rulers have sought to consolidate power in their own hands by flattering the mob and co-opting the financial elite.

Throughout American history, followers of Hamilton and Jefferson have warned that when Americans abandon their devotion to the principles of the Constitution, political conflict ends in tyranny, violence, or both. The warnings have taken the form of what the Puritan scholar Sacvan Bercovitch called the "American Jeremiad." Just as Puritan political sermons warned that Americans, like the ancient Israelites, had lost their way by violating their covenant with God, so Revolutionary-era jeremiads warned that Americans, like the citizens of ancient Rome, risked losing their way by abandoning their devotion to liberty, civic virtue, the rule of law, and the principles of the Constitution. In 1772, three years before he was killed at the Battle of Bunker Hill, the Patriot Joseph Warren wrapped himself in a toga and cautioned that the Romans' spurning of their "noble attachment to a free constitution" had enabled Caesar to consolidate absolute power. He urged Americans not to do the same.

The success of the American experiment doesn't require agreement between Hamiltonians and Jeffersonians about how to balance liberty and power; it requires a good-faith commitment to participate in the inevitable tug-of-war between them. In his final years, Jefferson placed a bust of Hamilton in the front hall of Monticello, facing his own bust. He viewed his greatest foe not as a hated enemy to be destroyed but as a respected opponent to be defeated, and he accepted his own defeats as an opportunity to fight another day. During the two decades that he survived Hamilton, Jefferson would remark to visitors that the two men remained "opposed in death as in life," sometimes emphasizing the point with a smile. The two busts remain on opposite sides of the main entrance at Monticello today, an enduring sign of Jefferson's respect, if not affection, for his most significant foe.



This article was adapted from Jeffrey Rosen's new book, The Pursuit of Liberty: How Hamilton vs. Jefferson Ignited the Lasting Battle Over Power in America. It appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "The Nightmare of Despotism."      
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Secrets of a Radical Duke

How a lost copy of the Declaration of Independence unlocked a historical mystery

by Danielle Allen


Portrait of Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, by George Romney, circa 1776 (The Picture Art Collection / Alamy)



In the summer of 2016, my family flew ahead of me to England for a vacation. Their taxi driver from the airport to London was chatty, and somehow the conversation drifted to the fact that he was from Lewes, in Sussex. This led to a bit of trivia about his hometown that the driver thought would be of interest to visitors from America: Thomas Paine, the Englishman turned American whose Common Sense would become the best-selling political pamphlet of the 18th century--and tilt America toward independence--had lived in Lewes for six years, working as a tax collector. When my husband relayed this to me by phone that evening, I sat up. I hadn't known that detail of Paine's biography but immediately saw its possible relevance to a historical puzzle I was trying to solve.

The research team I directed at Harvard had just made a startling discovery. As part of a project to find all copies of the Declaration of Independence produced between 1776 and 1826, we had stumbled on something special the previous year in the small West Sussex Record Office, in Chichester. Among its holdings was a large-scale ceremonial parchment of the Declaration of Independence. Prior to this find, it had been thought that a single large-scale parchment existed: the one tourists can see protectively encased at the National Archives, in Washington, D.C. Although the Sussex Declaration, as it is now called, has the names of the signatories written out in a single clerk's hand, rather than with actual signatures, and is engrossed on sheepskin rather than the more expensive calfskin, it is otherwise as grand and impressive as the parchment in Washington. The unanswered question was how it had found its way to West Sussex.

We hypothesized that it had originally belonged to Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, a man of deeply radical views who was politically active in Britain before, during, and after the American Revolution. Goodwood, the Duke's family seat, is in Sussex. At some point prior to the 1950s, when it was deposited in the record office, the Sussex Declaration had come into the possession of the law firm that worked for the Duke of Richmond. It was unclear when or how the document might have found its way into the hands of the Duke himself. But that tip from the taxi driver suggested a possible answer: Had Charles Lennox and Thomas Paine known each other?


The Sussex Declaration, discovered in the West Sussex Record Office in Chichester in 2015--the only known large-scale parchment of the Declaration of Independence other than the one on display at the National Archives (West Sussex Record Office, Add Mss 8981)



Unexpectedly for a person of his class--a senior peer of the realm, coming immediately after the Royal Family--Lennox was committed to the political empowerment of British citizens. His commitment was unmatched by any other member of the aristocracy during the Age of Revolution.

Tall, rich, and beautiful, Richmond was hard to ignore. His eyes in particular were "superb," as one contemporary remembered; Joshua Reynolds, who painted the Duke in his youth, remarked on their "fine and uncommon" dark-blue color.

As lord lieutenant of Sussex, Richmond was the first politician to take up the work of prison reformers and build a new prison within his jurisdiction on principles of rehabilitation. For him, economic and penal reform were necessary to improve the lives of the working poor and people in debt. In the House of Lords, the Duke castigated the ministry for allowing contractors and sinecurists to enrich themselves at public expense. In 1780, he became the first person to introduce a bill in Parliament to extend the right to vote to all adult men in Britain 21 and over. At the time, the franchise was limited to men owning a certain amount of land; some cities had no voice at all, and tiny "rotten boroughs" in the countryside with only a few voters returned members under aristocratic patronage. The result was a House of Commons riddled with corruption and profoundly unrepresentative. Although Richmond's bill went nowhere, it laid the foundation for a century of reform to come. The Duke's social standing gave fellow radicals a legitimacy they would not otherwise have had.

And now we surmised that he had possessed a large-scale copy of the Declaration. Textual clues yielded insight. The document appears to have been commissioned by James Wilson, a Scottish American lawyer who himself signed the Declaration, participated in the Constitutional Convention, and became one of the first U.S. Supreme Court justices. Wilson read out the Declaration during the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, in June 1787, and would have needed a large, readable copy to do so. The Sussex Declaration, a colleague and I proposed in a scholarly article, was one of a set of two or three identical handwritten copies produced in advance of that occasion. Only the Sussex copy is known to have survived.

After we discovered the document, I found myself delving ever more deeply into Richmond's world. At the time of the Duke's death, his library held some 9,000 volumes. On the shelves at Goodwood you can find not only classics, as you might expect--first editions of Hobbes's Leviathan and of works by Voltaire and Rousseau--but also, intriguingly, the 1775 and 1776 editions of the Journals of the Continental Congress, a reflection of Richmond's political interests.

Goodwood remains in the hands of the Lennox family (the current Duke is the 11th). The south-facing wing of the great house contains the Large Library and the Small Library--rooms linked by a hidden door behind a bookcase. The Small Library is a dreamy reading nook, with two floors of books, an ottoman, an armchair, and a desk. As I worked there over several summers, the butler, Monty, in a pinstripe vest and trousers, brought sparkling water, tea, and cookies.

I paid particular attention to the Duke's extensive collection of political pamphlets, each bound volume stamped with the word Tracts on the spine. Among those dozens of pamphlets, I came across one called The Juryman's Touchstone, a 95-page essay published pseudonymously in 1771 under the pen name Censor-General. The pamphlet offers a stirring defense of the rights of jurors in support of a publisher named Henry Woodfall. He had printed and distributed the famous anti-government Junius letters, and as a result faced criminal prosecution by the Crown.

The Junius letters grew out of the case of John Wilkes, a radical member of Parliament who had published essays that were vociferously critical of King George III's administration--and who then faced a charge of sedition. The Wilkes affair provoked some of the most influential newspaper broadsides of the age: a stream of pointed, angry, deeply informed letters about the government, all appearing under the name "Junius." Published from 1768 to 1772, the Junius letters rocked Britain and took down a prime minister. They also articulated a right to revolution well before the Declaration of Independence, inspiring Americans seeking to defend their own endangered rights.

From the September 2003 issue: Our reverence for the Founding Fathers has gotten out of hand

For me, The Juryman's Touchstone palpably summoned this episode from the past into the present. A few of the pamphlet's pages bore small corrections from what I knew to be the pen of the Duke. And on the flyleaf of the pamphlet was a handwritten dedication: "To the Duke of Richmond as A Tribute due to him for His Strenuous Efforts & unwearied perseverance in the Defence of Constitutional Liberty this Pamphlet is presented by the Author."

The existence of the pamphlet in the Duke's library had been unknown. There are only two other extant copies, one at Yale and the other in the New York Public Library. It did not occur to me at first to wonder if the firm, plain handwriting of the anonymous dedication might belong to Thomas Paine. His first book was widely accepted to have been Common Sense, as he himself maintained, and that book was published five years after The Juryman's Touchstone. But the pamphlet addressed two matters of great concern to Paine--the Wilkes case and the rights of jurors. And then there was the geographic alert from the London taxi driver. Paine had indeed been living in Lewes, a day's ride from Goodwood across the wildflower-strewn South Downs. And he was living there when the pamphlet was published.

I eventually went back to the inscription and checked it against examples of Paine's handwriting. To my eye, it looked like a match--especially the capital T 's and the capital P. A weightier verdict than mine was provided by the editors of Thomas Paine: Collected Writings. They confirmed the handwriting match and tested the pamphlet's text by means of computer-assisted author-identification software, applying statistical techniques to word choice and grammar as a way to compare texts of known authorship and texts whose writers are unknown. The comparison produced a match: About half of The Juryman's Touchstone was written by Paine, the editors concluded, and about half by an American friend of his who had been living on and off in London as a representative of the Pennsylvania colony--Benjamin Franklin. One paragraph, specifically about the House of Lords, appears to be the work of Richmond himself.

So this, not Common Sense, was Thomas Paine's first book. The inscription not only established for the first time a personal connection between Paine and the Duke of Richmond but also, given the nature of the book's content, put Paine definitively in the Duke's intimate circle of radical associates. Here was a crucial piece of validation for our hypothesis about the source of the Sussex Declaration. Richmond had been the first patron of a writer who would do more than any other to stir revolutionary sentiment in the colonies.

It can be easy to think of the American Revolution as a fire lit at the margins of empire, where distance made it hard for central authorities to wield control. The American colonists, we've come to understand, learned how to govern themselves partly because the British government was an ocean away. Then, when Crown and Parliament sought to assert more control, the homegrown spirit of self-government rose up to resist.

But this leaves out an earlier chapter, one centered not in Boston but in London, where the memory of Charles I--beheaded by order of a court established by the House of Commons in 1649--and the Glorious Revolution decades later had immense staying power for aristocrats and commoners alike. The theory of revolution, the demand for popular sovereignty, the idea of something called "the rights of man"--all of these developed earlier in London rather than in the colonies. Radical energy spread from the capital across the Atlantic as rabble-rousing dissidents fled London for fear of punishment, and as business and personal letters tied together conversations between the colonies and the mother country.

For every act that provided a drumbeat in the march to revolution in America, something similar had already occurred in Britain. In 1765, the American colonists rioted against a new tax on paper known as the Stamp Act. But in 1763, the British themselves had already rioted against a newly imposed tax on cider, one that hit ordinary people especially hard.

Or consider the Boston Tea Party. The fiercely self-reliant colonists were again protesting economic policies--a tax on tea that gave a protective advantage to the East India Company at the expense of colonial importers. But this came after protests by weavers in London: the so-called Spitalfield Riots. For a sustained period in the 1760s--years before Bostonians dumped shipments of tea into the harbor--weavers in Britain vandalized workshops and organized angry demonstrations to protest government policies that eroded their earnings.

Or take the Boston Massacre. In 1770, British soldiers fired into a crowd gathered outside the statehouse, a modest brick building adorned with a heraldic lion and rearing unicorn that was home to the royal administration in Boston. The soldiers killed five people and further provoked anti-British opinion. But two years earlier, in 1768, British troops in London had fired into a crowd of protesters on the grasslands at St. George's Fields, just south of the King's Bench Prison, and killed seven people. The protesters had been angered by the imprisonment of Wilkes. The killings at St. George's Fields roused England's radicals to more strenuous effort, just as the Boston Massacre would rouse the Americans.

Paine, the son of a Quaker corset maker from Thetford, in Norfolk, bounced around with unstable employment--as a sailor and then corset maker himself--before becoming, at 25, a collector of excise taxes along England's eastern coast. He also became immersed in radical politics, writing for London newspapers either anonymously or under a pseudonym, and sometimes in collaboration with others. Paine could pick a fight with his own shadow--as Sarah Franklin wrote to her father, Paine had "at different times disputed with everyone"--but his polemical gifts were unrivaled. Though the nature of Paine's political writing meant that his identity had to be concealed, his name was widely known among radicals, including prominent men such as the philosopher and politician Edmund Burke. And, as is now clear, Paine was known to the Duke of Richmond.


Portrait of the Revolutionary polemicist Thomas Paine by Laurent Dabos, circa 1792 (Heritage Art / Heritage Images / Getty)



In 1768, after a period of unemployment, Paine received a new assignment as an excise collector for Sussex, based in the town of Lewes. Given that jobs in excise offices were controlled by local patronage, it is hard to believe that Paine was assigned to Sussex by accident. Paine would be working under the authority of the lord lieutenant in the area--none other than Richmond. As one of 200 voters in Lewes, Paine would have a role to play in local politics, alongside the Duke. And he was ripe for recruitment into the Headstrong Club, a group of Lewes literati and radicals who published anonymous articles in the local paper and met at the White Hart tavern--also the location of the excise office. Securing stable employment for Paine at a place relatively close by would have permitted the Duke to easily engage him for other purposes.

Paine arrived in Lewes during one of the most dramatic election seasons in British history. Wilkes had written to the King to ask for a pardon, stood for election without having received that pardon, and won. The government, however, refused to accept Wilkes as the victor. His subsequent arrest and confinement led to riots. Some 15,000 people turned up outside the prison shouting "Wilkes and liberty!" That was when soldiers had fired into the crowd.

The government called a fresh election for Wilkes's seat. He ran again, from prison; won again; and was expelled again, producing fresh waves of outrage. The cycle would be repeated several times, before the government insisted on seating Wilkes's opponent. Meanwhile, the Junius letters had begun to appear. What has only recently become known is that the guiding hand behind the Junius letters was in all likelihood the Duke of Richmond.

The evidence takes many forms, some of it circumstantial. It once was argued that a man named Philip Francis, at the time a clerk in the War Office, later knighted, was solely responsible for the letters. He did play a part, but the writing also displays knowledge and perspective that Francis did not possess. Junius, for instance, had personal acquaintance with the King and his cabinet; had a detailed understanding of the workings of the House of Lords; had access to a certain set of books, nearly all of which are in the Duke of Richmond's library; and had a memory of the 1747 elections, in which the Duke participated as a surrogate speaker, when Francis was 7 years old.

Independent of my own investigations, computer-assisted identification has in recent years matched the various Junius letters to specific individuals--a small group of radical pamphleteers, including not only Francis but also Paine. We now know from other sources that the major writers identified in this way all had ties to Richmond, and that some had been hired by him on other occasions. The ideas expressed by Junius closely track Richmond's own, and are fully aligned with his policy agenda. The Duke had a far-flung patronage network at his disposal. And he could handle secretive logistics: His coachmen essentially ran a mail service for him--faster and more private than the post, as Edmund Burke acknowledged in one of his letters. A onetime ambassador to France, Richmond was also accustomed to the use of ciphers.

Whatever their origin, the Junius letters became a cause celebre on both sides of the Atlantic. One of the most incendiary of them was published toward the end of 1769. Addressed to the King, it began with no invocations of George's majesty or any of the other polite and florid boilerplate customary at the time. Rather, it started like this: "Sir, It is the misfortune of your life, and originally the cause of every reproach and distress, which has attended your government, that you should never have been acquainted with the language of truth." Junius characterized the urgency of the moment in words that bring to mind the "When in the course of human events ..." language from the Declaration of Independence:

When the complaints of a brave and powerful people are observed to increase in proportion to the wrongs they have suffered; when, instead of sinking into submission, they are roused to resistance ...

Junius presented a relentlessly damning account of George's reign--including the "decisive personal part" the King had taken against the Americans, who, despite being "divided as they are into a thousand forms of policy and religion," had nevertheless come together in their detestation of the monarch. Junius concluded by recalling the fate of the Stuart monarchs, one of whom, Charles, had lost his head. The Glorious Revolution of 1688 had put the throne into other hands, leading eventually to the House of Hanover and a succession of Georges. But a crown "acquired by one revolution," Junius warned, "may be lost by another."

No one had so directly threatened the King in more than a century, and the publisher, Henry Woodfall, was charged with seditious libel. But the damage was done. A few weeks after the letter was published, the King opened a new session of Parliament. Within days, his government fell apart. The lord chancellor attacked his cabinet colleagues over the Wilkes affair, opposing their continued resistance to seating the victorious candidate. King George promptly dismissed him, along with four other royal appointees. Then the commander in chief of the military forces resigned. The new lord chancellor died three days after accepting that office, and was generally thought to have killed himself rather than serve. The collapse was complete when the prime minister resigned.

In the end, Woodfall got off, thanks to a limited judgment by the jury and a mistrial. Remarkably, nothing came to light at the time about the people behind the Junius campaign. If Richmond was indeed the mastermind, his necessary reliance on secrecy is one reason knowledge of that role--and of his association with Paine in the first place--followed him to the grave. His account books and most of his correspondence from the Junius years seem to have been deliberately destroyed. Only now are we getting a clearer picture of the various actors, and the role played by the Duke himself.

Richmond's energies for political combat were renewed as he watched Britain's conflict with its American colonies intensify after the fighting in Lexington and Concord. By then, Paine had taken himself to Philadelphia, where he was hired straightaway as editor of the new Pennsylvania Magazine. Soon--telling people he'd never written a word before arriving in America--he published his masterpiece, Common Sense.

Paine was always straining at the leash (and often slipping it). Richmond was not that kind of man, but his political instincts and personal temperament did make him sympathetic to the Americans. When he engaged the rising artistic talent George Romney to paint his portrait, he posed himself in somber dress, reading a book, rather than in bright satins with his dogs, the vogue at the time. He looks like he would be more at home with the American colonists than among the embroidered and bewigged grandees of George's court. In October 1775, as this portrait was being painted--and as the situation in the colonies continued to deteriorate--debate began in Parliament on what was called the American Prohibitory Bill, which would cut off the colonies from trade with Britain. Under the law of nations, a trade embargo is an official act of hostility--which Richmond pointed out: "I think it a most unjust, oppressive, and tyrannical measure. I perceive, my lords, that this Bill is a formal denunciation of war against the colonies."

The rhetoric reached a new level in America in early 1776, when Paine published Common Sense, directly arguing for American independence from British rule. The book sold 120,000 to 150,000 copies in the colonies in its first year--this in a population of about 2 million free people. Written in a plain, vigorous style, it laid out the case against monarchical government and hereditary succession, emphasizing the natural rights of individuals and the inherent flaws of the British system. When John Adams returned to the new Continental Congress, a month after Common Sense was published, his to-do list included "Declaration of Independency."

Richmond saw, perhaps more clearly than anyone, that the conflict with America was not simply a problem of public order but a wide-ranging constitutional crisis. The question of how to incorporate the Americans into the British system of government forced intellectually serious people like the Duke to think hard about British sovereignty and constitutional order, and about representation--what it was, how it should work, what role it should play in a system of governance. Leaving America aside, how should representation function in Britain, where the House of Commons was a decayed institution controlled by the few? How could "the people" make their voices heard in a constitutional monarchy? Universal male suffrage would be one of Richmond's answers.

He closely followed events in the colonies. On February 6, 1778, Benjamin Franklin and two other American representatives signed the Treaty of Alliance and the Treaty of Amity and Commerce with France. That country's entrance into the war--against Britain and on the side of America--changed everything. Later that month, before Britain had learned about the agreements and before the United States had ratified the treaties, the House of Lords would debate a set of bills, called the Conciliatory Bills, designed to entice the colonies to cease hostilities--the first serious British peace offer since the outbreak of the war. Richmond was skeptical that the bills themselves were fit for purpose. He was, according to William Cobbett's parliamentary account of the debate, "convinced, that nothing solid was intended by the peace bills"; rather, they were "framed with a design to divide America on one side, and to keep up appearances with those who supported the measures of government here at home." Richmond proposed as an alternative that Britain recall its troops from America--a sign of respect--and enter into favorable trade agreements with the Americans before the French could. His proposal did not pass. The Conciliatory Bills did.

And, as Richmond had predicted, they failed to conciliate. The Americans rejected the peace offer. They were committed to independence. The Duke now proposed that Britain send commissioners to the colonies and "arm them with powers to declare America independent, if they chose it." This, he believed, was the only way to avoid a war with France, as well as the best method "to secure the friendship and commerce" of the colonies in the future. In making this argument, Richmond became the first member of the House of Lords to propose acknowledging American sovereignty.

The Duke had been glad to accept the Revolution, but in the end, he and Paine took divergent and irreconcilable paths. Richmond remained loyal to the British monarchy all his life, but he was equally loyal to the British people and promoted popular sovereignty, embodied in an expanded idea of representation, as essential to the constitutional order. Like the political philosopher Montesquieu, Richmond revered the British constitution, with its balance and its separation of powers among the three estates of monarch, aristocrats, and commoners. His involvement over several decades in rousing the people--to support Wilkes, to support parliamentary reform--made popular sovereignty real in Britain for the first time in the modern era. His unusual gift was to be able to see through the chaos of his age to what his society would ultimately need for durable stability and health: in other words, to envisage the political system that Britain enjoys today. The superb eyes noted by that admiring contemporary are a metaphor.

For his part, Paine became the advocate for a secular republicanism through and through, achieving wide renown and becoming the personification of the revolutionary spirit. He threw his support fully behind the French Revolution, whose terrors made onetime allies such as Burke and Richmond, and indeed most of Britain, recoil. Paine's break with Richmond would ultimately become bitter and personal. The disagreement was fundamentally about whether popular sovereignty required republicanism or could be made compatible with monarchy.

But relations were not yet fully ruptured in 1787, when the parchment Declaration now in the West Sussex Record Office was delivered, I believe, into the hands of the Duke. Paine had been in Philadelphia in 1787, around the time of the convention, and he was close to James Wilson, the man who had ordered copies of the Declaration made. Paine sailed for France from Philadelphia--returning to Europe after 13 years--just weeks before the convention started, and eventually made his way to England. Paine likely brought the parchment as a gift for his earliest patron. What better memento could there be?

From the December 1859 issue: Thomas Paine in England and in France

The gesture would have been in character: Paine was a courier of revolutionary talismans. He visited Paris frequently in the months after the French Revolution began, and in March 1790, the Marquis de Lafayette gave him the key to the Bastille, with a request that he pass it along to George Washington. Paine brought the key back to England, where he entrusted it to John Rutledge Jr., the son of a former governor of South Carolina and delegate to the Constitutional Convention, to carry back to the American president.

You will find it hanging on the wall in the central hall at Mount Vernon to this day.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Secrets of a Radical Duke."
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Trump's Plan to Finally End the Gaza War

How far is the president willing to go to achieve his promised peace in the Middle East?

by Yair Rosenberg




When Donald Trump brokered the Abraham Accords in his first term, he heralded the normalization agreements between Israel and several Arab states as "the foundation for a comprehensive peace across the entire region." In truth, the Accords were a diplomatic handshake between countries that had never fought a war. They did not resolve the region's conflicts, and were not the seismic achievement that Trump presented them to be. Last night, however, Trump finally struck his first real blow for Middle East peace--if all goes according to his plan.

"I am very proud to announce that Israel and Hamas have both signed off on the first Phase of our Peace Plan," the president announced on Truth Social. "This means that ALL of the Hostages will be released very soon, and Israel will withdraw their Troops to an agreed upon line as the first steps toward a Strong, Durable, and Everlasting Peace." The declaration capped a dramatic two weeks that included the rollout of Trump's own peace plan, presidential strong-arming of the parties, and feverish negotiations in Cairo. It was also careful in how it couched what had been achieved.

Thus far, the parties have only agreed to some form of exchange in which Hamas will release its remaining hostages in return for Palestinian prisoners, including many serving life sentences in Israeli jails for terrorism. Even if this release goes forward in the days ahead, that will only end the Gaza hostage crisis, not the Gaza war. That's because this first phase of Trump's peace plan does not resolve any of the underlying issues that continue to drive the conflict. Among other outstanding concerns: Hamas will still be standing, still be armed, and will not have been supplanted by an alternative Palestinian regime. Far-right members of Netanyahu's government will still seek to vanquish the terror group and potentially resettle parts of Gaza. But Trump is counting on the force of his personality, the exhaustion of the parties, and the momentum created by the initial agreement to ultimately end the war entirely.

Toward that goal, the president is already teasing a visit to Israel, where he would potentially address the Israeli Knesset. By making himself the face of the deal and taking a victory lap to Israel itself, he would essentially be binding Netanyahu's government to the agreement--lest it risk personally embarrassing the American president by undoing his great accomplishment. Moreover, Netanyahu himself has tied his political fortunes to Trump, campaigning on his close relationship with the president. With elections scheduled for next year, he cannot afford a public rift with Trump, and the president knows this. "He's got to be fine with it," he told a reporter on Saturday, referring to Netanyahu. "He has no choice. With me, you got to be fine."

On the Palestinian side, Trump has already used his personal relationships in the region to compel Hamas to move further than it ever has in past negotiations. The group previously sought to hold on to its hostages for as long as possible, understanding them as its greatest leverage over Israel. But through intense pressure on Hamas patrons Qatar and Turkey--both longtime Trump allies--the president managed to get the terror group to agree to release all their hostages up front. "ALL PARTIES WILL BE TREATED FAIRLY," he wrote on Truth Social when announcing the new agreement--a not-so-veiled indication to Hamas that he would not permit the Israeli side to resume the war even after it had obtained the hostages.

In that aspiration, Trump has another ally on his side: the Israeli people. Polls have shown for many months that most Israelis--like most Gazans--want to conclude the Gaza conflict. Netanyahu, beholden to a radical right-wing minority on this and other issues, ignored the popular preference until compelled by Trump. But once the hostages are home, and soldiers in Israel's citizen's army begin returning to their families, it will be very hard to justify a continuation of hostilities. Many thorny long-term issues will remain--including paths to Hamas disarmament and Palestinian self-government--but the guns will fall silent.

Ending the Gaza war was always going to require the president's personal investment. Until recently, he seemed disinclined to give it. Trump did not intervene as the first cease-fire he helped broker in January fell apart. But in recent weeks, he seems to have latched on to the issue with renewed vigor--willing to insert himself into the negotiations, bully both Netanyahu and Hamas, and leverage his relationships with regional leaders to finally end the war. If he succeeds, that success will raise another question: How far is he willing to go to achieve his promised peace in the Middle East? The Gaza war is only an acute symptom of the region's underlying malaise. If Trump has found a formula for imposing his will on the parties to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, why stop here?

Contrary to his claims, the president has not yet brought peace to the Middle East. But if his Gaza peace plan succeeds, he might decide he is just getting started.
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Retribution Is Here

The president's threats of revenge are no longer bluster.

by Jonathan Lemire




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

If the secret to understanding a strongman is to identify his greatest weakness, one place to start with Donald Trump is his obsession with his own eventual obituaries. Trump knows that they will mention his history-making presidencies, his ostentatious wealth, and his unusual charisma--but he also is aware that when he dies, people will remember his conviction on 34 felony counts, and that there is nothing he can do about it. Even now, White House officials have told me, Trump rages about how his guilty verdict is sure to be mentioned way up high in his obituaries.

Trump's fixation on all of this leapt to mind today when I heard that he'd called for the arrests of the governor of Illinois and the mayor of Chicago--not just because it explains Trump's psychology, but also because this obsession is one of the driving motivations of his revenge crusade, which is now escalating dramatically.

It bears pausing on the starkness of these facts: The president of the United States today demanded the jailing of two elected officials who belong to the opposing political party. Trump did not offer evidence that Governor J. B. Pritzker and Mayor Brandon Johnson had committed a crime, nor did he even suggest what charge either man would face, though the outburst presumably stemmed from their opposition to Trump sending the National Guard to Chicago to protect ICE officers.

Read: Portland's 'war zone' is like Burning Man for the terminally online

This, of course, is hardly the first time Trump has urged the incarceration of his political foes. (This is the man who led "Lock her up" chants at his rallies, after all.) But what makes this moment so significant is what happened a short time later, in a courtroom just outside Washington, D.C. There, former FBI Director James Comey was arraigned on charges of making false statements to Congress. Trump's threats are no longer bluster. The guardrails of his first term are gone. He is instead surrounded by enablers, including a pliant attorney general. The federal government is taking legal action against those whom Trump wants punished. Retribution is here.

White House aides scoffed to reporters in the first months of this administration that the talk of vengeance was an overblown media creation and that Trump was instead focusing on matters such as tariffs and resolving global conflicts. They acknowledged that during a signature campaign speech, Trump had flat-out declared, "I am your retribution," promising his supporters that he'd strike back at those in power who they believed had oppressed them or curtailed their freedoms. He would simply right some wrongs, his aides claimed, by, say, pardoning the January 6 rioters--and yes, yes, all of them, including those who'd violently attacked police officers. Even as those around him, led by his aide Stephen Miller and others using Project 2025 as a playbook, began to challenge powerful institutions--such as law firms and universities--that they believed had long worked against conservatives, the president's aides insisted that talk of revenge was just hyperbole.

Yet after the passage of the so-called One Big Beautiful Bill Act and the revival of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal, things changed, one current and two former White House officials, as well as one outside adviser, told me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations. Trump couldn't get some die-hard MAGA supporters to stop dwelling on his ties to the disgraced sex offender. The signature Republican legislation proved unpopular. The economy, whipsawed by tariffs, was displaying warning signs. Trump's poll numbers began to slip, and the GOP was in danger of losing the midterms--which alarmed Trump and fueled some of his most extreme moves. With Republican control of Congress in danger, Trump began focusing more on retaliation.

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

Trump has long ruminated about the criminal and civil charges that were brought against him after his first term in office. He now privately acknowledges that they were a political gift, believing that the charges reeked of government overreach and made him look like a martyr to his supporters, the outside adviser and one former official told me. He has told advisers that, in retrospect, every day he spent at the defense table in a Manhattan courtroom during a trial for falsifying business records was a political advertisement. The case yielded a conviction, but that was the only trial he faced before last year's presidential election (after his win, he faced no real punishment and was able to make the other cases vanish). But in the moment, he was terrified of being convicted and still seethes at the humiliation he faced.

He has fumed for months to aides and outside allies about the injustices he believes he has faced, but often, his rants--or social-media posts--have not contained explicit instructions, leaving it up to officials to determine how, or whether, to carry out his wishes, one current and one former aide told me. But one Truth Social post late last month was shocking in its directness. In what appeared to have been intended as a private message to Attorney General Pam Bondi, Trump directly called for the prosecution of Comey as well as of Senator Adam Schiff of California and New York Attorney General Letitia James. All three had crossed Trump: Comey had helped steer the initial steps of the Russia investigation; Schiff was among the leaders of Trump's first impeachment; James was behind a civil case that resulted in a $500 million penalty for the president. Comey was indicted just days after Trump's message, in a case brought by a replacement federal prosecutor after the original attorney balked and was forced out. Another prosecutor reportedly resigned rather than bring charges against James.

The normal barriers between the White House and the Department of Justice were obliterated. And Trump made his motivation plain, writing in the message to Bondi: "They impeached me twice, and indicted me (5 times!), OVER NOTHING. JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

Trump has never much cared for the principles of the criminal-justice system. In the 1980s, he added to his then-growing fame by calling for the execution of the five suspects in the Central Park jogger case before they'd even been convicted. (They were later exonerated.) In his 2016 campaign, he called for the imprisonment of Hillary Clinton for her use of a private email server, though she had not been charged with any crime. In his first term, Trump believed that the Department of Justice was there to serve his whims--he famously asked for his own Roy Cohn, the notoriously ruthless New York lawyer--but was stymied at times by his previous attorneys general, Jeff Sessions and William Barr, and by entrenched department norms enforced by career officials. Trump's wishes for investigations into Clinton, John Kerry, and Barack Obama were denied.

But those obstacles are gone. Trump has insisted that the Department of Justice under Joe Biden was weaponized against him, claims goaded on by aides such as Miller and Russell Vought, who also champion efforts to expand the president's power over all facets of the executive branch. And Bondi's appearance before the Senate oversight committee yesterday was defined by her refusal to answer basic questions about her work--including the Comey indictment--as well as an obsequiousness to Trump that suggested that she was indeed comfortable acting as the president's personal lawyer.

"The firewall between the political side and the DOJ has completely eroded," Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island told me in an email. "And there's the very peculiar parallel that you have a former FBI director coming in to be charged with lying to Congress, yet we have the Attorney General of the United States not being truthful to Congress."

The administration has creatively used other levers of government to punish its foes; see the way it has wielded the threat of cutting off federal funding to universities or federal business with large law firms, or the way it's either toyed with or initiated harassment against individuals--stripping security clearances, triggering IRS audits, revoking licenses, pursuing expensive litigation. The pace has picked up since the murder of Charlie Kirk. Officials have used the assassination as a pretext to act upon plans that were already in the works, some written by Miller, to crack down on what they deem are lefty NGOs and other organizations, including those funded by George Soros.

Read: Fear of losing the midterms is driving Trump's decisions

When I asked what charges Trump thought would be appropriate against Pritzker and Johnson, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson responded in a statement that the men "have blood on their hands," and that "these failed leaders have stood idly by while innocent Americans fall victim to violent crime time and time again."

Trump has aimed to expand presidential power and use it to go after his critics in ways that this country has never seen. He stripped away Kamala Harris's security detail, the Department of Justice is investigating the former CIA director turned Trump critic John Brennan, and the Federal Communications Commission threatened Jimmy Kimmel. In some cases, he wants to inflict on others the charges he himself faced: John Bolton, the president's former national security adviser, had his home raided by FBI agents as part of a classified-materials probe, and Lisa Cook, a Federal Reserve governor, has been accused of mortgage fraud (Trump was previously accused of mishandling classified materials and falsifying property records).

Those close to Trump no longer downplay the possibility of the retribution campaign widening further. And the president himself, following Comey's indictment, indicated that his personal vengeance tour is only getting started.

"They weaponized the Justice Department like nobody in history," Trump said. "What they've done is terrible, and so I would, I hope, frankly, I hope there are others. You can't let this happen to a country."
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Americans Are About to Feel the Government Shutdown

Airport delays and IRS closures are just the beginning.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




As far as government shutdowns go, this one has so far lacked the round-the-clock chaos of its predecessors. There have been no dramatic late-night clashes on the floors of Congress, no steep stock-market plunges driven by panicked investors, no prime-time presidential addresses from the Oval Office. Even the running clocks on cable-news chyrons have disappeared.

But in the reality show that has replaced a properly functioning system of democratic governance, we are fast approaching the moment when a shutdown stops being a subject of political bluster and starts hurting Americans. And as much as President Donald Trump and his allies have tried to direct the damage from what he derisively calls "the Radical Left Democrat shutdown" toward "Democrat things," the pain will soon be felt just as acutely in MAGA country as in liberal areas.

Over the next week, a series of wires in the federal bureaucracy and broader U.S. economy will be tripped. If past shutdowns are any guide, those developments will force Congress and the White House--which so far have spent more time trading internet memes than serious proposals for a settlement--to begin seriously negotiating a way to bring this to an end.

It's not that the government shutdown is going well; it's just not as bad as it will soon be. The nation's air-traffic-control system is already buckling because of staffing shortages: Airports across the country, including Chicago, Las Vegas, Newark, and Washington, D.C., are reporting delays. There's been a "slight uptick" in air-traffic controllers--who must still report to work--calling out sick, Transportation Secretary (and Real World: Boston alum) Sean Duffy said Monday, the same day the air-traffic-control tower at Hollywood Burbank Airport was closed down because of insufficient staffing. Next week, air-traffic controllers and members of the military will miss their first paychecks. With one week left before the extended tax-filing deadline, the IRS this morning furloughed thousands of workers after exhausting prior-year funds. Government programs that have been able to stay afloat using leftover money--including funding that helps provide formula and support for low-income mothers and their babies--are quickly running out of money. President Trump recently suggested that he would move forward with mass layoffs of government workers if there's no resolution by this weekend--and that a lot of the jobs "will never come back." (Furloughed workers are already set to miss their first paycheck on Friday.)

Few Americans have a comprehensive understanding of the "gazillion things that the government does that will start to really bite," Mark Zandi, the chief economist of Moody's Analytics, told me. Nor do people understand how quickly a shutdown can set off a catastrophic chain reaction. "When things you can't even imagine start to break, damage starts to occur. And then, at that point, global investors say, 'Oh, maybe this is something very different than what I've seen in the past.'"

Democrats and Republicans in Congress--who are still getting paid--have made little effort to broker an agreement to reopen the government. House lawmakers have largely stayed out of Washington since passing a seven-week funding bill last month. The Senate has repeatedly held failed votes on the House bill, each time falling well short of the 60 votes needed to send it to Trump's desk. Trump has vacillated between calling the lapse in funding "an unprecedented opportunity" to slash the federal workforce--a threat he has so far not carried out--and, more recently, suggesting that he is willing to cut a deal with Democrats over soon-expiring health-care subsidies at the heart of the stalemate.

Read: Trump's grand plan for a government shutdown

Democratic lawmakers have told me their constituents are pushing them to hold the line, convinced that they must use this rare opportunity to stand up to Trump's norm-defying presidency and fight to keep health-insurance premiums from soaring next year. Republicans, who have repeatedly said that any negotiations must take place only after Democrats vote to fund the government, appear similarly convinced of the righteousness of their position. A White House official, speaking anonymously to discuss internal strategy, told me the president is willing to have a policy debate with Democrats, but only after the government is open--which, as anyone who has read The Art of the Deal could tell you, is not typically how negotiating works.

All of this underscores just how bizarre the current shutdown is. In 2013, when the government closed for 16 days, lawmakers believed that voters would punish those seen as complicit in it. Republicans back then eventually caved when it became clear that the public did not support either their tactics (threatening a shutdown) or their mission (repealing the Affordable Care Act). "Obviously, it's a very different Washington right now," Doug Heye, a Republican strategist who worked in House leadership at the time, told me. Today, nobody fears political fallout, he said.

But today, as millions of Americans face the impending squeeze of the shutdown, that calculation may change. House Speaker Mike Johnson, a Louisiana Republican, acknowledged yesterday that if Congress does not pass a bill to fund the government by Monday, there will not be enough time to process October 15 paychecks for active military troops. But the House, which has not held a vote since September 19, is not scheduled to return until Monday. Johnson also noted that the shutdown is already "resulting in crippling economic losses," he told reporters yesterday, citing a White House report that found a $15 billion decline in gross domestic product for each week the government remains closed.

The federal food-aid program, known as WIC, entered the government shutdown with only enough funding to last for the first seven to 10 days, Georgia Machell, the president and CEO of the National WIC Association, told me. Anything beyond that point "is really going to start putting babies and young children and pregnant women at risk," she said, meaning that sometime this weekend, about 6 million people could start losing benefits. WIC programs on military bases have already closed down, Machell told me. Yesterday, the White House announced that Trump would be repurposing dollars from tariff revenue to extend WIC funding for the foreseeable future.

The move indicates that Trump is aware of the fact that, as president, he will bear much of the responsibility for how the shutdown hurts Americans, even as his administration puts banners on government websites blaming the Democrats for the crisis. When I reached out to the White House to ask about all of this, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson sent me a statement that emphasized "Democrats' radical demands."

Meanwhile, additional knock-on effects of the shutdown will become highly visible in the coming days. The Smithsonian Institution was able to remain open for the first week of the shutdown, using funding from prior years, but is now scheduled to close its museums, its research centers, and the National Zoo on Sunday. Most IRS "operations are closed," the agency posted on its website. The Treasury Department provided furloughed workers with a form letter to give to their creditors, suggesting that financial institutions offer "workout arrangements" for borrowers who might have trouble paying their bills. "At present, we cannot predict when pay may resume for furloughed employees," the letter said.

The private sector has good reason to be spooked, too. In a letter to congressional leaders last month, the U.S. Travel Association said the lapse in government funding could cost the economy $1 billion each week.

Some Republicans have blanched at the amount of waste involved in a government shutdown. The Congressional Budget Office estimated that 750,000 federal workers had been furloughed, and noted that a 2019 law ensured that they will receive back pay once the government reopens. The cost of paying employees who are not working amounts to about $400 million a day. The Office of Management and Budget this week floated the idea of not restoring pay for furloughed workers, Axios reported Tuesday, though congressional leaders have largely dismissed the White House's attempts at a legal justification for such a move. "There's no better symbol of Washington's wasteful spending than paying non-essential bureaucrats $400 million a day not to work," Senator Joni Ernst, an Iowa Republican, wrote in an October 3 letter to Russell Vought, the OMB director and Project 2025 enforcer.

Private companies may soon pressure Congress to act. In 2013, the last time the Pentagon was involved in a shutdown, it took less than a week for Lockheed Martin to announce that it was furloughing 3,000 workers, stating that "the number of employees affected is expected to increase weekly in the event of a prolonged shutdown." This time around, the company has been less clear about its intentions, though a spokesperson did not rule out the potential for furloughs when I asked if any were being planned. "We are working with our U.S. government customers to assess the impact on our employees, programs, suppliers, and business, while supporting essential, mission-critical programs and mitigating the impact to our operations," the spokesperson Cailin Schmeer told me in an email.

More than 40,000 private-sector employees could be put out of work if the shutdown lasts for a month, the White House Council of Economic Advisers said in a report released last week. Although many economists say that the United States will rebound from any hits to its gross domestic product once the government reopens, some private businesses will likely "never recover all of the income they lost," Phillip L. Swagel, the Congressional Budget Office director, wrote last week in a letter to Ernst.

Pete's Diner on Capitol Hill in Washington is one such company. Speaking from a mostly empty restaurant at lunchtime earlier this week, owner Gum Tong told me that business has fallen about 80 percent since the shutdown began. She has tried to avoid laying off employees, many of whom have been with the restaurant for years. "Our bills don't stop when the government stops working," she told me. "I hope this shutdown doesn't last long. Hopefully they can let everybody go back to work, and get on with their own life soon."
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Politicians Aren't Cool Enough to Curse This Much

Political leaders once watched their language. Now they delight in using obscenity.

by Tom Nichols




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

The winter of early 1981 was a simpler time, a gentler time. Like so many college students, I was watching Saturday Night Live in the living room of my small dorm when the SNL cast member Charles Rocket dropped an f-bomb on live television. I looked around at my fellow students. Did we just hear that? The show was already struggling with ratings, and within a few weeks, Rocket and the producer--and eventually, most of the cast--were fired.
 
 Oh, to be so young again, and so easily shocked at someone dropping the Mother of All Obscenities on live television.

Actually, the Mother of All Obscenities might be the one that includes mother, and if you haven't heard it lately, former Vice President of the United States Kamala Harris would be happy to refresh your memory. Addressing a gathering in Los Angeles a few days ago, Harris delivered her verdict on the current Trump administration: "These motherfuckers are crazy."

Harris might have gone for the thermonuclear option, but plenty of other politicians are rooting around in the verbal dumpster. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, for example, recently posted a video about the government shutdown in which he tried to sound like Robert De Niro, vowing that the Democratic position on cutting health-care funding was "No. Fucking. Way." (Sorry, senator. You've got the New York accent, but you're no Bobby D.) And Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene posted on Monday that she's changing her mind on health care because she wasn't in Congress "when all this Obamacare, 'Affordable Care Act' bullshit started."

Elected officials cursing is a spreading epidemic, and it has to stop. I say this as someone who loves to swear. I was raised by a father who claimed to be offended by profanity, but my dad was just like the Old Man in A Christmas Story: When he was angry--especially at inanimate objects--he would invent swears like a German lexicographer trying to come up with new compound nouns.

I went off to college and graduate school and became a man of letters: B.A., M.A., Ph.D. But I never let go of other letters that I love, especially F and all of the delightful things that could be appended to it. I find hauling off with various Anglo-Saxonisms cathartic on those occasions when I bang my elbow on the edge of my chair or have to reboot a balky router for the 19th time. I know it's crude, but I console myself with the conclusions of a 2015 study that suggested that swearing may actually be a sign of intelligence. People who are "good at language," Timothy Jay, one of the study's authors, said to CNN, "are good at generating a swearing vocabulary." You bet your ass we are.

Sorry, sorry. Habit.

But even though swearing has its honored place in my life, I don't want to hear it from my elected officials. One of the delights of swearing is that it's unusual, a release from normal decorum that comes only from extraordinary circumstances. (For a great example of how unexpected cursing can be funny and perfectly timed, watch this clip from the 1987 film Planes, Trains, and Automobiles, which has almost no profanity until Steve Martin's character is finally pushed over the brink by a rental company that rented him a nonexistent car.)

If you swear all the time or in every circumstance, however, it's not swearing--it's just the way you talk. Russians, in my experience, are the leaders in casual cursing, and after a while, you don't hear it anymore; you just think that obscene words are regular particles of Russian speech. Frequent cursing can become tiring instead of funny. As the swearing-study author Jay notes, the strategic use of obscenity "is a social cognitive skill like picking the right clothes for the right occasion. That's a pretty sophisticated social tool."

If only American politicians could be that sophisticated. Instead, politics in the United States is plagued by middle-aged people swearing just to seem cool.

They are not cool.

The Democrats have some true public-swearing champs, but President Donald Trump and the wannabe tough guys who surround him are no slouches in the profanity competition. Presidents historically have shown more decorum than the common folk in Congress--especially that rabble in the House, of course--but not Trump. He loves the word bullshit, which he has used while speaking publicly in the White House, and he's not above tippling the harder stuff: Iran and Israel, he said to a press spray some months ago, have been fighting so long that "they don't know what the fuck they're doing."

The president is the most effortlessly vulgar of the bunch when he swears, because when he talks about almost anything, he already sounds like a low-level Mafia guy complaining about what he has to kick upstairs to the bosses. Yesterday, when asked about who would be given back pay after the government shutdown ends, he said that "for the most part, we're going to take care of our people. There are some people that really don't deserve to be taken care of, and we'll take care of them in a different way."

That's a statement that actually would have sounded even more naturally mookish if it had some profanity in it.

Vice President J. D. Vance and Secretary of Facial Grooming Pete Hegseth have also both apparently decided that public cursing is edgy. "We're done with that shit," Hegseth told a conference of generals and admirals last week, with "that shit" meaning all that "woke" stuff I don't like. I've worked with a lot of senior officers, and I know the military is a swearing culture, but men and women with stars on their shoulders have all mastered some basic rules of public deportment, and Hegseth's naughtiness landed in front of that audience with a quiet thud.

Vance, whose White House portfolio now seems to consist of trolling on social media, is perhaps the most artificial and wince-inducing swearer in the administration. When an interlocutor on X suggested last month that blowing up speedboats on the high seas is a war crime, Vance summoned his years of legal training at Yale and responded: "I don't give a shit what you call it."

Did you get a little shiver from the icy manliness of that statement? Vance also called the podcaster Jon Favreau a "dipshit" online, which produces somewhat less of a frisson. (California Governor Gavin Newsom, who has taken to trolling the administration, later used the same word to refer to Vance.)

Here, I must admit that I have been part of the problem. In 2021, in this magazine, I called Vance an "asshole." But I had a serious discussion with my editors about using that one word, just once. I haven't done it since, and with the exception of a few podcasts here and there, I try not to swear in public.

I accept that American culture has become, shall we say, more tolerant. We've come a long way since Norman Mailer's publisher made the silly demand that he replace the classic f-bomb with "fug" in his 1948 novel, The Naked and the Dead, which supposedly prompted the actor Tallulah Bankhead to say, upon meeting Mailer, "So you're the young man who can't spell fuck." I don't really wish for a return to the days when network censors deliberated over the acceptability of hell and damn on TV shows. (Watch the stilted result here of when actors on House, M.D. had to call House an "ass" a million times, when they clearly meant to add a second syllable.) The advent of cable has freed a lot of entertainment from these artificial constraints.

Politics, however, is not entertainment. Some voters may want political life to sound like a reality show, but politicians shouldn't give them one. I expect politicians to model the behavior they'd like to see in the electorate instead of attempting to feign authenticity by being crude. And yes, I still think politics should be a noble calling, and I would like political leaders to set standards for our kids--and everyone else--in public. I know this is a fantasy. For more than 30 years, from the time of the Clintons to the Trumps, our political culture has become more vulgarized, with no one more lacking in taste and class than our current president. But everyone else in public life can do better, instead of acting like a bunch of foul-mouthed sh--

Well, you know.
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	Ken Burns, Sarah Botstein, and David Schmidt: What we learned filming The American Revolution
 	You have no idea how hard it is to be a reenactor, Caity Weaver writes.
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Today's News

	President Donald Trump called for the jailing of Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson and Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, accusing them of "failing to protect" ICE officers amid the immigration crackdown in the city.
 	Former FBI Director James Comey pleaded not guilty to two felony charges at his arraignment. A lawyer for Comey said he plans to file motions to dismiss the case; a jury trial is set for January 5.
 	A former Pacific Palisades resident was arrested in Florida yesterday on charges connected to California's Palisades Fire in January. A federal criminal complaint accuses him of "maliciously" starting what became the wildfire, which killed 12 people.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: 250 years after the Revolution, the American project remains unfinished and troubled, but "a project worth pursuing," Jeffrey Goldberg argues in The Atlantic's new issue.
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The Myth of Mad King George

By Rick Atkinson

As the British monarch during the American Revolution, [King George III] has, for two and a half centuries, symbolized haughty intransigence and been portrayed as a reactionary dolt incapable of grasping the fervor for liberty that animated his American subjects. On Broadway, he minces through Hamilton as a foppish, sinister clown, singing to the estranged rebels, "You'll be back" and adding, "I will kill your friends and family to remind you of my love."
 In truth, the public opening by the British Crown of George III's papers in the past decade reveals him to be a far more complex, accomplished, and even estimable figure than the prevailing caricature.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Bari Weiss still thinks it's 2020.
 	The David Frum Show: Bring back high-stakes school testing.
 	Trump's costly cuts to the civil service
 	Robert A. Gross and Robert M. Thorson: The geological origins of the American Revolution
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The Atlantic



Take a look. Capturing the Revolutionary era in its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity: Peter Mendelsund explores The Atlantic's November 2025 issue cover.

Read. In a new book, the sportswriter Jane Leavy spitballs with some of the greats about how to make baseball more appealing, Mark Leibovich 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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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia

Test your knowledge--and read our latest stories for a little extra help.

by Drew Goins




Updated with new questions at 4:10 p.m. ET on October 8, 2025.


Welcome back for another week of The Atlantic's un-trivial trivia, drawn from recently published stories. Without a trifle in the bunch, maybe what we're really dealing with here is--hmm--"significa"? "Consequentia"?

Whatever butchered bit of Latin you prefer, read on for today's questions. (Last week's questions can be found here.)

To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, October 8, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Tom Nichols:

	What is the name of Iran's currency, which--like Oman's, Yemen's, Qatar's, Saudi Arabia's, and Brazil's--comes from a word meaning "royal"?
 -- From Arash Azizi and Graeme Wood's "Anything Could Happen in Iran"
 	To speed up game-play, Major League Baseball incorporated a 15-second countdown clock in 2023 that primarily affected what position?
 -- From Mark Leibovich's "What Not to Fix About Baseball"
 	What British monarch ruled from the Seven Years' War to Napoleon's final defeat at Waterloo (with a particularly notable military difficulty in the middle)?
 -- From Rick Atkinson's "The Myth of Mad [REDACTED]" 




And by the way, did you know that despite what ABBA sings, Napoleon actually delayed his official surrender for another month after Waterloo? Perhaps if it had been recording today, the Swedish supergroup would have hewn closer to the facts; Napoleon's futile delay is a pretty perfect metaphor for one of modern love's most ubiquitous problems: the dead-end situationship.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Rial. The coin of the realm won't be feeling very kingly now, though, as the United Nations' new "snapback" sanctions have pushed the rial to a historic low. Arash and Graeme see a desperate Iran that could do just about anything, from rushing to build a nuke to abandoning its anti-West crusade altogether. Read more.
 	Pitcher. Mark writes that the quicker clip of games that resulted from the pitch clock was enough to bring him back to the action. Does the game really need yet more revitalizing? Read more.
 	King George III. The Seven Years' War ended in 1763, and Napoleon faced Waterloo in 1815, which puts the geopolitically juicy years surrounding 1776 smack-dab in that reign. Atkinson writes that although Americans remember King George, the antagonist of the Revolution, as a "reactionary dolt," he was really far more complex than that. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, read below for previous ones, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a stimulating fact--send it my way at dgoins@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 7, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Tom Nichols:

 	President Lyndon B. Johnson's investments in education, health care, and the fight against poverty were elements of his agenda known by what optimistic, two-word phrase?
 -- From Beth Macy's "What Happened to My Hometown?"
 	Players in what professional sports league--where the average salary is about $120,000--wore T-shirts that read Pay Us What You Owe Us before their most recent all-star game?
 -- From Jemele Hill's "A [REDACTED] Star Goes Scorched-Earth"
 	Avi Schiffmann's AI company became widely reviled after plastering ads all over the New York City subway with phrases such as I'll never bail on our dinner plans. What is the one-word name of the company--which is also what it promises lonely users, in the form of a $129 wearable plastic disk?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "The Most Reviled Tech CEO in New York Confronts His Haters"
 




And by the way, did you know that Stockholm syndrome was originally known within Sweden as Norrmalmstorgssyndromet? That's for Norrmalmstorg square, which was the site of the bank where in 1973 four employees who ended up being unusually amiable about the situation were taken hostage.

I love the specificity--an admirable attempt to keep the rest of Stockholm out of the psychodrama. Perhaps Paris syndrome, the underwhelming sensation that many tourists feel upon a first visit, paints with too broad a brush; "overcrowded-Mona Lisa-room syndrome" should do the trick.



Answers:

	Great Society. LBJ's big promises were just getting started as Macy was growing up in small-town Ohio, where opportunity felt within reach and people generally looked out for one another. During Macy's visits in the decades since, greatness feels ever further off. Read more.
 	The WNBA. Jemele reports that the league is more popular than ever and that players are sticking up for their own worth, not simply "thanking their lucky stars," as their antagonistic commissioner would have them do. Read more.
 	Friend. The CEO told Matteo that the backlash was all part of the plan, actually. So does that mean he recognizes the fallibility of his AI-friend tech? He did say it wouldn't replace human friends--but possibly because it's more akin to "talking to a god." Read more.




Monday, October 6, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	Teenager Muhammad Gazawi this year became the youngest winner ever in his category of Israel's Ophir Awards, equivalent to what U.S. prizes? (Gazawi's American counterpart in the distinction would be Adrien Brody.)
 -- From Gershom Gorenberg's "The Reason Not to Boycott Israeli [REDACTED]"
 	In 1945, Robert Jackson took a leave of absence from his job as an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court to serve as chief prosecutor during proceedings in what German city?
 -- From Philippe Sands's "How Far Does Trump's Immunity Go?" 
 	Finish this quote from the self-driving-car expert Bryant Walker Smith: "I like to tell people that if" this AI-powered ride-hailing service "worked as well as ChatGPT, they'd be dead."
 -- From Saahil Desai's "Move Fast and Break Nothing"




And by the way, did you know that a single town on an island in Sweden gives its name to four elements of the periodic table? From Ytterby in the Stockholm archipelago come yttrium, terbium, erbium, and ytterbium. (Holmium, scandium, thulium, tantalum, and gadolinium were also discovered there, but to be fair, you can only do so much with Y's, T's, and a B.)



Answers:

	The Oscars. The Palestinian-focused movie starring Gazawi, who is Arab, also won Israel's prize for best picture. Gorenberg argues that the film is a good example of the counterproductivity of a pro-Palestinian boycott of the Israeli film industry, an indispensable channel for dissent in the country. Read more.
 	Nuremberg. Jackson briefly left the bench to prosecute Nazis after World War II at the international tribunal in the city. He also, Sands writes, led the drafting of the tribunal's statute that foreclosed immunity for any defendant, including former heads of state. The way today's Supreme Court has granted broad immunity from criminal prosecution to President Donald Trump, Sands argues, threatens that international norm. Read more.
 	Waymo. Happily, Waymo gets high scores on safety. The company has logged 96 million miles of autonomous rides without a single fatality caused by the tech. Look at the chatbots' records for a contrast, Saahil says; it turns out the "5,000-pound Jaguar SUV may be less concerning than an interactive text box." Read more.
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Bari Weiss Still Thinks It's 2020

She co-founded The Free Press as a bastion of liberalism in an illiberal time. Her arrival at CBS is paved with excuses for illiberal friends.

by Jonathan Chait




Bari Weiss, the new editor in chief of CBS News, has pledged to uphold the network's traditional ideals of objectivity and rigor. Perhaps she will. Yet the evidence suggests a more discouraging future for one of the great pillars of American broadcast journalism.

Weiss casts herself as an independent thinker. She has described herself at various times as a left-leaning centrist, a moderate liberal, "politically homeless," a "radical centrist," and a conservative. She has defined her ideology as a visceral hatred of bullies. A hatred of bullying may have plausibly explained her decision in 2020 to quit the New York Times opinion section, where her criticism of left-wing pieties made her deeply unpopular and the subject of relentless attacks from colleagues. Perhaps it also propelled her decision to co-found The Free Press, a scrappy media company, the following year.

Unlike Weiss's legion of enemies, I believe that The Free Press filled an important niche. When Weiss left the Times, many established media outlets were at least contemplating abandoning their traditional standards of objectivity in favor of a crusading progressive spirit. Such ideological hegemony inspired a flourishing of independent journalism from the center and center-left on Substack (see Matthew Yglesias, Andrew Sullivan, and others) and in podcasts (Katie Herzog, Jesse Singal, and others). The Free Press joined this rebellion from a more conservative perspective, and regularly featured important stories that discomfited the left and that the mainstream media often ignored or dismissed.

Caitlin Flanagan: Don't bet against Bari Weiss

The trouble is that the cultural conditions under which Weiss founded her publication have changed radically. The era of progressive institutions firing or silencing staffers who step out of line peaked five years ago and is now over. What looms over American culture at the moment is an authoritarian presidency that threatens to crush the very values of free speech and open discourse that Weiss pledged to uphold. While Yglesias, Sullivan, and others have passionately condemned Donald Trump's illiberalism, Weiss's Free Press continues to cover America as if it's still the summer of 2020. Instead of continuing its campaign against bullies, The Free Press these days seems to be contorting itself to defend the bullies of the moment as misunderstood people who sometimes act out, but just because they, too, have been mistreated.

The Free Press has devoted only glancing attention to the administration's Peronist economic ambitions, its historic self-dealing, its devastation of scientific research, and its legislative agenda that has engineered the largest upward redistribution of wealth in American history. This odd silence may simply reflect Weiss's own coverage priorities, which run toward foreign policy, especially Israel, and domestic culture wars. Yet this neglect deflects attention from issues that threaten to split Trump's coalition, and lavishes it on the social issues where Trump has expanded his following.

Even within Weiss's free-speech wheelhouse, The Free Press has failed to convey the administration's deep-rooted authoritarianism. This is not to say that The Free Press has completely ignored Trump's clampdown on civil liberties and the media. When ABC bowed to pressure from the Federal Communications Commission and took Jimmy Kimmel off the air last month, an editorial declared that this "should alarm anyone who cares about free speech." But the paper has generally applied a different standard to such incidents than it has to violations of free speech from the left. Often, it frames Trump's most thuggish moves as thorny questions. After Trump ordered up charges on James Comey, ousted the prosecutor who'd told him there was no case, and then appointed an unqualified lackey to do his bidding, Jed Rubenfeld, a constitutional-law professor at Yale, sagely took to The Free Press to muse, "This is a very difficult problem--morally, legally, and politically."

One go-to Free Press move is to cover Trump's most indefensible actions by holding a debate. After Republicans used Charlie Kirk's murder to set off a national wave of cancellations, firing once-anonymous workers for saying anything negative about Kirk's legacy, The Free Press treated its audience to a symposium weighing the pros and cons. Arguing for the pro side were the Washington Free Beacon editor in chief Eliana Johnson ("Fire Them All") and Matthew Continetti of the American Enterprise Institute, who characterized this wave of social-media mobbings and hasty terminations as "a healthy culture asserting moral clarity, not canceling dissenters and freethinkers."

When universities, newspapers, or other institutions throw somebody out for violating progressive orthodoxy, nobody at The Free Press endorses this as an assertion of moral clarity. Instead, leftists who engage in illiberalism are following the dictates of their ideological fanaticism. A 2023 article blamed the rise of university cancel culture on the Marxist philosophizing of Herbert Marcuse, whose scholarship allowed leftists to "justify using any tools necessary to shut down their opponents and serve their political ends." Another in 2024 described "anti-Israel activism" among students as merely the latest radical fad in education: "Parents who watched in alarm as gender theory swept through schools will recognize the sudden, almost religious conversion to this newest ideology."

But when Trump cracks down on dissent and liberates violent supporters, he's just being a bad boy again. After Trump pardoned every January 6 insurrectionist, The Free Press scolded, "For those who have supported Trump, this is a moment to recognize when he doesn't measure up, morally or constitutionally, as he did not measure up on that day four years ago." Trump can do something bad, but he cannot be something bad.

Weiss's announcement of her new role at CBS was revealing. "We now face a different form of illiberalism emanating from our fringes," she wrote. "On the one hand, an America-loathing far left. On the other, a history-erasing far right. These extremes do not represent the majority of the country, but they have increasing power in our politics, our culture, and our media ecosystem."

The illiberal tendencies on the far left and right that trouble Weiss apparently lurk well beyond the corridors of power. The president of the United States may throw people in foreign prisons without due process and declare that laws do not constrain him, but Weiss seems more concerned with what's "emanating from our fringes" than she does with what's coming down from the White House.

Read: The MAGA media takeover

Ominous hints of what this means for CBS can be found in Trump's own social-media feed. After years of tweets denigrating traditional broadcast networks, the president began to conspicuously omit CBS from his regular stream of agitprop over the summer. "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," he wrote in August.

The timing is no coincidence, given the concessions the president exacted in exchange for approving the merger between Paramount (which owns CBS) and Skydance in July. Paramount Skydance's prompt acquisition of the Trump-friendly Free Press and appointment of Weiss as the head of CBS News has every appearance of being a sop to the president and his politicized FCC. Trump may be misreading or overinterpreting the signals, but his social-media posts seem to indicate that he believes that CBS is now in his pocket.

Weiss is an intelligent and talented editor. If the maneuvering that led to her installation atop CBS News fails to fulfill Trump's expectations of deferential coverage, it will not be the first time his schemes went awry. But on the surface, this looks like a trade of journalistic integrity for regulatory favors. It is now up to Weiss to prove that her defense of liberal values is not so easily bargained away.
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Bring Back High-Stakes School Testing

Former Education Secretary Margaret Spellings on testing, accountability, and how to reverse the decade-long decline in U.S. student achievement. Plus: David Frum on Donald Trump's cult of sycophancy.

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the strange and revealing controversy over Donald Trump's rumored commemorative coin and what it says about the culture of flattery and self-abasement now defining MAGA politics.

Then David is joined by former U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings for a candid look at the crisis in American education. Spellings, a key architect of No Child Left Behind and now president of the Bipartisan Policy Center, explains why U.S. test scores began to stagnate years before COVID and why the pandemic only deepened an accountability collapse already under way. They discuss the successes in states like Mississippi, the wasted billions in federal relief funds, and the political backlash against testing that, Spellings argues, has left millions of children behind.

Finally, Frum turns to art and history with his discussion of The Judgment of Paris by Ross King, a story of how the impressionists overturned the art establishment of their time, and what it teaches us about how the future judges the present.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest today will be Margaret Spellings, who served as U.S. secretary of education from 2005 to 2009. We'll be discussing the ominous downward drift in U.S. student achievement, not just during COVID but even before. And we'll talk about the importance of testing as the best and surest way to improve student achievement and reverse the decline that the United States has suffered in the achievement of its students in recent years.

In the book segment at the end of the show--and I hope you'll stay to hear or view it--I'll be talking about a book called The Judgment of Paris by Ross King, a story of the origins of impressionist art in Paris in the 1860s and 1870s.

Before I get to all of that, though, I want to open with some preliminary thoughts about a strange recent development in Donald Trump's America.

Now, some of you, if you are active on social media, may have seen that a right-wing commentator a few days ago released an image of a purported $1 coin, which featured a profile of Donald Trump on one side and then a full figure of Donald Trump clenching his fists in the aftermath of the assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania, with the words Fight, fight, fight engraved on the other side of this purported $1 coin. And when you first saw it and you saw who was issuing this image--I mean, you saw, actually, the kind of cheesy, low-quality version of the image--you thought it had to be a kind of spoof way of trolling the libs, making people upset with some kind of stupid joke. But the image and the tweet were reproduced by Brandon [Beach], who's the U.S. treasurer, the man in charge of the U.S. Mint and Bureau of Engraving, and he tweeted about this image: "No fake news here. These first drafts honoring America's 250th Birthday and @POTUS are real. Looking forward to sharing more soon, once the obstructionist shutdown of the United States government is over."

So the man in charge of the Mint validated that at least the drawings are coming from the government or are in some way authentic, that there really is some kind of plan somewhere in the U.S. government to make a $1 coin for 2026, the 250th anniversary of 1776, with Donald Trump on one side in profile and Donald Trump in full figure on the other.

Now, as I think everyone understands, this would all be completely illegal. There are laws prohibiting the use of any image of any living person on U.S. coinage--and not only any living person, but you have to have been dead for two years before you're even allowed to use the image of a dead person. So it's illegal. It's also shocking and un-American. The idea of putting a ruler on the coinage? The American Revolutionary generation, the people whose revolution we commemorate the 250th anniversary of in 2026, were reacting against a system where King George III's picture appeared on their money. There could be nothing less American than the image of a serving president--a still-living human being--on an American coin. So it's illegal.

Now, illegal things happen every day in Donald Trump's America. It is illegal to detain and arrest people without a warrant; that happens. It's illegal to blow up ships on the high sea without any kind of authorization by Congress; that happens. So mere illegality is not enough to stop it. But I think this case is--it's so gross that I think I'm going to put this in the category of things I'm not worried that they're actually going to happen, that there will actually be a Donald Trump coin issued next year. But what I'm interested in is the mentality that produced, even, this discussion. What led a right-wing influencer to propose such a thing? What led someone to make an image of the coin? And what, even more astonishingly, led the treasurer of the United States--I mean, it's not such a grand office, but it does come with a big title and nominal authority over the U.S. Mint--what would lead such a person to issue a statement on Twitter suggesting there is some validity to the project of putting the image of a living president on a coin?

I think there's something in the MAGA movement that identifies sycophancy, cringing as real proofs of loyalty. The way you show you are a real Trump supporter is by abasing yourself as a human being and by finding new ways to grovel toward this figure, not as the leader of a party but as some kind of ruler or emperor above you.

Now, again, a lot of this is kind of a spoof. They know that it upsets decent, patriotic Americans for people to behave in this way. And they enjoy upsetting decent, patriotic Americans, and that's fun. There's a lot of sociopathy in the Trump movement and especially in the Trump movement as it appears on social media, and so just making people upset is an important end in itself. But I think it also becomes a real test of in-group loyalty to see who can outcompete in slavishness the other members of the circle, who are also competing to be slavish. That's why you get these strange [phenomena] like Donald Trump's physicians claiming that he's the most physically vigorous president ever.

Now, even when Donald Trump was younger, he was a big man, but he was never a great athlete. And now, as he approaches his 80th birthday, he's obviously not physically fit. As president, he's not more physically vigorous than Barack Obama and certainly not than George W. Bush. These were people who worked out every day, lifted weights, mountain-biked. Obama played basketball very skillfully, could sink a shot from a great distance; you saw that--there's video of him doing it. Why would you feel the need to say--you could believe in Donald Trump in all kinds of ways and believe that he was a great dealmaker, you could believe that he's rich and powerful, but that 70-plus-year-old Donald Trump is the healthiest physical specimen ever to be president of the United States? Why do you feel the need to say that?

Well, it's precisely because it's not true. It's because it shows--any observant person can say that a fit president is fit, but to say that an older and overweight president who does no exercise, that he's physically fit, that's a real sign that you're committed to the cause. The fact is, you're not just willing to tell a lie, but tell a lie that abases you, that makes you look foolish, that makes you look like you don't care about yourself at all, that you only defer to the leader. That's the real sign of loyalty. It's flattery that is not meant to be believed but functions as a kind of system of in-group recognition.

And the surest way of proving your loyalty is to let Donald Trump steal from you. That's, again, one of the signs of loyalty in this cult, is that they take part in the purchase of meme coins and other things that are not going to--that obviously take money out of their pockets and put it into the president's pocket in exchange for nothing whatsoever. Or why Republican officials all over the country are so delighted to make sure that everyone knows that they do their events in Donald Trump's spaces and pay money to him. Yes, partly, it's a way of buying the president's favor, for sure. But it's also partly a way of saying, I am a person absolutely without self-respect, and that's why you can trust me.

This is a very strange thing in American life. That the stereotype of an American, the idea of what an American means, is a person who, whatever their political views, carries themselves with a certain independence, a certain disrespect for authority, a certain You can't tell me what to do. I'm a freeborn citizen. I have my rights--where is that mentality? It's gone. That they seem to take [it] as a test of group loyalty, and that's what this coin tells me: kind of cringing, wheedling, hunched-over, abject, Kick me; I'm a dog attitude toward the people who they regard not just as the people they employ to run the government for them but as their actual leaders and betters. I think I can understand it a little on the level of abnormal psychology. I can't understand it as a behavior of Americans who claim the name of Americans. And I certainly can't respect it.

One of the things that we are often urged to do is to find ways to cross the divide. I think, in general, that's probably a good idea. We should be sympathetic, empathetic to people who think differently from us. We should find ways to connect and to discuss across lines. We'll be talking about that with Margaret Spellings: How can people of different political views work together to raise test scores and make sure the next generation of Americans is more educated? So there's something to be said for that kind of cross-the-aisle cooperation. But how do you cross the divide with people who think the test, the proof of their group loyalty, is their lack of self-respect? Because if you don't respect yourself, how am I supposed to respect you?

And now my dialogue with Margaret Spellings.

[Music]

Frum: Margaret Spellings began her career as an education advocate in Texas. She served under two Texas governors: Bill Clements and George W. Bush. Upon Bush's election to the presidency, Spellings came to Washington. As a White House education adviser, she was the driving force behind the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. From 2005 to 2009, she served as U.S. secretary of education. She has also served as president of the University of North Carolina system and is now president and CEO of the Bipartisan Policy Center.

I'll add a personal note to this introduction. I first got to know Margaret Spellings as a set of initials on White House speeches about education policy.

Margaret Spellings: (Laughs.)

Frum: Mercifully, I didn't write very many of those speeches; I wrote about other things. But I would see the initials, and they struck awe in the hearts of all who saw them. And she continues to strike awe, and I'm very happy to welcome her to the David Frum program today--

Spellings: Please, David, settle down, ugh. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) I want to talk to you about school testing. So let me start with a general outline that I think most people will be aware of, but if--you'll want to amplify this. We saw from the early 2000s until about a decade ago strong, consistent improvements in the performance of U.S. K-12 students in both math and reading.

Spellings: Especially math. Especially math.

Frum: Since about 2012, '14, we saw stagnation and, more recently, decline. And many people blame the decline on the COVID pandemic--which, of course, made things a lot worse--but the decline begins before the pandemic. So tell us: What is going on with American children? What happened in the 2010s to stop the progress of the decade before that?

Spellings: Man, you did your homework; that is exactly right. And you don't have to take your word for it or my word for it. You can take a look at the national education report card, and it shows without question that, when we were paying attention to the achievement gaps, when we were measuring what we said were our priorities--reading and math, every grade, etc.; grades 3-8--we were getting results, and then we took our foot off the gas. And what does that mean? And you're absolutely right, it happened--those declines started well before COVID.

And when I say "take your foot off the gas," what I mean is we stopped paying attention to what I call the fine print of school accountability. We were in the early days of what I call the era of local control--and I'm big for local control--but we allowed states to really walk back on the muscle of accountability, the muscle of assessment, the transparency, and the consequences for failure. And we started to see the effects of that: drifting and flattening and then declining student achievement.

Frum: How much emphasis do you put on the change of the federal law that occurred in 2015? So No Child Left Behind is there for a decade and a half, from 2001 to 2015. There is discontent with it from some local school districts, and in 2015, the law is rewritten. Is that an important event in the stagnation?

Spellings: It is an important event, and really, the implementation of that law is what set us on the wrong direction. So when I said, Pay attention to the fine print, we saw schools loosening what was required. We had schools defining academic years in ways that would allow migrant children, for example, not to be included as part of the accountability system. Schools and states started manipulating their cut scores, the passing grade that a student had to muster to be over the line, and we allowed those standards to be lowered. Curriculum standards, potentially, were lowered. So all the various pieces and parts of an accountability system started to get walked back from, and then a net effect of that was declining student achievement.

Frum: Now, people who don't want to talk about assessment and achievement focus a lot of our attention on COVID, and that surely was a transformative event, and we haven't recovered from that. Describe a little bit how COVID made things worse, but then I want you to double back to the years before COVID.

Let's start with how COVID has changed American education. What happened to American kids during the COVID epidemic?

Spellings: Well, for starters, we had an immediate, gigantic experiment in online learning that educators and school systems were not quite ready for. And so, obviously, parents ended up being on the front end of managing student learning. Kids largely--and certainly more so in some parts of our country--did not show up in schools for a very long time. And all of that is part of the stew, but that was happening concurrent with this reduced accountability, reduced muscle, reduced focus, and those things together--there will never be a researcher that can prove cause and effect, but it was a series of things that happened that [was a] cause for declines. But the fact that we sort of didn't care as much in the accountability system, and coupled with COVID and all the various conditions I've just described, really made for a very significant downward trajectory that we had not yet recovered from.

Frum: And recovery, as you say, recovery from COVID doesn't seem to have begun. It's now, I guess, three years since almost all students were back in school almost all the time, or at least they were obliged to be back in school almost all the time--there are attendance issues. But we don't see even the beginnings of recovery yet.

Spellings: Well, there are some places that have some glimmers of hope; that's not universally true. But the other thing that was happening then and I really despair about--especially as, we will get into this, this ramped-up era of local control--now we had just a massive influx of federal resources during those days so that states could really reinvigorate tutoring programs, summer school, technology, teacher development; it was basically free money, bags and bags of free money. And the net effect of that is bupkes--virtually no return on those dollars. So reduced accountability; bad inputs, if you will--kids not in school, educators not maximizing technology, disengagement, mental health, all of that stew--and lots of money that was wasted.

Frum: Now, you mentioned some exceptions, and one of the places that has got the spotlight is the state of Mississippi.

Spellings: Absolutely.

Frum: Do you agree that that's a success story, and how do you explain it?

Spellings: Absolutely, I do agree. Well, for starters, they used--and, golly, I just really can't decide if it makes me mad or makes me cry--but you'll recall from the early days of the Bush administration, we were all about reading: Reading First. And [first lady] Laura Bush embraced this. It was a big part of the law. We tripled the federal investment in reading, and the National Institutes of Health had just led the way to how little children's brains worked and how they can learn to read, and so we started down that path. And I don't know if you're familiar with the Sold a Story podcast; it's well worth the listen.

Frum: No.
 
 Spellings: It's well worth the listen. But basically, it became politicized as "George Bush's reading program," and it's now in fashion again; that's the good news. Research-based reading instruction that shows us the way: It's phonics. It's phonemic awareness. It's practice. It's decoding skills. Those are the things that Mississippi and others--Alabama, Louisiana--have put into place and done so using those research-based approaches.

But not only that, because more than 30 states have passed laws that insist on those things now, what they did--and it's the hardest work in education--is implementation with real fidelity. So they had leadership; they had a woman who was the reading czarina, who literally just dogged curriculum directors, school superintendents, traveled the state--she was like a rodeo circuit rider--making sure that people truly implemented, with fidelity, these research-based approaches. And the results speak for themselves.

Frum: You mentioned--is Alabama doing similar things?

Spellings: Alabama and Louisiana. It's interesting, and you read about this a lot, that some of the red states have been more eager and more able to implement some of these things more quickly, often because they don't have the vigorous union influence that makes reforms like that slower and potentially more difficult.

Frum: A story that people who want to question testing tell is they say: What happened in 2012, it's not about the changes in the law in 2015. It's not about the relaxation of the testing requirement. It's part of the largest story of society. You go through this tough recession in 2008, 2009, the recovery is slow, and we have economic disruption in the larger society, and that's the culprit, not the changes in education policy. How do you answer that?

Spellings: Well, my friend [former chancellor of the New York City Department of Education] Joel Klein has the perfect response to this, and that is we often think that education--I mean, that poverty is the thing that's holding us back; well, education is the thing that catapults us further. And so we need to really double down on education when those things are true, because it's really the only way out of the wilderness, out of the despair of economic troubles. And so: education, education. And if we're waiting for poverty to be resolved before we attend to education, that won't happen.

Frum: Well, it's not so much exactly poverty, but what happened in the Great [Recession] was disruption. People moved houses more. If you lose your house, maybe you're not in desperate poverty, but you're certainly in a new school district, very possibly.

Spellings: Right, right.

Frum: If one of the parents is in long-term unemployment, the mood in the house, the patience, the calm, where homework can be done without a parent snapping pencils all the time. (Laughs.)

Spellings: Yeah, and I get all that. And that's why the fine print of accountability matters. Is that a kid who moves? Are they counted as part of the accountability system? Do they matter to the educators who are accountable for that performance? Are they captured as part of that remit of the school district? And when the answer is no, then who cares?

Frum: Why do so many professional educators dislike testing so much?

Spellings: Well, because it leads to accountability for grown-ups, and none of us like that particularly, I guess; it's just a reality of being an adult and being responsible. And to your point, there are a lot of other factors at play. But we can't use that as an excuse to shirk from the work. We just have to stay laser-focused on, especially, these basic skills of reading and math.

Where I thought you were going a second ago, David, was it's narrowed the curriculum, that all we care about is reading and math. And my response to that is it's hard to learn science or social studies or history or anything else if you can't read.

Frum: Yeah. Well, there's a suggestion that the reading and math emphasis is coming at the expense of art and music. But art and music are victims of other factors. You can do reading and math and still have time for art and music if a state wants to.

Spellings: Absolutely. It's not against the law to improve student achievement or to include extracurricular activities in your curriculum.

Frum: Yeah. You could even maybe reduce football.

Spellings: Some have suggested that.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Spellings: But I'm a Texan. I'm not sure I'd go that far. (Laughs.)

Frum: Right. But it is interesting that you can reduce phys ed for most people, and there's quiet; you'd reduce football for a few, and there's revolution.

Spellings: Yeah. Amen, sister. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) So let's look at--the chart suggests that the period 2012 to 2015 is the decision moment for the stagnation and then decline of American education. So that's actually after the worst of the Great Recession; by 2014, we've recovered to 2000 levels of output. And so it's not 2009, 2010 that the damage happens--

Spellings: And we were still going up in those days; we really were.

Frum: Yeah. Do you think there's an interplay with migration patterns? That you have a lot of outflow of migration in 2009, 2010 and then a new kind of illegal immigration that takes place after 2014. Basically, the profile of the illegal immigrant of the 1990s is a single young man trying to evade law enforcement and go directly to a workplace. By 2015, it's families or children or very young people under 18 coming, and they're often looking for contact with the authorities to make an asylum claim. Is that intersecting with the changes in performance at all?

Spellings: I mean, it's possible. I guess if I were getting a Ph.D. in this stuff, I might want to look at particular states and how they calibrated the fine print of the accountability plan against that. I used the example of defining the academic year to make sure that the migrant students were not included as part of that. So whether it's they're coming back to the South in the winter or they're in parts of the Northeast in the early part of the fall, those are the sorts of things you'd wanna take a look at. "How did the migrant students show up as part of the accountability system?" is a question I'd want the answer to.

Sure, I mean, there's so many different factors and why we go round and round about these debates, about whether unions are responsible or the curriculum or the narrowing or the cut score or the--but, frankly, what really is happened and what I'm in despair about is that we've lowered our expectations for every kid. No Child Left Behind--those words say it simply--was essentially an expectation that virtually every kid ought to have an expectation that they can get what they need in our public schools. And I'm not sure that people believe that anymore. And then our strategy now is: Get a voucher. Get the hell out. See about yourself. And this idea that it's in our national interest for an institution called American public education to attempt to do something no other country does is important.

Frum: Well, you mentioned vouchers. One of the flash points, especially in some of the red states, is whether the vouchers come with any achievement conditions attached to it. And you've always been an advocate for this, which is, maybe your state wants to try it, but the voucher kids don't get to opt out of the test.

Spellings: Exactly. And when I look at a state like Indiana, who has been at the school-choice game for a long time, including accountability--very Republican state--but they get that. They understand that taxpayer dollars, wherever they are deployed in service to education, we ought to know if we're getting something for it. And that's certainly been true of the charter-school movement. Charter schools are public schools, and they, of course, have been subject to school-accountability provisions, and it seems to me that ought to be true in public funding wherever it might be found.

Frum: Well, it's striking that the hostility to testing is not just about kids. There's now a big movement in many medical schools to get away with the MCAT test. There's chafing against the LSAT and the bar exam in the law schools. And we're not talking about 9-year-olds who maybe you don't want to judge the whole course of their life on one day; we're talking about people in their middle 20s seeking access to the most demanding, and in the case of medicine, life critical of the professions, and people are saying, Well, it's just too tough a thing to test them, either.

Spellings: Well, and, of course, we've seen--and this certainly happened in the COVID era--a walking away from standardized assessment in admissions criteria and, frankly, one of the things that I liked as part of the Trump compact for the 10 universities that were to get sort of favored-nation status on federal funding was this use of standardized tests. And it's more in fashion now. Many of the people that got rid of those assessments are now putting them back in place because, while they're not perfect, they're a heck of a lot more reliable and a heck a lot more valid then this other range of portfolios and things that really do not allow you to have a fair and transparent system. And that's true, of course, in our professional schools as well.

Frum: Yeah, well, there's always a racial element here, a suggestion that the tests are disadvantageous to people who come from groups that have suffered oppression in the past. And I think a point that you have made--I've seen you make this in other contexts--is the alternative to testing is not randomness; the alternative to testing is word of mouth.

Spellings: Right, exactly.

Frum: And word of mouth really encodes prejudices.

Spellings: Amen.

Frum: If you think standardized testing does, wait 'til you hear how people say, Well, you can just tell he's a good doctor. Just look at him--he looks like a doctor.

Spellings: Absolutely, absolutely.

Frum: And maybe the good doctor doesn't look like--what was the name of that Australian actor of the 1960s who was such a heartthrob? I'm going to forget now. But maybe Richard Chamber--was it Richard Chamberlain?

Spellings: Yeah, Richard Chamberlain, yeah.

Frum: Maybe Richard Chamberlain, the actor, would not be a good doctor, right? (Laughs.)

Spellings: Right, yeah. I doubt it. Yeah, exactly. And so are they perfect? No, but they are the best instruments we have, and I know that the--you know, these are nonprofit organizations for the most part: the SAT College Board, etc. They've worked hard on bias in those assessments, and they're a heck of a lot more valid than somebody's opinion.

Frum: Yeah. What do you think about exams on--one of the things that makes things like MCAT different is these are exams, also, on the way out.

Spellings: Mm-hmm, right. They're gating mechanisms, and that's true of licensure exams in virtually every profession. And it allows us, as consumers, to have some kind of confidence that some threshold, some floor has been met in terms of knowledge. It still doesn't make you the great doctor, but it tells you you know something.

Frum: As you look back on No Child Left Behind, it contained both incentives and disincentives for doing well on these tests. And the schools that met the requirements, they got access to resources; there were consequences for school systems that didn't. But I wonder, if you look back on it with your kind of more Machiavellian hat, did those incentives and disincentives apply to all the power actors? Like, teachers unions have been a consistent opponent of testing. Unions often exist to protect their least-capable members, and was there some way that, in a more cunning way, the unions could have been brought more into the tent? Or was that just--were they just doomed, because their mission is to protect their least-capable members, to be in opposition no matter what?

Spellings: And I think, okay, so here we have the benefit of being able to look back at that, and as I'm saying now, and we're seeing it in real time, when there's no problem--that is to say, when the tests don't reveal failure--we don't need resources. And if we don't have a problem, then we don't need resources, then who gives a heck darn? We have no federal role, no civil-rights imperative around achievement as a national matter. And so those who've railed against testing, I think, are being hoisted on their own petard because here we are about a lot of rhetoric around eliminating the Department of Education, dramatically reducing federal resources, sending it back to the states with virtually no accountability, no responsibility, and kind of a Let them eat cake attitude. Why? Because there's a march towards eliminating the things that diagnose a problem that people fully know and understand we have.

Frum: What does the Department of Education do, the federal Department of Education?

Spellings: Well, for starters, it's a big bank. In higher education, obviously, it deploys Pell Grants and many types of advantageous loans to students so that they can pursue post-secondary education in affordable ways. It's also a leader around this national imperative, and we've had, for many decades, a bipartisan thesis that it is a national imperative for people to have opportunity, irrespective of where they live, and that the federal government has some role--a minor role, a leadership role, an accountability role, a gap-closing role--in attending to that, while 90 cents on the dollar in K-12 comes from state governments.

Look, if I had a nickel for every school superintendent or chief state school officer who said to me, Thank God for No Child Left Behind. We never would've been able to pass that here in fill-in-the-blank, often union, state. And it has kept us honest. And when we walk away from that, the results will, as they have, decline. I believe it, as sure as I'm sitting here.

Frum: I was reading a website of one of the major anti-testing groups, and they went through a series of the objections to testing and, as you said, narrowing the curriculum was one; unfairness was [another], racial gap. But one of the things, the last one they came to--and one of the things you notice as a writer is the thing that someone leaves for last is usually the thing they care about the most--is they said that testing made teaching less fun for teachers. And I was struck by--is that true? Is it less fun? I mean, don't you, as a teacher, want to know what's going on in your class? All these smiling faces or blank faces, don't you want to know what's inside those faces?

Spellings: That might be true, and here's why: There is a way--the word regiment comes to mind--but direct instruction prescribed in a sequential, serious way, where there's fidelity of implementation and hewing to the research, is the path to success. Now, we have gotten into this idea that every teacher should go into their own classroom and create and invent and student-led and all of this kind of stuff, and it sounds like a blast, but does it work? And the answer has largely been no. So it's just like, we wouldn't want your physician making up the protocols for cancer treatment; neither should our teachers make up stuff and hope that it works, just the spray-and-pray method of teaching. And so, yeah, might that be less fun? Yeah, maybe. And I think one of the things I'm encouraged about is: What can technology do and media do and tools that are available through technology to make teaching more fun, to better engage students? But to get results, sometimes you gotta eat your broccoli.

Frum: Yeah. Well, in some of your statements, you've expressed, in a general way, optimism about the impact of technology on education. But right now, you're hearing a lot of concerns about the impact of phones. And at the college level, you hear, even in fairly elite institutions, professors saying that young people, because of either technology or because of artificial intelligence or what have you, are arriving completely unable to read anything that's more than a couple of pages long, and they no longer assign full books; they no longer assign novels--that students just can't cope with them, even at very distinguished institutions.

Spellings: Yeah, no, I largely agree with the people who are concerned about the use. But I do think it also can be a tool, but it ought to be part of what is prescribed, if you will, by the people who are accountable for the results. But I'm a big fan of no phones in schools. And here's a big part of the problem, and it relates to your question about professional licensure exams too: Kids can't read well enough. Why is that? We took our foot off the gas, and we're paying the price for 10 years ago. Those kids who are in colleges now were underserved during COVID, don't have the necessary practice in reading skills and math skills that they should have to do work at that level.

Frum: Your point about the lag is so powerful because I think one of the things that we didn't appreciate during COVID is the decisions you make in any year about education ramify for almost a century.

Spellings: Amen.

Frum: I kept thinking all during COVID, when--and I generally was supportive of stern public-health measures, especially the vaccination part, that you should have to--now, I got in a lot of heat for this. But, yeah, you wanna send your kids to a school, they should be vaccinated, for sure, because it's not just about your kid; it's about everyone else's kid. The other people are not volunteering to be exposed to your virus, which doesn't stay your virus. But when we closed the schools and kept them closed into that second year, it just kept hitting me: 50, 60, 70, 80 years from now, there were going to be Americans whose lives were wrecked because they were on the cusp of the decision: I'm having trouble; should I finish high school, or should I leave in grade 10? And there are a lot of people who made the decision in 2020, I guess I'll leave in grade 10, and they're gonna be with us for a long time, we hope, but that consequence is gonna be with us for a long time.

Spellings: Absolutely. My friend Mike Morath, who's the chief state school officer in Texas and a darn good one, talks about in Argentina, back during the strife down there, they had a period where the schools were closed for years. And they've done all kinds of analysis around it, and it has been a major part of the economic decline of Argentina.

Frum: Is there any hope for the kind of remediation of the COVID generation? Or are they just gone?

Spellings: Sure, of course, there's hope, but we have to make up our mind that it's a priority, and we're going to do what it takes to cure the problem. And because we've waited so long, it's going to be more expensive and potentially more intensive. But, David, my former boss used to say--and he was, famously, the only Republican who did not call for the abolishment of the Department of Education--when he said that, he said people heard, Abolish education. And now we're in this kind of Abolish education. Do we really care whether those kids are educated or not? Or do they just wash through the system, and in a competitive environment, those people are at the starting line, and my kid's across the finish line? And it's just gotten to be at a very corrosive place for our country.

Frum: Well, in last week's show, I had a dialogue with Sam Harris about the mental attitudes of leaders of Silicon Valley and how, with this infatuation with artificial intelligence and transhumanism that has gripped some of the leaders in that community, there does seem to be, in some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in America, not just a willingness but actually kind of zeal to write off vast stretches of the American population--maybe even a majority of America, maybe even a large majority--say, Who needs them? That it'll be an elite view, surveying a civilization in which machines do not only the work but the thinking. And most people are just surplus to any requirement that the elite view will have, and maybe pay them a universal basic income, maybe hope they don't reproduce, but what happens to them is of no concern to the people at the top. And this is, I don't wanna say a widespread view, but the people who have this view are important, and they have a lot of influence in the current administration.

Spellings: I couldn't disagree with any of that, you know, when President Trump, a few months ago, said, All the schools need to do is teach English.

Frum: Yeah.

Spellings: So was that a throwaway line, or does he actually believe that? Who knows. But I do think it's--there's some element about that.

Frum: Teaching--you mean, like, grammar? You know what, the president could use a few lessons--

Spellings: Well, no, no, no. I mean, yeah, no--

Frum: (Laughs.)

Spellings: --I believe that too, but no, that the only thing--that, in other words, that native speakers should speak English, that that was the prime imperative.

Frum: Oh, I see. You mean no foreign languages?

Spellings: Right.

Frum: Yeah. Well, why don't American schools teach foreign languages?

Spellings: Well, I used to be on the kick where every student should be able to be bilingual. If you're a Spanish speaker, you need to be an English speaker, and vice versa, or whatever--Chinese and the dozens and dozens of languages that are taught in our schools. But, yeah, look, we've got to start with reading and math, and then we can get into other things--and should.

Frum: All right, so let's, as we round to the end of the conversation, let's look at the signs of hope. You see them in Mississippi. You see them a little bit in Alabama. Aside from those two states, are there other tendencies or trends anywhere at the center of the education system that give you reason for feeling confidence about the future?

Spellings: Well, I think there's energy around reading. Thirty-plus states--California has finally gotten on board with these research-based reading practices and has recently passed a law about that, and we'll see about their fidelity of implementation. I think people are taking--and, frankly, it's a regret I have that we've paid too little attention to teacher preparation: Who's in our classrooms? How well are they prepared to deal with the kind of challenges we've been talking about for the last half hour or so? Do they know the research? Do they understand what it is to be effective in the classroom with the kind of kid you're gonna encounter? All of that. And so we're starting to see more energy around those issues. And how can technology help support what we know we need in a dramatically changing teacher corps and teacher workforce? I think some of the things that we're seeing--choice is happening. How might we use that tool to maximum effect? We're learning a lot about that. So people are still at it. But I do think leadership around what it is we're trying to do--do we, as a nation, care about opportunity for everybody--we've got to reinstill and reinstate that principle.

Frum: Well, when I was citing this conversation with Sam Harris about the disdainful attitude of business elites--through American history, the democratic idea and the public-education idea have been beyond symbiotic; they're the same idea. And if you don't educate, you don't have citizens, and a society that is disvaluing citizenship is a society that's disvaluing education. In fact, disvaluing education's a sign that you're disvaluing citizenship. And maybe there's something fitting that, at a period when our democratic institutions seem to be in so much crisis, that the educational institutions that are indispensable to and supportive of those democratic institutions are also facing so many questions.

Spellings: Yeah. And you know who can fix that? Us. And so we have to, as we head into midterms, ask the people that are offering themselves up for service: "How do they feel about that? Are they willing to work across the aisle? Do they understand that major piece of our country's founding and success?" And so we need to have answers to that.

Frum: Let me finish by asking you to offer a little bit of news you can use. Some of the people, I'm sure, who are watching this are parents or people entrusted with the care of a child. What's the checklist that they should have in their head when they vote not only for president and senator but school board? What are the things you wanna hear from people with authority?

Spellings: Yeah, we've been talking a lot about education, so I'll start there. We still have pretty significantly rich data about the quality of your schools. Go familiarize yourself with your district and your campus, not only your kid in the subgroup that your child is part of but really understand what's going on in your school district: Are the best teachers in the most challenging places? Just get smart about what you are being offered up as a consumer, number one. And number two, I think--obviously, I wouldn't be leading the Bipartisan Policy Center if I didn't believe this--but hold your elected officials at whatever level to account for their ability to work together, to solve problems, and to keep the main thing the main thing. And I think we are feeding the beast of electing folks who want to reinforce what we and only we want to hear, as opposed to playing the long game. And we're going to get the best government that we deserve, so it's on us.

Frum: Well, a lot of people running for local races, including school boards, press certain hot-button issues that we all have opinions about and get us all very excited. But what's the question--if you are a parent voting in a school-board election, what's the most important, as opposed to the most exciting, question that you should be asking yourself and asking those who seek your vote?

Spellings: Well, you should ask: "How is your kid doing and how is your community doing against these metrics that are reportable today? How many kids can read and do math? What's the graduation rate, and what is it for everybody? And what's the trajectory over time? Did your school district dip down during COVID, and how much recovery was there? How many federal dollars did your school district receive, and what did they do with them?" I mean, these are not really very complicated questions to get answers to, and they're, actually, they're pretty straightforward, and they ought to be able to answer them to your satisfaction.

Frum: Well, one of the things I think about a lot, and I think about this in the debate--this incredibly bizarre and destructive debate we're having about vaccination, is there is an important place in our economic life for individualism, but in our health-care life and our education life, individualism can be overtaxed. Your virus is my virus. Your bacteria is my bacteria. And your underperforming child who is falling short of his or her potential is also my problem. And anybody can have a special-needs child--absolutely anybody.

Spellings: Yeah, and to the point of generations that are going to get written off, they're going to stress our social safety net; they're going to be aggrieved and frustrated and motivated to not-nice behaviors, potentially, and left behind. And that's a terrible place for our country, who we still, I think, fancy ourselves as the land of opportunity.

Frum: Margaret Spellings, thank you for joining me today. Thank you for fighting this fight. Thank you for believing in the possibilities.

Spellings: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

Spellings: Bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you to Margaret Spellings for joining me on The David Frum Show today.

The word impressionism entered everyday speech after an art exhibition in 1874 in the city of Paris, where a collection of paintings by painters who would become world famous, including one by Claude Monet that gave the movement its name, were displayed to the French public. The 150th anniversary of that 1874 exhibition was in the year 2024, and to honor the event, the National Gallery in Washington and the Musee d'Orsay in Paris organized a joint exhibition where they gathered together almost all, maybe even nearly all, of the paintings that were shown in 1874 in the show that gave impressionism its name, and I had the opportunity to visit both of those shows and found them deeply moving. Afterward, an artist friend of mine gave me a book, and that is the subject of my discussion today, about the origins of the impressionist movement, a book called The Judgment of Paris, written by Ross King and published in the year 2006.

Now, The Judgment of Paris is a complicated book with many subplots. I want to focus today on just one part of the story. One of the central characters in The Judgment of Paris is a painter named Ernest Meissonier. And in the period from 1840 to about 1870, Meissonier was the most-famous and best-paid painter in France and, therefore, in the world. And when I say best paid, this man lived in a giant chateau and had kept teams of horses. He was a wealthy, wealthy man--all of it achieved by his artistry, which, when you look at it, is indeed amazing.

Meissonier was a painter of incredible verisimilitude, who was especially, astoundingly excellent at capturing the movement of horses. Now, this may sound like not such an achievement, but actually, until the invention of the motion-picture camera, which allowed you to take a consistent image of a horse in movement and then break it down into frames, no one in the world exactly knew how a horse ran, because the feet moved almost too fast for the eye. Meissonier built a kind of racing track at his estate where he would have a kind of cart that would allow him to keep more pace with the horses so he could take sketches and observe exactly how their knees and legs moved in order to, in the battle scenes of his great patriotic paintings, capture horses in action.

Meissonier made most of his living by painting scenes of still life in costumes of the 17th and 18th century. But the thing that made him a famous celebrity were his great patriotic paintings of the two Napoleons: Napoleon the First, Emperor of France in the early 1800s; and then Napoleon the Third, who was the ruler of France during Meissonier's lifetime. And he painted them at moments of triumph, at moments of grim defeat but resolute defeat--very patriotic paintings honoring the Bonaparte dynasty.

Meissonier lived until the year 1891, long enough to see his own work, once so acclaimed, once so valuable, go out of style. His most famous pictures are now in the Metropolitan Museum, but if you go to see them, you won't, because they're in the basement. (Laughs.) And when they are on display, they're beside an elevator. No one thinks all that highly of Meissonier anymore, this artist who, in his day, dominated the profession in a way that names that we think of as more famous could only begin to envy.

Another of the characters in The Judgment of Paris is a painter called Edouard Manet. You've certainly heard of him if you haven't heard of Meissonier. Now, Manet--not to be confused with Claude Monet, although in their own lifetime, people often did mix them up, so if you do confuse them, you're entitled--but Manet, who was a generation older or a half generation older than Claude Monet, Manet was not a great draftsman. He wasn't even interested in the problem of drafting. Manet was of an age where he grew up when the camera was obviously going to be and the development of photography was obviously going to become important to the history of art. Important how? Maybe you couldn't quite say. But the whole project of capturing exactly the way a horse ran, that was obviously something that machines were going to take away from people in time to come.

So Manet lost interest in questions of drafting, and he became interested in the question of "What is painting for, now that photography exists? How do you use existing art to teach the eye to see in new ways?" Now, Manet was not a revolutionary at all. In fact, he was deeply immersed in the art of the past, and many of his paintings are actually references to the art of the past. And he would take scenes from mythology, scenes from works by Titian, and then regroup them into exactly similar postures in the costume of present-day Paris. And he painted nudes, but he painted nudes of women who were present-day women. He would take a pose of the goddess Athena and make her into a present-day courtesan in Paris. But he got his inspiration from the past, but he was training his audience to see for the future.

Now, why do I tell you this story now? For what it's worth, I pay a lot of attention to contemporary art, and I notice that, in our day, as well as in the past, a lot of people become very rich and famous, and some of them are people who I don't think should be so rich and famous. And there is a kind of rough justice in the story of Ernest Meissonier--who's, by the way, a much more accomplished and impressive person than many of the people who are rich and famous today--but how the judgment of the present is not the last word, that there is a future, because the future will be interested in different subjects than the past. And the study of the history of art teaches us something, which is not just to appreciate the beauty of the things that human artistry can affect, but also to understand something about how we belong to a larger human story and how different generations of us grapple with similar and different questions over time. And the questions do sometimes change. Questions sometimes remain eternal, but other questions do change in ways that are interesting and that should humble us about our certainty, about our place in the scheme of things.

I don't know, maybe when you see people making big paintings that look like subway graffiti, maybe there's somebody doing something on TikTok right now that is actually the art that the future will care about in a way that the future ended up caring about Mr. Manet, with his often crude draftsmanship, and not Mr. Meissonier, the great painter of the flashing horse. To be able to lift ourselves out of our present time, with all its limitations, is, I think, a worthy activity and a way that can sometimes bring us some fear for the future but some consolation about the difficulties of the present. People have outlived terrible things in the past. Generations that were pessimistic about the future have been proven wrong by the amazing cultural achievements of future generations. In 1874, who knew that the exhibition of show, which was displayed in a photographer studio far away from the Grand Salon in the center of Paris, that that was the future and that all the pictures that filled the big-show places--thousands and thousands of them that attracted the attention of the world--that they would be consigned to attics and basements?

Thank you so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show today. I hope you'll join us again next week for more of The David Frum Show. Remember the importance of liking and subscribing: If you enjoy the content we're providing here, it really helps to bring the message to new people. And always, if you want to give support to the work of this podcast and of The Atlantic, the best way to do that for myself and all my colleagues at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll please consider doing that.

Thank you so much for watching and viewing and listening and downloading. I hope to see you next week back here on The David Frum Show. Thank you.

[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/2025/10/the-david-frum-show-margaret-spellings-school-testing/684489/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Pam Bondi, Loyal Servant

At a congressional oversight hearing yesterday, the attorney general followed her north star: pleasing the president.

by Quinta Jurecic




At a normal congressional oversight hearing, the person testifying at least answers a decent number of the questions asked by members of Congress from the opposing party. Not Attorney General Pam Bondi.

Testifying before the Senate Judiciary Committee yesterday, Bondi spent her time talking over Democratic senators, leveling personal attacks at them, and refusing to provide basic factual information. With Republicans, in contrast, she was smooth and solicitous. She expressed her fealty to Donald Trump, calling him "the most transparent president in American history" and saying that she'd "loved" seeing a photo of herself having dinner with the president. The almost-five-hour hearing was a portrait of an attorney general as the president's loyalist rather than as a constitutional officer with the appropriate respect for a coordinate branch of government.

The problems began almost right away, when Ranking Member Dick Durbin of Illinois, a Democrat, asked Bondi whether the White House had consulted the Justice Department before deploying National Guard troops to American cities. "I am not going to discuss internal conversations with the White House," Bondi informed him. Then she declared, "I wish you loved Chicago as much as you hate the president."

Bondi returned to this tactic repeatedly over the course of the hearing, sometimes in almost exactly the same words. She also told Senator Alex Padilla, a Democrat, that she wished he loved his home state of California "as much as you hate President Trump." (This was in response to a question from Padilla about whether government officials are obligated to follow court orders.) She accused Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island of "trying to slander President Trump left and right." (Whitehouse had asked whether the FBI had discovered photographs of Trump with young women while searching Jeffrey Epstein's property.) She told Senator Adam Schiff of California, "If you worked for me, you would have been fired." (Schiff had wanted to know whether Trump's immigration adviser, Tom Homan, had accepted $50,000 in the course of an FBI sting operation, as multiple news outlets had reported.) She also refused to answer questions on whether career prosecutors had recommended against indicting FBI Director James Comey, what legal theory justified the administration's recent military strikes on boats in the Caribbean, and why the Justice Department had fired scores of civil servants.

"This is supposed to be an oversight hearing," Schiff said at one point. "Oversight!" Bondi scoffed, leaning back in mock disbelief, her mouth pulled into a smirk.

The next senator up was Katie Britt of Alabama, a Republican, who asked Bondi about how the Justice Department is working to "keep our kids safe" from online predators and social media. Britt's questions were typical of Republicans on the panel: complimentary, nonconfrontational, and pitched to make Bondi and the Republican Party look good. Bondi responded to Britt with a pantomime of gratitude. "This, I believe, is what an oversight hearing should be about," she declared.

This is not what oversight is about. The goal of oversight hearings is to provide the legislature, a branch of government equal in authority to the executive, with an opportunity to hold a presidential administration responsible for disasters, shortcomings, and breaches. The point is not to puff up the executive's ego; it's to help inform Congress as it considers whether and how to draft legislation, as is its constitutional responsibility. Oversight is often messy, absurd, and heavily choreographed, but accountability and information-gathering are the aims that Congress is meant to reach toward. "A legislative body cannot legislate wisely or effectively in the absence of information," the Supreme Court held in 1927. Today, however, Republicans in Congress have little interest in legislating, so they are not in need of many facts. They're happy to yield before the Trump administration rather than challenging it.

Bondi was disdainful of the committee, flattering it only when it allowed her to demonstrate her loyalty to the president. Her performance encapsulated Trump's understanding of the relationship between Congress and the presidency. The legislature, in this vision, is subordinate. Pam Bondi certainly treated it that way.
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What Not to Fix About Baseball

In a new book, the sportswriter Jane Leavy spitballs with some of the greats about how to make the American pastime more appealing.

by Mark Leibovich




To borrow a baseball term of art (okay, a cliche), Jane Leavy is an elite spitballer. No one is better built than Leavy, a crafty veteran sportswriter, for between-innings repartee, wry asides, and tossed-off ideas for improving her beloved sport--and maybe even keeping its ever-looming obsolescence at bay for another decade or three.

Leavy's suggestions for spicing up baseball reflect the essence of spitballing--a pastime within a pastime. Baseball's most devoted fans have a long tradition of complaining loudly about what's wrong with the game and insisting that they'd run it better if given the chance. Surely, they are smarter than any clueless manager or hapless commissioner. They can be insufferable.

But not Leavy, not ever. She has a distinctly kinetic way of making her case, like a rollicking tour guide through a stuffy museum. She also knows there's only so much that can be done to renovate the tradition, given its creaky foundations. "Baseball is still a nineteenth-century construct, born at a time when pocket watches were in vogue," Leavy writes in her latest romp through the sport, Make Me Commissioner: I Know What's Wrong With Baseball and How to Fix It.

The title made me a bit wary off the bat. While I endorse Leavy as the sport's next commissioner--because why the hell not?--I'd quibble with the premise that baseball is in need of much "fixing" these days. In recent years, I seem to have fallen back into a good groove with the sport, especially after the major leagues introduced new rules designed to speed up the action. As far as I was concerned, this was long overdue and I welcomed it, though I also realize that an aversion to change runs deep in baseball, and the spirit of debate has been as fundamental to the game as the three-out inning.

I first met Leavy a decade or so ago at some author event in Washington, and we became fast bantering companions--usually on the topic of baseball. She is a five-tool chatterbox who relishes the ample kibitzing time that the game allows for (or, if you prefer, the endless dead time that makes baseball tedious and keeps boring away the next generation of would-be fans).

Read: Goodbye to baseball's most anachronistic rule

Like most Leavy appreciators, I first cavorted with her as a reader. As an alum of The Washington Post's crackerjack sports desk of decades past, she is best known as an ace author, whose trilogy of biographies--of Sandy Koufax, Mickey Mantle, and Babe Ruth--ensure her place in the first division of the baseball chroniclers. She is the rare historian who writes without a speck of pretension, and whose prose reads like she's typing and shelling pistachios at the same time.

Make Me Commissioner is not Leavy's typical smorgasbord. For starters, it is not a biography, though the book enlists some of baseball's most cerebral and unusual characters and philosopher kings. They include current players (Red Sox third baseman Alex Bregman), World Series managers (Dave Roberts, Dusty Baker, Joe Torre), eccentrics (Bill "Spaceman" Lee), stat-heads, innovators, and traditionalists alike.

But the star of this production is Leavy and the game she could never abandon, no matter how much her attention might wander. "Baseball is mine the way my lungs are mine," she writes of her affliction. She describes the sport's quirky rites and odd-duck characters as her sanctuary from traditional feminine exercises. "I always got tangled up when I tried to be a proper girl," Leavy writes.

Yet Make Me Commissioner is anything but an unconditional love letter to the game. It is, in fact, an extended cautionary note, or purpose pitch: Baseball, Leavy warns, should never take its place in American life for granted. This is theoretically something the sport should have internalized decades ago, starting when the NFL lapped Major League Baseball as America's most popular league. Baseball might be known as the national pastime, but its leaders and practitioners also know full well that much of the country has consigned it to the "National Passed-Time," as the Washington Nationals first baseman, Josh Bell, calls his vocation.

Leavy sets out on a barnstorming tour of Baseball America in search of prescriptions, engaging dozens of her buddies in extended spitballing sessions about how to make baseball more accessible, better attuned to video-game attention spans, and more inviting to over-circuited brains.

Read: Moneyball broke baseball

Many of her interviewees land on the same lament: Baseball has a fed-up-audience problem. "Hard to watch," Hall of Fame player and manager Joe Torre acknowledges during a Cooperstown confab with Leavy and Sandy Koufax. "I don't watch," Koufax admits. Leavy catalogs this wistfulness not in the spirit of hand-wringing, but more as an earnest problem solver. "I asked everyone the same questions," she writes. "What happened? How did baseball lose America? Why doesn't it move people the way it once did, the way only it can, the way it still moves me? Who now speaks for the game? And what can I do to help?"

One of Leavy's recurring complaints is that the game has become overloaded with data and analytics. Much of contemporary baseball strategy is now governed by statistical probability, with far less tolerance for good old-fashioned hunches and diminished concern for what she identifies as "the human element."

Baseball is "unpredictable in a good way," Torre told Leavy. The numbers experts, he said, are trying to remove as much chance and serendipity from the equation as possible. And yet, this unpredictability is precisely what traditionalists often love about the game. "They're trying to make an imperfect game perfect," Torre said of the statisticians. "I resent that."

As I mentioned before, I'm in a much better place with baseball at the moment than Leavy is. My recent spike in interest will never match my childhood obsession with the game, but I am now paying much closer attention than I did through the majority of my adulthood, when I--like many people--became steadily estranged from the sport. The biggest culprit was its lagging pace of play. Baseball had become interminable. Games were routinely surpassing three or even four hours; players started taking forever to adjust their batting gloves (and other "equipment"); there were endless pitching changes and mound visits, less scoring and less action.

Fans noticed, yawned, and made other plans. MLB's annual game attendance dropped from 79.5 million in 2007 to 64.5 million in 2022. Finally recognizing the crisis, the league introduced its new rules in 2023 in an effort to heal and revitalize itself. It put in place a host of reforms to speed things along, generate more offense, and essentially liposuction the dead time from its sagging product. The biggest change by far was the introduction of a "pitch clock," which required that pitchers take no longer than 15 seconds to deliver the ball to home plate. The clock was an instant success: Games moved faster, taking about a half hour less to play nine innings in 2023, the year the changes went into effect, than they had in 2022.

Read: The great torpedo-bat panic

I had a close-in view of baseball's new rules rollout for a story I wrote in 2023. I interviewed many of the architects of the repairs and came away impressed with how thoughtful and deliberate they were in putting their tweaks into place. But the best gauge of the project's success was my own reaction: I found myself more locked in to the action almost immediately (and yes, there was more "action," namely offense, as measured by higher batting averages). I've probably watched more MLB games in the past three years than I did in the three decades prior. As far as I was concerned, baseball and I were cool again. And I realized how much I'd missed it and how happy I was to have it back in my life.

Leavy, by contrast, would probably say that she and baseball never broke up to begin with. But she will never be fully satisfied with her partner, and her tinkering remains a campaign in progress.

The best ideas in her book are less in the vein of rule changes than they are in cultural initiatives to repair baseball's diminished appeal among many demographic groups: kids, for starters. Leavy proposes letting anyone 10 or younger into games for free and mandating postgame autograph sessions with designated players. She also decrees that all weekend games should be played during daylight hours, "except four designated showcase games on Friday and Sunday that MLB can put on all their fucking platforms."

Make Me Commissioner has some good ideas. But I loved it less as a catalog of clinical prescriptions than as a kind of baseball soapbox, a celebration of storytelling and spitballing in the best oral and literary traditions of the sport. In its hilarious opening scene, set at Baltimore's Camden Yards in 1995, Leavy describes nearly being decapitated by a foul ball on the night Cal Ripken Jr. broke Lou Gehrig's record for consecutive games played. "The ball traveled on a fierce diagonal, like a knife cutting a Passover brisket," Leavy writes. If you're keeping score, the story ends well: Leavy survives the attack, emerges from the chaos, and goes home with a baseball.

The tale she's lived to tell emerges, for all its crotchety complaints, from a place of unerring loyalty. Baseball is "the only game that starts at home and ends up at home," Leavy writes, quoting Bill Lee (the "Spaceman"). "Baseball is my home," she adds. She hosts a wickedly fun house party.
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<em>The Atlantic </em>presents special issue: "The Unfinished Revolution"

Featuring 21 pieces by leading scholars, essayists, and reporters on the history and lessons of America's founding era




Launching today and just ahead of the nation's 250th anniversary, a special issue of The Atlantic brings together a remarkable group of scholars, essayists, and reporters to revisit America's founding era, measuring the success of the American experiment, two and a half centuries later, against the lofty dreams and designs of the founding generation. In an editor's note, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes of the issue, "You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or uncritical in our approach, but we are indeed motivated by the idea that the American Revolution represents one of the most important events in the history of the planet, and its ideals continue to symbolize hope and freedom for humankind." He continues, "We are publishing this at the end of 2025 for a number of reasons: This month marks the launch of an Atlantic project meant to explain the meaning of the Revolution and its consequences, which we will carry through all of next year ... We also recognize that the American experiment is under extraordinary pressure at the moment, and we think it important to do anything we can to illuminate the challenges we face."
 
 For the cover--which unfolds across a three-panel gatefold--the artist, Joe McKendry, painted a tableau of figures drawn from the stories in the issue. Some are instantly recognizable--Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson--while other figures will be less familiar. Standing beside George Washington is a man he enslaved, Harry Washington, for whom no image exists. Altogether, the figures represent different sides of the war, of the period's political ferment, and of early American society itself, and convey the ambition of this special issue: to capture the Revolutionary era in all of its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity.
 
 The issue, titled "The Unfinished Revolution," features 21 articles divided into five chapters: "Defiance," "Conflict," "Independence," "Memory," and "Crisis." Releasing online today are the first two chapters. In Chapter One, historian Rick Atkinson writes about "The Myth of Mad King George," who was denounced by rebel propagandists as a tyrant and remembered by Americans as a reactionary dolt, but the truth is much more complicated. In "No One Gave a Speech Like Patrick Henry," Drew Gilpin Faust writes about how Henry roused a nation to war. Robert A. Gross and Robert M. Thorson's "Why Concord?" examines the geological origins of the American Revolution; they write: "Concord was lucky in its location, inheriting advantages from natural landscape and history on which its inhabitants could build a sense of place and community. It was a fierce determination to defend that community, with its tradition of town-meeting government, that inspired the resistance to the British regulars."
 
 For the second chapter, "Conflict," also publishing today, the co-directors of the forthcoming PBS documentary series The American Revolution--Ken Burns, Sarah Botstein, and David Schmidt--describe the difficulties of creating a film about a war fought before the advent of photography. The Revolution is so enveloped in myth, they write, that it would take a lifetime to make clear its stakes. Stacy Schiff's "Dear Son" looks at how the Revolution tore apart Benjamin Franklin and his son William, who remained loyal to the Crown. Andrew Lawler's "The Black Loyalists" tells the story of the thousands of African Americans who fought for the British--then fled the United States to avoid a return to enslavement. Finally, staff writer Caity Weaver embedded with a group of Revolutionary War reenactors to play out the Battle of Bunker Hill, writing that the chief merit of reenacting is "not that it glorifies past accomplishments or condemns past failures, but that it emphasizes how any action humans have ever performed, whether for good or for ill, has been carried out by ordinary women and men."
 
 These will be joined by a wide selection of pieces in the coming days, including staff writer George Packer making the case for patriotism, Anne Applebaum on how America no longer lives up to its founding ideals, and David Brooks on how America might save itself from autocracy. Fintan O'Toole asks what the Founders would make of America today. Jake Lundberg, The Atlantic's in-house historian and archivist, writes about Abraham Lincoln calling upon the spirit of 1776. The issue's chapters include contributions from Danielle Allen, Ned Blackhawk, Victoria Flexner, Annette Gordon-Reed, Jane Kamensky, and Elaine Pagels; an excerpt from Jeffrey Rosen's forthcoming book, The Pursuit of Liberty; The Atlantic's John Swansburg on how "Rip Van Winkle" became our founding folktale; and staff writer Clint Smith on how authentic Colonial Williamsburg should be.
 
 Coming Thursday, October 9: "Chapter Three: Independence"

	 Danielle Allen: "Secrets of a Radical Duke"
 
 	 Jeffrey Rosen: "The Nightmare of Despotism"
 
 	 Victoria Flexner: "We Hold These Turkeys to Be Delicious"
 
 	 Annette Gordon-Reed: "Whose Independence?"
 
 	 Elaine Pagels: "The Moral Foundation of America"
 
 	 Ned Blackhawk: "The 27th Grievance"
 


Coming Friday, October 10: "Chapter Four: Memory"

	 Fintan O'Toole: "What the Founders Would Say Now"
 
 	 Clint Smith: "Just How Real Should Colonial Williamsburg Be?"
 
 	 Jane Kamensky: "The Many Lives of Eliza Schuyler"
 
 	 Jake Lundberg: "Lincoln's Revolution"
 
 	 John Swansburg: "America's Most Famous Nap"
 


Coming Tuesday, October 14: "Chapter Five: Crisis"

	 Anne Applebaum: "The Beacon of Democracy Goes Dark"
 
 	 David Brooks: "The Rising"
 
 	 George Packer: "America Needs Patriotism"
 


Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview the issue's contributors.
 
 Press Contacts: 
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic 
 press@theatlantic.com
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Trump's Costly Cuts to the Civil Service

The administration is culling the best and brightest from the federal workforce for a rounding error's worth in savings.

by Robert P. Beschel Jr.




The Trump administration is threatening to use the government shutdown to permanently reduce the size of the civil service. Its ambitions for these cuts are many, including punishing Democrats by harming their pet projects and curbing "agencies that don't align with the administration's values" and are a "waste of the taxpayer dollar," as Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt warned last week. Yet as a tool to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the federal government, these cuts are risible.

Let's first take the claim that the U.S. federal government is reckoning with problems of bloat. The truth is that even before DOGE took a chain saw to government programs, the United States was actually understaffed relative to other advanced industrial democracies. Federal-, state-, and local-government employees in the U.S. made up about 14.6 percent of total employment in 2023, according to OECD data. This is below the OECD average of 18.4 percent for member countries, and well below that of France (20.7 percent), Canada (20.2 percent), the United Kingdom (17.1 percent), and Australia (15.7 percent).

It bears noting that in the U.S., most public employees--just under 88 percent of all government workers, or about 20.65 million as of August 2025--work for state and local governments. They are our police officers, teachers, firefighters, land-use planners, and transportation engineers. Excluding the military, only about 2.9 million work for the federal government. If you deduct roughly 593,000 postal workers who work for an independent agency, the total civilian federal workforce is currently about 2.33 million. Put differently, in the United States, federal civilian employees number about one in 10 civilian government workers and well below 1 percent of the population.

Stephen Macekura: The government waste DOGE should be cutting

The notion that reducing that group will result in significant savings is also mistaken. The cost of their salaries, near $336 billion annually, may appear impressive, but this is only about 5 percent of the most recent federal budget of $6.8 trillion. Social Security, defense, Medicare, and interest on the federal debt are the main drivers of cost, and much of this spending is mandated either by legislation or the cold, hard fiscal reality of servicing government debt. Of the 27 percent of the budget that is discretionary and subject to annual appropriation by Congress, civilian salaries account for only about 18.6 percent. A 20 percent cut in the federal civilian-wage bill would yield about $67 billion, equivalent to a roughly 1 percent reduction in the government's overall budget. For context, the U.S. Government Accountability Office estimates that Medicare and Medicaid made more than $100 billion in improper payments in 2023.

Republicans from President Donald Trump down have decried the excesses of the public-sector workforce and blamed Joe Biden for it. Some prominent social-media influencers have claimed that the former president increased the civilian workforce by nearly 50 percent. In reality, Biden oversaw an increase of about 4.8 percent. The increase in Trump's first term was 2.6 percent.

After surging to 3.4 million during World War II and crashing to 1.4 million in 1950, the overall size of the federal civilian workforce has remained relatively consistent, fluctuating between 1.8 million and 2.3 million even as the country's population has more than doubled. Spending on civilian personnel in the executive branch has also been fairly stable, between 4 and 7 percent of total federal spending since 2000.

Another persistent bone of contention is whether federal civil servants are overpaid. The average salary across the federal workforce, at $106,382 as of March 2024, does exceed the national average of $63,795. Yet about 92 percent of federal employees work in white-collar positions, and a higher proportion of federal workers possess a bachelor's or an advanced degree (31.5 percent in 2023) than the broader labor force (27.7 percent). Civil-service wages have also grown more slowly, on average, than those for private-sector jobs, and the federal government must compete on the open market for staff in high-demand areas such as statistics and data science, technology, aerospace engineering, medicine, law, and operations research. The federal workforce also tends to be older than the general labor force.

Federal civil-service salaries tend to be more generous than private-sector alternatives for employees with lower educational qualifications, and they flip negative for those with a master's, doctorate, or professional degree. So a postal worker with a high-school diploma likely fares better than she might have in the private sector than, say, a NASA analyst with a Ph.D. in computer science. The benefits associated with federal employment are higher than those in the private sector, although this gap also diminishes with education.

Just as many federal agencies are still coping with deep cuts from DOGE, another round of cuts promises to create dire new costs by compromising essential services and putting lives at risk. The recent floods in Texas, which claimed 138 lives in July, offer a grim example of what's at stake. DOGE had sent packing nearly 600 staffers from the National Weather Service's workforce of 4,200 earlier this year, which left the service without a warning-coordination meteorologist; the person who had handled this crucial outreach with local emergency responders had taken voluntary retirement months before, leaving the position vacant. This meant that no one was making sure that the service's emergency warnings were being received and acted upon on the ground. Of course, many factors contributed to the system failure at the heart of this tragedy, including the event's extreme nature and the local governments' failure to invest in flood-warning systems. But federal-staffing cuts also played a role.

Olga Khazan: We should, in fact, politicize the tragedy

Across government, an estimated 154,000 civil servants have already accepted deferred-resignation packages. The National Park Service has lost 24 percent of its permanent workforce. The IRS has lost 25 percent. FEMA has lost about 9.5 percent of its full-time employees. Reductions of this magnitude would be difficult for any institution--public, private, or nonprofit--to absorb without compromising services. This challenge is made worse by the fact that the government workers most likely to accept early retirement are those with the most essential and marketable skills. Voluntary buyouts tend to ensure that the workers in high demand elsewhere leave first, leaving behind a workforce that is typically less talented and capable. At the IRS, for example, staff reductions have fallen particularly heavily upon auditors and revenue agents, whose numbers were down by 31 percent in the first three months of this year. (It is no small irony that few government investments offer a higher rate of return than tax audits on upper-income filers, which can yield as much as $12 for every dollar spent.) A recent GAO analysis of FEMA found that its cadre of experienced managers was halved after the departure of 24 senior executives from January to June this year, just before hurricane season.

The rapid, deep, and often ham-handed nature of these cuts has led to frequent mistakes and missteps. Some have made headlines, such as the decision to fire and then rehire the staff charged with guarding America's nuclear stockpile. Others have gone unnoticed but are no less pernicious. Air-traffic controllers remain employed, but other safety staff such as the mechanics and technicians responsible for servicing radar, landing, and navigation equipment have been let go. ICE staffing has surged, but immigration judges have been culled.

Given the many lessons now being learned the hard way, quite a few of these cuts are being quietly undone. Hundreds of federal workers turfed by DOGE are now discreetly being brought back. Yet many cuts are not so easily reversed. It takes about two years of Federal Aviation Administration training to become a radar technician, for example, and at least several years more to become an air-traffic controller. Other agencies face similar constraints in their efforts to onboard staff, particularly in areas that require substantial training or skills that are in high demand elsewhere. Most departments aspire to a steady intake of recruits and a pipeline of senior staffers. Major cuts disrupt this effort and can create both gaps and demographic bulges that can take decades to resolve.

This is not to argue that the federal government's approach to staffing and services shouldn't be reformed. Practitioners and academics from across the political spectrum have advocated for ways to streamline processes, improve and rebalance skills, and upgrade IT systems. It should be easier to sideline or terminate poor performers and promote high achievers. Yet such improvements require a scalpel. The administration's proposals are a wrecking ball.

Annie Lowrey: The American people deserve DOGE

Government agencies have done their best to cope and deliver for the American public despite the cuts. Many staffers are working longer hours and performing tasks on top of their regular duties that are outside of their training, such as National Park Service scientists who suspended their duties in order to clean toilets during peak summer months. Metrics showing declines in performance and customer service have even been scrubbed from government websites. It won't be long before crucial agency missions begin to fail. This won't matter to those for whom the goal is vengeance and demolition. (As Grover Norquist once famously quipped, he wanted to shrink the government to the point that it could be drowned in the bathtub.) But it is sure to matter for the rest of us.
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Behind <em>The Atlantic</em>'s November 2025 Issue Cover

Capturing the Revolutionary era in its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity. Plus: A guide to the figures.

by Peter Mendelsund

The Atlantic's November 2025 issue commemorates the 250th anniversary of the American Revolution. For our cover image, the artist Joe McKendry painted a tableau of figures drawn from the stories in the issue. Some of the figures will be instantly recognizable--Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson--and some of the depictions are based on historical portraiture. The image of Paul Revere, for instance, is an homage to John Singleton Copley's painting of the silversmith and Patriot, which hangs in Boston's Museum of Fine Arts.




Other figures will be less familiar. Standing beside George Washington is a man he enslaved. Like thousands of enslaved people, Harry Washington abandoned the plantation when the war began and fought for Great Britain. No image of this Washington survives. For such figures, McKendry imagined their visages, taking cues from written descriptions when possible. No occasion would have brought all of these people together in the same room (certainly, it is difficult to imagine King George in the same room as the other George). They represent different sides of the war, of the period's political ferment, and of early American society itself. One figure existed only in a work of fiction. But together they convey the ambition of this special issue: to capture the Revolutionary era in all of its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity.






1. James Madison  2. King George III
3. George Washington  4. Harry Washington
5. Abigail Adams  6. Paul Revere
7. Benjamin Franklin  8. Benedict Arnold
9. Pontiac  10. William Franklin
11. Thomas Jefferson  12. Thomas Paine
13. Robert Hemmings  14. Prince Hall
15. James Armistead Lafayette  16. Eliza Schuyler
17. Patrick Henry  18. Priscilla Timbers
19. Rip Van Winkle  20. Alexander Hamilton
21. Ralph Waldo Emerson  22. Lord Dunmore
23. John Adams
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You Have No Idea How Hard It Is to Be a Reenactor

Benedict Arnold's boot wouldn't come off, and other hardships from my weekend in the Revolutionary War.

by Caity Weaver


A (reenactor portraying a) British soldier at Fort Ticonderoga



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

Benedict Arnold had been growing hunkier all afternoon.

Incarnated, at the moment, by Cameron Green, the director of interpretation at historic Fort Ticonderoga, Arnold had spent much of this May Friday on horseback. Sixty rain-numbed Revolutionary War reenactors had sloshed in his wake, marching up forest trails and past a Texaco station, in period-correct leather buckle shoes (not engineered to withstand repeated impact with modern Vermont's asphalt highways) and period-correct wool coats (now ponderously wet, stinking of sheep). "Give 'em hell, boys!" a local resident had hollered from his farmhouse.

Saturday morning would mark the 250th anniversary of the fort's seizure in 1775 by the Green Mountain Boys--a rumbustious militia of proto-Vermonters who spent years violently defending their bite-size territory--but so far the rain was at best blighting and at worst obliterating every enriching activity the Fort Ticonderoga staff had dreamed up. A plan for the reenactors to sleep under starlight when we'd arrived on Thursday had been downgraded to a plan to shiver in a barn all night. A plan to shoot muskets had been canceled. A plan to teach elementary-age children how to cook a meal over an open fire in a town green had devolved into a horde of famished, filthy adults flooding into a schoolroom; propping their dripping muskets against shelves of picture books; and scavenging pencil-shaped cookies leftover from Teacher Appreciation Week. Everything was going less smoothly than it had in 1775. If the partially defrosted reenactors under Cam Green's supervision--individuals who had come from as far away as North Carolina; who had had to submit color photos of themselves in 1770s-era clothing and proof of insurance to be granted the privilege of portraying 18th-century guerrillas-- camped out again tonight, there was likely to be a mass hypothermia event.

And so the majority of the group--approximately 40 men in 18th-century clothes, one 16-year-old boy in 18th-century clothes, and one reporter who had been explicitly forbidden from attempting to wear 18th-century clothes (because, a senior member of Fort Ticonderoga's staff had insisted, she did not possess the fortitude to dress in leather breeches and buckle shoes for the first time while hiking 18 miles while conducting interviews, and he was right, he was right; thank God she had dressed in tactical hiking togs woven of such state-of-the-art ultralight moisture-wicking plastic that she herself could be said to be reenacting the life of a Poland Spring bottle)--had crammed into a one-bathroom family lake house for the night.

Its living room rapidly reached the swelter and volume of a blacksmith's forge operating as a front for an unlicensed tavern. Upon entry, about half of the company sloughed off their soaking breeches to stand around in voluminous shirts, pantsless, like giant toddlers; within minutes the place reeked of sodden natural fibers, sweaty armpits, and, intermittently, a tropical kiss of summer, owing to a decision by some of the men to repurpose some scrounged-up kids' sunblock as cologne. "Okay, so this is not--this is not coke," a man told me as he sprinkled a pinch of the brown powder he had just snorted off a sword onto the web of skin between my thumb and forefinger. (It wasn't coke! It was snuff--"battle crank," they called it--dispensed from a porcelain canister with HONOUR TO THE KING hand-painted in spidery letters on its lid.)

Yet as the tide of fiascoes rose around him, Benedict Arnold (still, in 1775, a charismatic Patriot; it would take five years of grievances to whet him into the traitor of 1780) was becoming--I will say this as clinically and dispassionately as possible--ravishing.

Cam had appeared in the barn that morning looking neat as a nutcracker. His regimental coat was festooned with epaulets (fringed) and silver buttons (dazzling). His Tresemme waves were bound tidily back. His calves were encased in trim black riding boots with cognac cuffs.


Benedict Arnold on the shore of Lake Champlain (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



But as the day sploshed on, Cam came to resemble more and more a windswept pirate on the cover of a romance novel. By dusk, the men in the lake house--men with wives and girlfriends wisely absent--were cracking jokes about his comely dishevelment. One observed that Cam, a 34-year-old father in buff breeches and a billowing white shirt, had metamorphosed into the group's "zaddy." Cam's hair escaped its binding. He shed his scarlet coat. His swaggering boots remained powerfully on.

His swaggering boots would not come off, actually. Cam couldn't get--huff--he couldn't--gasp--he couldn't get the--goddamn--boots off.

Now Cam was levitating horizontally. Men dressed as sailors and farmers and fopdoodles were yanking his arms and left leg toward opposite ends of the lake house, as if attempting to pull apart a stupidly huge party cracker. Cam had to be wrenched free because the alternative--having one's feet totally and permanently encased in period-correct leather riding boots--would be a suffocating fate, and also because he ran a real risk of developing trench foot if he slept in the boots.

"How you doing over there, Cam?"

In reply, a voice, muffle-crushed beneath three men who were using their body weight to pin Cam to the floor while other men pulled on his right boot, or on the shoulders of the men in front of them who were pulling on his right boot, or on the shoulders of the men in front of them who were pulling on the shoulders of the men in front of them, etc.--in a chain that extended out the door to the stairs--a voice so tiny, it sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well: "I'm good!"

Baby powder was sifted into Cam's boot. PAM cooking spray was chhhh'ed around the cuff's rim. Half a bottle of olive oil was glugged down into it. Cam lay on the floor with his eyes shut in concentration as a man wearing a floral neckerchief tied around his forehead, Rambo-style, attempted to rip Cam's foot off his body.

"I've seen this happen before," said a lanky apprentice leather-breeches maker from Colonial Williamsburg. "The long heel measurement wasn't taken correctly!" Fresh hands kept appearing--at one point I counted 20 people in the bedroom--eager for a chance to pull the sword from the stone. Cam's leg, by the way, was now fantastically slippery, because it was drenched in olive oil. A man in a red knit cap yanked as hard as he could. "That's just--my ankle--breaking!" Cam yelped.

No one suggested slicing the boots open with kitchen shears. Custom leather footwear cannot be destroyed lightly--especially if you have to wear it tomorrow because you are starring in a 250th-anniversary commemorative reenactment of the capture of Fort Ticonderoga.


The Green Mountain Boys cross the lake in a hand-built boat. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



Americans have been reenacting the Revolution since before the war was even over: In 1778, a lieutenant colonel in the Continental Army wrote in his journal that his men had marked the anniversary of a "Glorious victory Obtaind over the british" at Saratoga with "a Grand sham fight." Flurries of Revolutionary War battle reenactments were also recorded around the centennial, in 1876; participants then included many Civil War veterans, separated from real battlefield carnage by only a few summers.

Reenactors have no official governing body, though many belong to associations that coordinate events among local groups, whose members share tips and gear. Estimating how many Americans participate in reenactments is a bit like trying to figure out how many people carve jack-o'-lanterns. Counting buckle-shoe sales won't help you any more than counting harvested pumpkins would; some reenactors make their own shoes. But I can tell you that, as the United States barrels toward the commemoration of the 250th anniversary of its proclaimed independence, they are legion.

Beverly Gage: America is suffering an identity crisis

The reenactor community generally discourages members from claiming to be dressed as specific historical figures--though a few key roles may be assigned in highly choreographed public-facing reenactments. A reenactment of Washington crossing the Delaware, for instance, needs to have a Washington. With the exception of Arnold and a pugnacious Ethan Allen (the leader of the Green Mountain Boys, famous for yelling, as interpreted that weekend by a man named Tommy Tringale), plus a coterie of commanders at a reenactment of the attack on Bunker Hill, few reenactors I met purported to be dead people. They portrayed, instead, historically plausible types (a scraggly farmer; a wealthy townsman), which reenactors call "impressions."

Who would you be if you traveled to America's colonial past in 2025? If you have a large disposable income, an obsessive personality, an idolatrous affection for protocol, or ideally all three, then you possess the trappings for a fine portrayal of a member of the King's army. Top-notch redcoat impressions are renowned among "RevWar" reenactors for requiring an exceptional degree of precision, and also for their eye-bursting expense. The stiff bands of contrasting fabric, or "lace," sewn around each button on the front of a British regimental coat can cost several hundred dollars. Again, just the part around the buttons. An entire "kit"--reenactors' term for all the clothing, weapons, and associated paraphernalia--can easily cost thousands. (Reenactors reject the assumption that they wear "costumes," which they do not consider functional clothing.)




A man named Sean, who works as a military contractor--one of several Green Mountain Boys who normally "do British" but were slumming it as rebels for the weekend--told me that he likes to portray a British officer because of how hard it is. British Army reenactors, he said, possess "a desire to do things to a level of research perfection." Unlike the tailors, sailors, and shopkeepers who took up arms against them, the British forces were professional soldiers. "We can't look like a quote-unquote ragtag band of militia," Sean said. "We have to look like people who, this is their job." Emily, a college student studying music--one of three women dressed up as a Green Mountain Boy--told me she delights in "the degree of organization" and "very standardized drilling" inherent in redcoat portrayals.

(Note: People who spend thousands of dollars outfitting themselves as 18th-century British soldiers reacted so strongly when I asked if they considered themselves Anglophiles--they do not--that I felt embarrassed to have even suggested they might.)

If you want to be a reenactor but are laid-back, messy, or broke, you might be better suited to portraying an American. Or rather, a "Patriot"; technically, there were no "Americans" at Fort Ticonderoga or Lexington and Concord. The American Revolution began as a British civil war; before the Declaration of Independence in the summer of 1776, indignant colonial citizens considered themselves as "British" as the crimson-coated soldiers sent to patrol them.

If you have a contrarian streak, you could portray a Loyalist--a colonial civilian who supported the British Army. This is a less popular impression. On Friday morning at the Green Mountain Boys' first campsite, standing over the simmering pot containing "breakfast" (rice mush and meat hunks, with sprinklings of rainwater), I asked Brian, a public-school teacher from Connecticut, why he'd chosen this role.

"Because we're the good guys," he told me, with the grin of a man who has tricked his fourth-period social-studies class into engaging with today's lesson. Loyalists "were law-abiding citizens who didn't want a war," Brian said. "They're not for rebellion. They're not for insurrection." In lieu of breeches--too tight, he said--Brian's kit included goldenrod-yellow plaid trousers and a coat of pine-needle green. "I'm a dirt farmer," he replied, when I asked what sort of person might have worn such attire.

"The American war for independence was started by the 1 percent, and the 99 percent fought it," Brian told me. "It wasn't a change for the better. Slavery increased. We were in debt." The new government even broke its promise to pay the soldiers who had fought to create it. "Hence Shays's Rebellion in 1786," he said. "Hey, man, I fought for this country and I can't afford my farm now. It's very sad."

(If you enjoy having sex with multiple partners, that could make you a British soldier, too--allegedly. At an event weeks later, one bubbly young reenactor portraying a Patriot civilian murmured to me out of the corner of her mouth that "a lot of the Brits are swingers." The Americans, she said, tend to keep things more family-oriented. I was unable to confirm any of this.)

Who exactly does this kind of thing? (Revolutionary War reenacting, I mean!) I met a former punk rocker who now works in marketing, a Delta pilot, a nurse, a priest, an attorney, every kind of teacher, an admin guy from MIT, a park ranger, someone who works on historical sailing vessels, a woman who retired from a software company, a guy who had a gun pulled on him during sex by his then-girlfriend, and a man who'd driven from Arizona with his wife. Many of the reenactors I met were from Massachusetts, with accents so vehement, they can be transcribed only with symbols that evolved in the lacunae of standard English orthography ("BunkA Hill").

Men far outnumbered women, and a bright ribbon of divorce wove through the older males, girding some and racing toward others. Most were white; the current crop of Revolutionary War reenactors might be whiter than the original Continental Army, of which Black and Native American soldiers are believed to have constituted as much as 15 percent by 1780. Many of the reenactors were far younger than I'd expected, in their 20s and 30s, though a significant portion were considerably older; nearly everyone was older than the average Continental soldier, who was 22.

Reenactors can be roughly divided into two sects: "progressive," whose members' fervid commitment to historical accuracy typically leads to them hand-sewing every layer of their 18th-century ensembles; and "mainstream," whose practitioners are fine buying machine-stitched garments off the rack. I met more progressives than mainstreamers but, regardless of faction, age, or gender, participants' politics skewed markedly left. Revolutionary War reenactors, an anthropologist noted in a 1999 report for the National Park Service, tend to be politically more liberal than their Civil War peers. (This is perhaps because a person is most likely to reenact a conflict that occurred within driving distance of his or her home, and deep-blue New England was not a combat zone in the Civil War.)

Three different white men emphasized to me the necessity of incorporating the perspectives of "those who only appear in legal documents, but were real human beings," as one put it. Patriot reenactors insisted that their aim is not to lionize the Americans. "It's not 'The British were bad and the Americans were good,' " one told me. American colonists indiscriminately killed the men, women, and children they encountered already living on the continent, and imported new ones solely to enslave them. "Like, we are not this noble country here."

Multiple reenactors mentioned that they found the fiddly work of sewing historical garments relaxing. Others cited the pleasure of socializing without cellphones. A nurse named Alicia, wearing a beautifully hand-stitched gown the color of dark sea glass splattered with blood-red flowers, told me she doesn't like the 18th-century aesthetic "at all" but enjoys reenacting this era, because many of its associated activities (solving problems without modern implements, cooking over open fires) are physically grueling and require getting dirty.

One trait common to every reenactor with whom I spoke was a scorching, irrepressible desire to share factual information with strangers. Among the things I learned: It was fashionably expensive for a man to order his coat, waistcoat, and breeches "ditto"--meaning made of the same fabric and color--in which case the resulting suit of clothes would be referred to as "a ditto suit." An herbal analogue to aspirin can be made from decocting the bark of a willow tree into tea. Many redcoats' coats were, in fact, slightly orange (enlisted men's coats were colored with inexpensive dye made from the root of the madder plant; the darker carmine dye of crushed cochineal bugs was reserved for the coats of officers). The amount of forest covering Massachusetts has increased more than 100 percent since the 1830s. No one who wore one called it a "tricorner hat." Muskets with an external safety catch, called "doglocks," were considered obsolete by the 1770s--

"Sorry," said the 19-year-old who had just spent four minutes describing certain particulars of 18th-century French firearm mechanisms to me. "That was a lot of autism."

My foremost anxieties about pretending to live in the 18th century:

1. I would have to camp, which I hate.
2. I wouldn't be able to wear my glasses, which I need (because, although one Pilgrim came over with a pair of spectacles in 1620, eyeglasses were still relatively uncommon in colonial America).
3. I would have to be a woman.


This last one stings to admit. Because--actually--I am a girl's girl! You can ask any girl (from a list of girls I have preapproved for questioning). My initial research into the roles of women during the Revolutionary War produced a list of horrible jobs. I could:

1. Do laundry.
2. Have sex in exchange for rice.
3. Get murdered, my death inspiring troops to battlefield glory.


This last item was the job(?) of Hannah Caldwell, a mother of nine from New Jersey who was shot in 1780 while looking out her bedroom window, apparently by a British soldier. Fury over Caldwell's killing is often credited with reinvigorating American troops; as such, she is frequently included in lists of women important to the war effort. (North Caldwell, New Jersey, Tony Soprano's hometown, is named for her ... husband.)

My list was not exhaustive, of course. I could also be a nurse or cook food--okay, now it's exhaustive. Historians estimate that some 2,000 female "camp followers" marched with American troops. Many of them were the wives of enlisted men; some were widows, runaway servants, or otherwise impoverished; some brought children. These women performed vital tasks in exchange for food, and George Washington complained about them repeatedly. He issued orders that "expressly forbid" the women "to ride in the waggons"--for any reason "at all." "A clog upon every movement," he called them. (It was as if he knew me personally.)

I do not intend to denigrate the contributions of, for instance, Continental Army laundresses, who stripped the skin from their hands boiling, wringing, and scrubbing a modicum of sanitation into Washington's fetid forces, far more of whom died of disease than in combat. This labor was strenuous, challenging, and shamefully undervalued--and that is why it was impossible to feel excited about the prospect of performing or even pretending to perform it. I wanted to shoot a gun.




Irritatingly, it seemed that reenactors' fetishistic commitment to gun safety meant that I would be stuck (with the peerless honor of) being a woman. The only thing the average reenactor loves more than accurately portraying life in the 18th century is: safety precautions. "Safety--No. 1," I overheard one Revolutionary War veteran remind a newcomer. "Authenticity--No. 2. Have fun--No. 3."

For me to portray an armed man with an established unit, a reenactor named Dakota warned me in a phone call, would likely entail completing a "labor intensive" six-month training process that included memorizing the exercises of a 1764 drill manual until I could perform them perfectly while maneuvering a 12-pound musket (which itself would run me more than $1,000). I had stumbled into the only cranny of American culture in which firearms are tightly controlled.

At times, reenactors' twin fascinations--authenticity and preventive safety measures-- are irreconcilable. A stitch-perfect reproduction of a fisherman turned militiaman's indigo-dyed knit Monmouth cap can lend only so much veritas to a deadly battle re-created with prescheduled water breaks.

Did you know that it is against the rules of America's national parks to pretend to die in them? If you are reenacting a real battle, that is. Reenactments that imitate exchanges of fire, hand-to-hand combat, "or any other form of simulated warfare" are prohibited in all 433 prelapsarian sites under the stewardship of the National Park Service. "Even the best-researched and most well-intentioned representation of combat cannot replicate the tragic complexity of real warfare," the park-management guide beseeches. It is hard to argue with this, particularly if one has ever read, for instance, the memoir of Private Joseph Plumb Martin, who was 19 when he wintered in New Jersey under Washington's command. "We were absolutely, literally starved," he wrote. "I saw several of the men roast their old shoes and eat them, and I was afterwards informed by one of the officers' waiters, that some of the officers killed and ate a favorite little dog."

And yet. If one's goal is to captivate the public with wonders of the past, so much so that they might care about a former age enough to actually learn something, explosive combat reenactments are probably the most efficient way to accomplish this. Things that are shocking and terrible provoke our curiosity; if nothing ever went wrong, there would be no newspapers. Also: If you've spent six months learning how to properly fire a musket that set you back more than $1,000, you don't want to just walk around holding it.

It is fortunate, then, that some areas of this country (most of it, in fact) are considerably more lax about who is allowed to carry a weapon. While trying to find some work-around by which I would be able to fire an 18th-century musket without sacrificing months of my life learning how to do it safely, I heard of a ginormous reenactment of the Battle of Bunker Hill, the war's first major contest, taking place in June. The original battle site is preserved today by the National Park Service as a darling little plot penned in on all sides by urban Boston. This precludes it from accommodating thousands of visitors eager to witness simulated slaughter. The reenactment, therefore, would be held 35 miles up the coast, in Gloucester, Massachusetts. "And because it's not happening on National Park property," my tipster informed me, "we have a little more flexibility."


An American militiaman fires his musket--containing black powder but no projectiles--at the Battle of Bunker Hill. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



But first, I would have to be a woman.

After several weeks harassing various kind reenactors by phone call and email, I was dumped into the aproned lap of Stacy Booth, a member of Colonel Bailey's 2nd Massachusetts Regiment, which provides impressions of individuals who might have lived between 1770 and 1783. Stacy was coordinating civilian activities (that is: activities relating to 18th-century civilian reenactors) for the Bunker Hill event. She agreed to help me fulfill my dream of enacting reenacting, and we decided that I would spend one day as a civilian woman and one as an enlisted man.

I do not know how to sew anything, including a suite of 18th-century clothing. I got my husband to help me take a dozen persnickety measurements of my physique so that I could order custom garments from some of the foremost retailers of 18th-century-clothing reproductions--companies whose product quality, frequently mocked by hard-core reenactors, is, at the same time, generally deemed passable. Stacy introduced me to Susan Stewart, another stalwart of the 2nd Massachusetts, who agreed to help me learn to dress myself, and to provide additional clothing for me to borrow, if I flew to Boston a couple of weeks before the event.

This was fortunate, because neither my custom-made "Green Linen Gown" ($385 plus shipping) nor my "Linen Frock Coat--Short Collar" ($425 plus shipping) remotely fit. (How far off were my measurements? I am an adult woman of above-average height, and the nonreturnable gown, which I donated to the 2nd Massachusetts, is set to be repurposed for a 6-year-old girl.)

Within an hour of meeting Susan, I was nearly naked in her home. She laced me into my stays, instructing me in how to "fluff" my breasts upward as part of the process, and kindly yet firmly correcting my assumption that I would not be allowed to wear underwear during the reenactment. ("They did not. We all do.") The nearly $2,000 this magazine had splashed out for my clothing, much of which did not fit, appeared to cause her bodily pain. She seriously considered spending hours altering my child-size dress, but in the end settled for loaning me virtually everything I needed, and she also made me lunch. I remind the reader that this is merely Susan's hobby--a hobby in which she pays to participate.

I felt uglier as a middle-class woman in 1775 than I ever have in my life. From the inside out, I wore: low-rise hip-hugger underwear (not period-correct); white thigh-high cotton stockings fastened with cotton ribbon garters; a white linen shift with commodious sleeves; the buff-colored linen stays, which blockaded my torso yet neglected to bestow the fetching hourglass silhouette imposed by modern corsets; a green linen petticoat (essentially a skirt split into two panels of fabric hung on cotton string); mushroom-brown hanging linen pockets (tied around my waist); a brown linen petticoat; a green linen bedgown (functionally, the ensemble's shirt); a linen apron of bitsy blue and white checks; an enormous neckerchief hand-dyed with soft-red and dark-pink flora on a field of olive brown, folded in half diagonally and stretched over the shoulders; leather mules; and a white ruffled cap fastened around my skull with a burgundy ribbon tied in a bow (and further secured via a hidden plastic comb--not period-correct).

I had removed my makeup, nail polish, wedding ring, and earrings, and inserted contact lenses. When I studied myself in the mirror of the public restroom at the park where the Bunker Hill reenactment was taking place, what looked back at me was a shapeless mound of fabrics crowned by my plain stupid face--devoid of the natural glow I daily simulate with cosmetics--and the mortifying bonnet.

I probed my reflection for some trace of my own Revolution-era ancestor, whose features are a mystery to me. Priscilla Timbers was 18 in 1775 and resided in Virginia, about 16 miles (via I-95) from the farm where George Washington spent his childhood. Like me, she was the daughter of a white woman and a Black man; her mother was most likely a free servant working in the same household as her father, an enslaved man. I tried to picture myself as I imagine Priscilla: a tastefully sexy teen. Would she have looked better than I did under so many yards of fabric? How big was the bow on her cap? Did she have any inkling, in March 1775, that, as her fellow Virginian Patrick Henry thundered in a speech in Richmond, "The war is inevitable, and let it come!" Might a second- or thirdhand account of Henry's cataclysmic conclusion--"Give me liberty or give me death!"--have reached her by June? How, if at all, would such news make its way to a really quite striking teen?

Meandering through these thoughts, I was assaulted by a traumatizing realization: I am 36. I therefore, in all likelihood, more closely resemble a faintly suntanned version of Priscilla's white mother, who was about 40 years old in 1775. In fact, Sarah's whiteness is the only reason I am aware that her daughter existed; it created a vine of legal paperwork that curlicued across generations, hundreds of years later spiraling through free online genealogy forums, where I tripped across it one day after Googling my grandfather's name. Under Virginia law, Sarah's free status, impoverished as it was, conferred upon her daughter, and her daughter's sons and daughters, the same freedom.

The traces of Priscilla in written records mostly take the form of attestations in which various Caucasians state under oath that they have long been acquainted with Priscilla's family, and know her mother to have been a free white woman; or know that certain people are Priscilla's children and grandchildren and, thus, descended from free, white Sarah. If Sarah had been enslaved, there would be no documents to give me even this brumous view into her and her daughter's existences.

I have no idea how these members of my family, only a few generations removed from me, experienced the Revolution. This is one of the reenactors' central points: Sarah and Priscilla were part of the reality that formed my country and my self, and I don't know anything about their lives.

The Bunker Hill reenactment coincided with the first sunny Saturday to enlighten the Boston area in 15 weeks, which may explain why some 20,000 people turned out to Gloucester's Stage Fort Park that weekend to witness it. The organizers were hell-bent on doing it right, which meant huge, which meant six British tall ships in the harbor, which meant they needed a harbor. They also needed sufficient space (and porta-johns) for 1,000 camping reenactors, a hill for soldiers to run up, and room for members of the public to watch it all unfold. The seaside site in Gloucester satisfied all these criteria. And because the interpretation would take place in a random municipal park, people were free to die there, as long as they were only pretending to.


The British arrive at Bunker Hill. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



I emerged from my tent that Saturday morning half dressed, in my bedgown and just one petticoat--Susan had promised to help lace me into my stays--and picked my way through alleys of spectral white tents to the 2nd Massachusetts' commissary. For $20 and a volunteer shift, group members would receive five meals, plus snacks. A cast-iron pan the size of an extra-large pizza box sat atop flaming logs; inside it were more scrambled eggs than I'd ever seen in my life ("23 dozen"). Hot water for coffee dangled in a metal pail. By 7 o'clock, I was shoveling down expertly charred bacon like one who has overwintered with General Washington in New Jersey. Stacy's husband, Mark, the captain of the 2nd Massachusetts, sipped a gleaming Capri Sun. Visible anachronisms were permitted until eight, when the event would officially open to the public.

The June 17, 1775, Battle of Bunker Hill was fought between forces roughly quadruple the size of those in our reenactment. But, like the 2025 event, it did not occur on Bunker Hill. Patriot militia forces, encircling British-occupied Boston, had been instructed to work through the night to fortify a strategic position atop one of two hills--Bunker Hill--overlooking the city. When the sun rose on the 17th, it was revealed that the colonists--possibly out of a last-minute change of plans, possibly out of moonlit confusion--had built a rough defensive fort on the other hill, Breed's Hill. That's the one the British charged.

Even at one-quarter scale, the re-created battle really was something. Weapons were loaded with black powder. Real cannons boomed every few seconds, and the rackety-crack of real muskets was constant. The smoke was thick enough to cast its own shadows upon the hill. The sulfurous scent of hell wafted on the sea breeze.

The British reenactors could not help but lure the audience's attention away from the Patriots. They moved, in their smart red coats, with ordinate intention, firing in sequence, attacking, falling back, and redoubling their fake efforts. The colonists, at first, simply picked off oncoming redcoats from behind the safety of their redoubt, until, excited and discombobulated by the macabre spectacle of the slope disappearing beneath the bodies of the enemy, they began firing randomly--all of this playing out as it had on the day, when the undisciplined Patriot forces quickly ran out of ammunition.




For someone like me, who has trouble picturing things that are not immediately in front of her, watching people run up the hill was illuminating. A historian with a mic provided play-by-play narration for the crowd, explaining actions that were inscrutable to the casual viewer. "You can see Americans are pounding stakes in the field in front of the redoubt," he said. Why did the audience think they were doing that?

"Trip wire," a spectator in a beach chair in front of me confidently told a child.

In fact, the stakes were distance markers. Smooth-bore muskets, the emcee explained, fire inaccurately beyond about 50 yards; markers like these helped the colonists hold their fire until it would be most deadly. (The possibly apocryphal imperative to delay shooting " 'til you see the whites of their eyes" infiltrated the American lexicon from Bunker Hill.)

The most difficult job any reenactor performed that day was not scattering white mice with painted red eyes around the food area (the task I was assigned at lunchtime). It was not shouting historically attested quotations during the simulated battle. It wasn't even manning the smoldering cannons--a job that has, for centuries, put both soldiers and reenactors in a position to possibly have their arms blown off. (One cannoneer reenactor told me that her mom's cousin "lost his hands" operating a cannon during the bicentennial.) It was being a British soldier who was killed in the redcoats' first failed charge up the hill. These reenactors were forced to lie face down in the sun-scorched grass for nigh on an hour, baking in their red wool uniforms (and, in the cases of those outfitted as grenadiers, towering fur hats).

Hours after the battle, when the spectators had gone home for the day and the undead soldiers had dusted themselves off, hundreds of reenactors, including several I had known back when they were Green Mountain Boys, gathered in the dark for a "jollification"--a chance to drink free cider, ale, lager, wine, and molasses rum that various participants had managed to procure in great quantities. An 18th-century-dressed stranger materialized out of the black night--there was no electricity at the jollification--and offered me psychedelic mushrooms. (I declined her offer.) The reenactors were still scream-singing 18th-century prison ballads when I descended the hill back to my tent, clawed myself out of my stays, and fell asleep on the ground.

So many reenactors explained to me so many times the mechanics by which a marble-size lead musket ball is ejected through the (smooth, not rifled) barrel of a musket that I am tempted to recite them here, just to prove that I can. But I can't spare 5,000 words. By the time I got to the Bunker Hill reenactment, I had heard enough musket horror stories--about a gun kicking back and breaking a man's nose because he didn't realize he had loaded it with three charges of gunpowder; about how, if a paper-wadded musket ball is not nestled in powder at the very bottom of your gun's breech, "you have yourself a pipe bomb"--that I had grown afraid to shoot one. But I had begged to do it, and so I would have to.

On Sunday morning, I dressed as a man in birch-colored linen breeches that fastened in front with two quarter-size buttons; a linen "work shirt" worn over a chest binder from Amazon (the latter neither period-correct nor--we're all friends here; we can say it--greatly needed); a pale waistcoat with 12 silver buttons; a cumbersome brown frock coat; a black cocked hat; a raspberry kerchief knotted jauntily around my neck; the most discreet black sneakers I could find; and gigantic, flappy gaiters to hide them.

Though the men's kit was even more stifling, I was less bothered by my appearance in it, because I looked so completely foreign to myself. (Also, no member of the public reached out to rub the fabric of the men's garments between their fingertips--"Nice linen!"--as one had when I was a woman in skirts.)

Thus attired, I stood on the Atlantic shore, clutching the musket to what my instructor referred to as "the meaty part" of my shoulder. The gun was so heavy, I had to cantilever my upper body backward to keep it aloft. I pulled the trigger, producing a tiny fireball and a loud crack. "Baaaaaaaah! " I said. To my relief and delight, the firearm had not exploded in my face, maiming me for life. I couldn't wait to put it down.

In the afternoon, the reenactors staged the Battle of Bunker Hill all over again, for the Sunday crowd. On both days, nuance was pulverized in the heat of war. "These are the good guys," a father told his son, pointing at the Patriot forces. He probably did not know that, actually, many soldiers serving the Crown held ideas about liberty that were at least as, if not more, radical than those held by many Patriots, as had been explained to me at the lake house, right before our emergency pizzas (thank you, Cam) arrived.


The careful observer might spy signs of modernity. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



Watching a dozen redcoat reenactors face-plant in the grass probably did not help the assembled spectators better comprehend the horrors of war. But many did learn something. A significant portion of the crowd seemed surprised and disappointed to discover--as they watched the King's soldiers surge over the redoubt on their third charge attempt, taunting retreating colonial militiamen--that the Americans lost the Battle of Bunker Hill.

Back in Vermont, it took Cam's men an hour to prize him out of his leather boots, which popped off in choking puffs of oiled baby powder. I was the only woman in the lake house of 41 people, and so was offered one of its three beds. ("A clog upon every movement!" Commander Washington snarled across the centuries.) The luckier Green Mountain Boys used couch parts for pillows; most lay on the bare floor. Ian, a 26-year-old preschool teacher, who had slept Thursday night on a pile of straw, spent Friday night in a closet, on a mattress of pizza boxes. When morning came, Cam was back in his wet boots.

We resumed the march in winterish May drizzle and by mid-afternoon reached the spot whence, in 1775, the Green Mountain Boys launched their assault against the fort, silently sneaking across Lake Champlain. To ferry reenactors across, the astonishing Fort Ticonderoga staff had hand-built two flat-bottomed bateaux. The sun emerged while we rowed across the lake. On the New York shore, it shone through the fuzzy caterpillar heads of giant foxtail grass. The effect was enchanting, but not period-correct. Giant foxtail was introduced to North America by accident in the 1920s, mixed in with grain imported from Asia.

Because I was not wearing period clothing, I could not participate in the climax of the reenactment, when the Green Mountain Boys, led by Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold, would rush in and seize the fort. I wished them luck with the mission, and split off to claim a bleacher seat. The original Green Mountain Boys had stormed the gates at 3:30 a.m. When the commemorative reenactment--"REAL TIME REVOLUTIONTM 3-Day Reenactment: No Quarter!"--began 250 years later, the first evening stars were tiptoeing out. A fort historian set the scene: The British garrison was small, he explained, occupied by only 66 people--not just soldiers, but their families as well. In real life, the Green Mountain Boys had been guided the final stretch to the fort by a local lad who knew it better than any militiaman; he had spent all that day "playing with the boys" who lived there, he later recalled. He saw the soldiers' sons "most every day." They were his closest friends.


The careful observer might spy signs of modernity. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



A few minutes later, cries of "Halt!" and "Alarm! Alarm!" echoed off the fort's stone entryway. Reenactors portraying British sentries were bum-rushed by a swarm of whooping Green Mountain Boys. At a word from Arnold--"Get them out of their beds!"--a horde rushed into the garrison, emerging seconds later, dragging and pushing bewildered men, women, and children dressed in flimsy nightclothes into the hollow heart of the fort. The night had grown cold, and the families were ordered to kneel on the packed dirt. Some were in bare feet. "Be careful!" a woman called out. "There's an infant right here!" There was an infant right there--a two-month-old boy, swaddled in period-correct cloth against a reenactor's chest.

The Green Mountain Boys encircled the hostages, muskets aloft. Allen thundered a command for the British to hand over the fort. "If you do not comply, or a single gun from this fort is fired, neither man, woman, or child will be left alive!" he yelled. "What?" gasped a cowering woman. A few Green Mountain Boys flipped their muskets around and menaced the kneelers with the butt ends. "For the sake of your men and their families," Arnold said to a British officer, "surrender this post."

All of this was surprisingly upsetting to witness. These were my sweet Green Mountain Boys? The ones who had spent two days drawing my attention to interesting birds' nests we marched past, sharing with me the orange peels they had candied themselves, and teaching me about buttons? When I'd first been introduced to them, they had been interchangeable old-timey people. Now I could easily distinguish between the beech-nut and ash browns of their wool coats. I knew exactly how damp those coats were, how overpoweringly they reeked of wet sheep. That was Emily, the fifer, dragging a man out of bed. That was Wilson, the genial leather-breeches maker, shoving a soldier to his knees. These were my friends? Holding a baby hostage at gunpoint? When the fort commander surrendered his sword, shrieks of glee ripped from the throats of the Green Mountain Boys.

I spent the night in a Super 8 and, when I returned to the fort the next morning, was jarred to realize that the reenactment had resumed. Oxen were taking part in it now; they were being used to tow the imprisoned soldiers' belongings, as the British-garrison reenactors--now prisoners of war--were marched toward the parking lot. When, I wondered, would the past end? I spotted a Green Mountain Boy I knew, Avi, and confessed to him that I'd found the reenactment unsettling. "It was a big tragedy," he said. "These people"--he cast his eyes over the parade ground--"were as American as us in a lot of ways."

This, perhaps, is the chief merit of reenacting: not that it glorifies past accomplishments or condemns past failures, but that it emphasizes how any action humans have ever performed, whether for good or for ill, has been carried out by ordinary women and men. The Green Mountain Boys were not hellhounds. They were farmers. Kind and generous fellows were no doubt among the British soldiers killed at Bunker Hill. George Washington turned out in clean military dress because women did his laundry.

This is an emboldening and disquieting way to apprehend history: not as a logical march toward an inevitable destination, but as a free-for-all dash subjected to the whims of regular people. It could end up anywhere.

And if people in the present fawn over history, it is no less true that many in the past were preoccupied with how the future would regard them. Take, for instance, these lines of poetry commemorating the 99th anniversary of American independence, in 1875:

They pierced the veil
Of distant years, lov'd us, although unborn,
And purchased, with their arms, and purest blood,
The bright inheritance we now enjoy.


The sentiment strikes 21st-century ears as unremarkable; we are accustomed to adulating the revolutionaries. But, in fact, the words sweat on the page. The poem, titled "The Anticipation for the 99th Year of American Independence," was published in 1780, in the middle of the war. Independence was a fantasy, not yet secured. The writer dreamed of someday being remembered kindly--hopefully by Americans.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Into the Breeches."
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        Retribution Is Here
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If the secret to understanding a strongman is to identify his greatest weakness, one place to start with Donald Trump is his obsession with his own eventual obituaries. Trump knows that they will mention his history-making presidencies, his ostentatious wealth, and his unusual charisma--but he also is aware that when he dies, people will remember his conviction on 34 felony counts, and that there is nothing he...

      

      
        The Trumpian Fantasy of WhiteHouse.gov
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        Last week, Donald Trump's White House anticipated the impending government shutdown like an album release, placing a massive countdown clock at the top of WhiteHouse.gov. "Democrat Shutdown Is Imminent," read the online home of the People's House, on a black background. Now that the shutdown has happened, a clock is counting upward: "Democrats Have Shut Down the Government," it says, with numbers climbing to mark the seconds, minutes, hours, and days that have elapsed.This is an unusual use of th...

      

      
        Smoke in the Caribbean
        Jonathan Lemire

        The videos of carnage on the open seas have, by now, become almost routine: A small, fast-moving boat skips along the waves. Seconds later, it erupts into a ball of flame after munitions flying too quickly to be seen on camera strike their target. By the end of the short clip, huge clouds of smoke fill the screen. After one such air strike last week, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth described the four people on board--who were alleged drug runners--the way the United States once depicted al-Qaeda ope...

      

      
        Trump's Nobel Thirst Is Actually Great for the World
        Jonathan Chait

        "I'd kill for a Nobel Peace Prize," the comedian Steven Wright once joked. This may be unironically true of President Donald Trump. But of course you are not meant to kill for this award. And because the prize cannot be won through threats, bribery, or any of Trump's other customary tools, his only remaining avenue is to actually encourage peace. Which, amazingly enough, appears to be happening.The newly announced agreement between Israel and Hamas may or may not develop into a genuine peace deal...
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        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. "A magazine, when properly conducted, is the nursery of genius; and by constantly accumulating new matter, becomes a kind of market for wit and utility."Thomas Paine made this (true) statement in 1775, in the first issue of The Pennsylvania Magazine, for which he served as editor. In this same manifesto, he had unkind words for the magazine's older cousins. "The British ma...

      

      
        Secrets of a Radical Duke
        Danielle Allen

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. In the summer of 2016, my family flew ahead of me to England for a vacation. Their taxi driver from the airport to London was chatty, and somehow the conversation drifted to the fact that he was from Lewes, in Sussex. This led to a bit of trivia about his hometown that the driver thought would be of interest to visitors from America: Thomas Paine, the Englishman turned Ame...

      

      
        The Moral Foundation of America
        Elaine Pagels

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. For thousands of years, the view that only rulers conferred rights or privileges on everyone else was taken for granted in traditional societies around the world. In the ancient empires of Babylonia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, only those whom rulers regarded as their peers had value, or what the Romans called dignitas. Hindu societies enshrined the ruler as one who embodies ...

      

      
        Can Gen Z Get Rid of Their iPhones?
        Elias Wachtel

        In 2009, Apple coined a catchy slogan: "There's an app for just about anything." The original commercial is a time capsule from the early years--when the idea that smartphones could be used in every corner of life read more as a promise than a threat.Now we have apps to help us stop using apps. The deterrents are creative. Some apps slow down how quickly we can open others; some block everything except calls and texts until we enter a specific password; some prompt us to reflect on a mantra or tak...

      

      
        The Happiness of Choosing to Walk Alone
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Several years ago, I did some lecturing at a university in Moscow. One of my Russian colleagues had been involved in the dissident student movement in the 1980s, and talked a lot about how bad the regime was and how much most people hated it. I was curious about how, if it was so unpopular, the Soviet system managed to survive for so long. "Brute force?" I asked. "No," he said, "it was the fact t...

      

      
        You Have No Idea How Hard It Is to Be a Reenactor
        Caity Weaver

        Photographs by Scott RossiEditor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Benedict Arnold had been growing hunkier all afternoon.Incarnated, at the moment, by Cameron Green, the director of interpretation at historic Fort Ticonderoga, Arnold had spent much of this May Friday on horseback. Sixty rain-numbed Revolutionary War reenacto...

      

      
        Americans Are About to Feel the Government Shutdown
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        As far as government shutdowns go, this one has so far lacked the round-the-clock chaos of its predecessors. There have been no dramatic late-night clashes on the floors of Congress, no steep stock-market plunges driven by panicked investors, no prime-time presidential addresses from the Oval Office. Even the running clocks on cable-news chyrons have disappeared.But in the reality show that has replaced a properly functioning system of democratic governance, we are fast approaching the moment whe...

      

      
        Saudi Arabia Gets the Last Laugh
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsUpdated at 10:45 a.m. ET on October 9, 2025It's hard to be a comedian; it's never just bits and punch lines. They expect you to weigh in on so much serious stuff: cancel culture, political repression. And now the latest heavy question plaguing the world of stand-up is: "Should you decline to perform at a comedy festival in a country that has arrested and jailed some of its own comedians?" The Riyadh Comedy Festival in Sau...

      

      
        Bari Weiss Still Thinks It's 2020
        Jonathan Chait

        Bari Weiss, the new editor in chief of CBS News, has pledged to uphold the network's traditional ideals of objectivity and rigor. Perhaps she will. Yet the evidence suggests a more discouraging future for one of the great pillars of American broadcast journalism.Weiss casts herself as an independent thinker. She has described herself at various times as a left-leaning centrist, a moderate liberal, "politically homeless," a "radical centrist," and a conservative. She has defined her ideology as a ...

      

      
        Trump's Plan to Finally End the Gaza War
        Yair Rosenberg

        When Donald Trump brokered the Abraham Accords in his first term, he heralded the normalization agreements between Israel and several Arab states as "the foundation for a comprehensive peace across the entire region." In truth, the Accords were a diplomatic handshake between countries that had never fought a war. They did not resolve the region's conflicts, and were not the seismic achievement that Trump presented them to be. Last night, however, Trump finally struck his first real blow for Middl...

      

      
        Something Weird Is Happening With Halloween Chocolate
        Yasmin Tayag

        Updated at 11:32 a.m. ET on October 8, 2025My first thought upon seeing the Halloween-candy display at my local CVS last week was: Ooh, new treats! Then a second thought barged in: These new treats seemed awfully light on the chocolate. The Hershey's Nuggets contained a pumpkin-spice-latte cream. The M&M's were filled with, from what I could tell, berry-flavored peanut butter. And the Ghost Toast Kit Kats were covered not in chocolate, but in a fawn-colored cinnamon coating.Candy manufacturers re...

      

      
        Politicians Aren't Cool Enough to Curse This Much
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The winter of early 1981 was a simpler time, a gentler time. Like so many college students, I was watching Saturday Night Live in the living room of my small dorm when the SNL cast member Charles Rocket dropped an f-bomb on live television. I looked around at my fellow students. Did we just hear that? T...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4:10 p.m. ET on October 8, 2025.Welcome back for another week of The Atlantic's un-trivial trivia, drawn from recently published stories. Without a trifle in the bunch, maybe what we're really dealing with here is--hmm--"significa"? "Consequentia"?Whatever butchered bit of Latin you prefer, read on for today's questions. (Last week's questions can be found here.)To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.Wednesday, October 8, 2025Fro...

      

      
        Bring Back High-Stakes School Testing
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the strange and revealing controversy over Donald Trump's rumored commemorative coin and what it says about the culture of flattery and self-abasement now defining MAGA politics.Then David is joined by former U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings for a candid look at the crisis in American education. Spellings, a key architect of No ...

      

      
        Pam Bondi, Loyal Servant
        Quinta Jurecic

        At a normal congressional oversight hearing, the person testifying at least answers a decent number of the questions asked by members of Congress from the opposing party. Not Attorney General Pam Bondi.Testifying before the Senate Judiciary Committee yesterday, Bondi spent her time talking over Democratic senators, leveling personal attacks at them, and refusing to provide basic factual information. With Republicans, in contrast, she was smooth and solicitous. She expressed her fealty to Donald T...

      

      
        What Not to Fix About Baseball
        Mark Leibovich

        To borrow a baseball term of art (okay, a cliche), Jane Leavy is an elite spitballer. No one is better built than Leavy, a crafty veteran sportswriter, for between-innings repartee, wry asides, and tossed-off ideas for improving her beloved sport--and maybe even keeping its ever-looming obsolescence at bay for another decade or three.Leavy's suggestions for spicing up baseball reflect the essence of spitballing--a pastime within a pastime. Baseball's most devoted fans have a long tradition of compl...

      

      
        The Atlantic presents special issue: "The Unfinished Revolution"
        The Atlantic

        Launching today and just ahead of the nation's 250th anniversary, a special issue of The Atlantic brings together a remarkable group of scholars, essayists, and reporters to revisit America's founding era, measuring the success of the American experiment, two and a half centuries later, against the lofty dreams and designs of the founding generation. In an editor's note, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes of the issue, "You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or...
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Retribution Is Here

The president's threats of revenge are no longer bluster.

by Jonathan Lemire




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

If the secret to understanding a strongman is to identify his greatest weakness, one place to start with Donald Trump is his obsession with his own eventual obituaries. Trump knows that they will mention his history-making presidencies, his ostentatious wealth, and his unusual charisma--but he also is aware that when he dies, people will remember his conviction on 34 felony counts, and that there is nothing he can do about it. Even now, White House officials have told me, Trump rages about how his guilty verdict is sure to be mentioned way up high in his obituaries.

Trump's fixation on all of this leapt to mind today when I heard that he'd called for the arrests of the governor of Illinois and the mayor of Chicago--not just because it explains Trump's psychology, but also because this obsession is one of the driving motivations of his revenge crusade, which is now escalating dramatically.

It bears pausing on the starkness of these facts: The president of the United States today demanded the jailing of two elected officials who belong to the opposing political party. Trump did not offer evidence that Governor J. B. Pritzker and Mayor Brandon Johnson had committed a crime, nor did he even suggest what charge either man would face, though the outburst presumably stemmed from their opposition to Trump sending the National Guard to Chicago to protect ICE officers.

Read: Portland's 'war zone' is like Burning Man for the terminally online

This, of course, is hardly the first time Trump has urged the incarceration of his political foes. (This is the man who led "Lock her up" chants at his rallies, after all.) But what makes this moment so significant is what happened a short time later, in a courtroom just outside Washington, D.C. There, former FBI Director James Comey was arraigned on charges of making false statements to Congress. Trump's threats are no longer bluster. The guardrails of his first term are gone. He is instead surrounded by enablers, including a pliant attorney general. The federal government is taking legal action against those whom Trump wants punished. Retribution is here.

White House aides scoffed to reporters in the first months of this administration that the talk of vengeance was an overblown media creation and that Trump was instead focusing on matters such as tariffs and resolving global conflicts. They acknowledged that during a signature campaign speech, Trump had flat-out declared, "I am your retribution," promising his supporters that he'd strike back at those in power who they believed had oppressed them or curtailed their freedoms. He would simply right some wrongs, his aides claimed, by, say, pardoning the January 6 rioters--and yes, yes, all of them, including those who'd violently attacked police officers. Even as those around him, led by his aide Stephen Miller and others using Project 2025 as a playbook, began to challenge powerful institutions--such as law firms and universities--that they believed had long worked against conservatives, the president's aides insisted that talk of revenge was just hyperbole.

Yet after the passage of the so-called One Big Beautiful Bill Act and the revival of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal, things changed, one current and two former White House officials, as well as one outside adviser, told me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations. Trump couldn't get some die-hard MAGA supporters to stop dwelling on his ties to the disgraced sex offender. The signature Republican legislation proved unpopular. The economy, whipsawed by tariffs, was displaying warning signs. Trump's poll numbers began to slip, and the GOP was in danger of losing the midterms--which alarmed Trump and fueled some of his most extreme moves. With Republican control of Congress in danger, Trump began focusing more on retaliation.

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

Trump has long ruminated about the criminal and civil charges that were brought against him after his first term in office. He now privately acknowledges that they were a political gift, believing that the charges reeked of government overreach and made him look like a martyr to his supporters, the outside adviser and one former official told me. He has told advisers that, in retrospect, every day he spent at the defense table in a Manhattan courtroom during a trial for falsifying business records was a political advertisement. The case yielded a conviction, but that was the only trial he faced before last year's presidential election (after his win, he faced no real punishment and was able to make the other cases vanish). But in the moment, he was terrified of being convicted and still seethes at the humiliation he faced.

He has fumed for months to aides and outside allies about the injustices he believes he has faced, but often, his rants--or social-media posts--have not contained explicit instructions, leaving it up to officials to determine how, or whether, to carry out his wishes, one current and one former aide told me. But one Truth Social post late last month was shocking in its directness. In what appeared to have been intended as a private message to Attorney General Pam Bondi, Trump directly called for the prosecution of Comey as well as of Senator Adam Schiff of California and New York Attorney General Letitia James. All three had crossed Trump: Comey had helped steer the initial steps of the Russia investigation; Schiff was among the leaders of Trump's first impeachment; James was behind a civil case that resulted in a $500 million penalty for the president. Comey was indicted just days after Trump's message, in a case brought by a replacement federal prosecutor after the original attorney balked and was forced out. Another prosecutor reportedly resigned rather than bring charges against James.

The normal barriers between the White House and the Department of Justice were obliterated. And Trump made his motivation plain, writing in the message to Bondi: "They impeached me twice, and indicted me (5 times!), OVER NOTHING. JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

Trump has never much cared for the principles of the criminal-justice system. In the 1980s, he added to his then-growing fame by calling for the execution of the five suspects in the Central Park jogger case before they'd even been convicted. (They were later exonerated.) In his 2016 campaign, he called for the imprisonment of Hillary Clinton for her use of a private email server, though she had not been charged with any crime. In his first term, Trump believed that the Department of Justice was there to serve his whims--he famously asked for his own Roy Cohn, the notoriously ruthless New York lawyer--but was stymied at times by his previous attorneys general, Jeff Sessions and William Barr, and by entrenched department norms enforced by career officials. Trump's wishes for investigations into Clinton, John Kerry, and Barack Obama were denied.

But those obstacles are gone. Trump has insisted that the Department of Justice under Joe Biden was weaponized against him, claims goaded on by aides such as Miller and Russell Vought, who also champion efforts to expand the president's power over all facets of the executive branch. And Bondi's appearance before the Senate oversight committee yesterday was defined by her refusal to answer basic questions about her work--including the Comey indictment--as well as an obsequiousness to Trump that suggested that she was indeed comfortable acting as the president's personal lawyer.

"The firewall between the political side and the DOJ has completely eroded," Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island told me in an email. "And there's the very peculiar parallel that you have a former FBI director coming in to be charged with lying to Congress, yet we have the Attorney General of the United States not being truthful to Congress."

The administration has creatively used other levers of government to punish its foes; see the way it has wielded the threat of cutting off federal funding to universities or federal business with large law firms, or the way it's either toyed with or initiated harassment against individuals--stripping security clearances, triggering IRS audits, revoking licenses, pursuing expensive litigation. The pace has picked up since the murder of Charlie Kirk. Officials have used the assassination as a pretext to act upon plans that were already in the works, some written by Miller, to crack down on what they deem are lefty NGOs and other organizations, including those funded by George Soros.

Read: Fear of losing the midterms is driving Trump's decisions

When I asked what charges Trump thought would be appropriate against Pritzker and Johnson, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson responded in a statement that the men "have blood on their hands," and that "these failed leaders have stood idly by while innocent Americans fall victim to violent crime time and time again."

Trump has aimed to expand presidential power and use it to go after his critics in ways that this country has never seen. He stripped away Kamala Harris's security detail, the Department of Justice is investigating the former CIA director turned Trump critic John Brennan, and the Federal Communications Commission threatened Jimmy Kimmel. In some cases, he wants to inflict on others the charges he himself faced: John Bolton, the president's former national security adviser, had his home raided by FBI agents as part of a classified-materials probe, and Lisa Cook, a Federal Reserve governor, has been accused of mortgage fraud (Trump was previously accused of mishandling classified materials and falsifying property records).

Those close to Trump no longer downplay the possibility of the retribution campaign widening further. And the president himself, following Comey's indictment, indicated that his personal vengeance tour is only getting started.

"They weaponized the Justice Department like nobody in history," Trump said. "What they've done is terrible, and so I would, I hope, frankly, I hope there are others. You can't let this happen to a country."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/trump-retribution-comey-chicago/684497/?utm_source=feed
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The Trumpian Fantasy of WhiteHouse.gov

The administration's confusing, creepy new style

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Last week, Donald Trump's White House anticipated the impending government shutdown like an album release, placing a massive countdown clock at the top of WhiteHouse.gov. "Democrat Shutdown Is Imminent," read the online home of the People's House, on a black background. Now that the shutdown has happened, a clock is counting upward: "Democrats Have Shut Down the Government," it says, with numbers climbing to mark the seconds, minutes, hours, and days that have elapsed.



This is an unusual use of the White House website. Though WhiteHouse.gov has always been a place to showcase the administration's agenda, it has mostly looked like the website of a mid-size high school. During the Clinton administration, it had the goofy GeoCities look of the day (American-flag GIFs); by the start of George W. Bush's presidency, it had transitioned into a bland informational page rendered in blue, white, and gray, clotted with text. ("President Bush Participates in Signing Ceremony With NATO Secretary General De Hoop Scheffer for NATO Accession Protocols for Albania and Croatia," for example.) It stayed that way, with minor tweaks, throughout the Obama administration, and it was as dry as ever during Trump's first term too. Even as Trump was inciting an insurrection against the United States government, his team did not use the White House website to promote that goal. On January 6, 2021, the homepage still showed information about the new COVID-19 vaccines.



But when Trump returned to office in January 2025, his transition team had a redesign ready to go. The first day, the website was transformed. Visitors saw an auto-playing trailer with an action-movie score--helicopter, jets, eagle, salute, thumbs-up, then a new White House logo in which said house was mostly black. After the video came a landing page with a photo of Trump and the message "AMERICA IS BACK" written in a new, spindly serif font on a dark navy background. Unmistakably, the design evokes the concept of "dark mode," the default app setting for guys who take themselves very seriously and who relish the idea that they may be edgy and cool. (A friend of mine used to react to people putting their phones in dark mode by saying "Okay, Batman.") By the way, the site is no longer available in Spanish.



Read: We're all in 'dark mode' now



Americans don't need the White House website to explain to them the attitude of this administration--Trump's actions and the consequences of them are plain to see. Yet the White House website is a record of an era: Looking back at the Bush years, I was struck by the plainness of the design, but also the gentle and classic expressions of patriotism that were about as jarring as an American-flag postage stamp. If WhiteHouse.gov is a chapter in the story of the second Trump administration, what is it saying?



Not a design expert myself, I asked Pamela Lee, a professor of modern and contemporary art at Yale, to take a look at the site. I told her I thought the dramatic darkening of the page scanned to me as creepy and menacing, but she called this a matter of perspective. "You read it as spooky," she said. "Some folks might come to it and think it represents something serious, somber, and masculine." (Appropriate, maybe, for a return to power.)



The same "dark mode" font treatment and color scheme have been used on the White House social-media pages since the first days of the new administration, marking another departure from the previous anodyne style. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote in March, on X, the White House is now a troll account, borrowing its snide visual language and tone from some of the internet's most cynical spaces and deploying this style to mock and dehumanize people.



These updates are apparently part of a larger project. In August, Trump announced the creation of a National Design Studio led by an Airbnb co-founder and Tesla board member, Joe Gebbia, one of the DOGE figures who was seen as a successor to Elon Musk after Musk's departure from Washington. (One of the National Design Studio's first projects was the website for the Trump Gold Card, a U.S. visa that will be granted only to those who can "make a gift of $1 million" to "substantially benefit" the United States.)



This new team reportedly replaces a group of United States Digital Service and General Services Administration employees, many of whom resigned or were fired during the DOGE cuts earlier this year. It is tasked with modernizing the government's digital services, but it also promises to beautify them. A launch page for the National Design Studio specifically names the Apple Store as a north star. (The White House initially responded to my request for an interview with the new team, but didn't respond to subsequent attempts to schedule one.)



A week after announcing the design studio, Trump signed an executive order titled "Making Federal Architecture Beautiful Again," which states that classical styles emulating ancient Greece and Rome are the new "default" for government buildings. This sounds like a bit of a mishmash, but I can kind of see the vision. It's familiar as one that has been popular in Silicon Valley for years, where a survey might find that the most beautiful things ever created are Apple devices and the Roman empire.



This hybrid look is shared by many "network state" projects that have emerged in recent years. Those projects, which boast funding from the likes of Sam Altman, Marc Andreessen, and Peter Thiel, promise total freedom for people who regard themselves as overly constrained by our current democracy. They tend to combine elements of sleek, modern design with images and references drawn from the distant past, when men were great, spears were shiny, and buildings were intimidating. They like the look of Roman- and Greek-sculpture busts, for instance, but photoshopped with gradient overlays and sci-fi elements. Another tech-world project called More Monuments is currently working on building a 500-foot-tall statue of George Washington in a classical style but made of stainless steel, which they are funding in part with a crypto token called GEORGE; they plan to call it The Colossus of George.



Trump's personal taste is all over the place. He leans more toward the gilded, his own interior-design preference more toward Versailles. But his chosen architect for the gigantic new White House ballroom is a member of the National Civic Art Society, a nonprofit whose goal is promoting classical architecture, and his selection of Gebbia, who went to the Rhode Island School of Design and cites the Bauhaus movement as inspiration, suggests that he is on board with the Apple-meets-Rome combination.



When I spoke with Toby Norris, an art-history professor at Assumption University who contributed to the recent Routledge book Interrogating the Visual Culture of Trumpism, he said he didn't think that Trump had a coherent aesthetic vision. Instead, he sees "a kind of patchwork of all these things that different people who have influence on him have been pushing." The executive order on architecture, for instance, was reportedly "spearheaded" in 2020 by the National Civic Art Society. Trump issued a version of it at the end of his first term but it was invalidated by the Biden administration almost immediately.



When Trump presents the idea of a return to the classical, it's in a populist tone. Both the 2020 and 2025 orders argue that people dislike the Brutalist government buildings of the second half of the 20th century, and that a revival of classical architecture would be a way of giving people what they want. Critics have countered that classical architecture has taken on a more authoritarian reputation over time. It's the architecture of ancient Athens, the birthplace of democracy. "But it's also the architecture of the Roman empire," Norris said. The later classical architecture of Rome was on a grander scale--more imperial and assertive and over-the-top, he told me. "And then people point out that's exactly what Hitler liked," he added brightly.



At the end of the day, the "dark mode" online aesthetic paired with the offline return to a fantasy of the awe-inspiring past is not much more than a vibe--a porridge of references to power and control. When I spoke with Lee, she noted that the right has recently been reaching into the "grab bag" of history and looking for "moments that represented either the golden ages of this or that or kind of cusp moments." And the gloomy website I pointed to seemed, to her, to represent a darkness before a dawn, if ham-handedly.



Whatever the intention, it would probably be easy enough to sell these ideas to Trump simply by calling them beautiful. "Trump uses the word beauty all the time," Norris observed. "It's obviously a sort of talisman for him, this word beauty." People can disagree about what's beautiful, of course. In her 1999 classic, On Beauty and Being Just, Elaine Scarry argued that spontaneous glimpses of beauty are what inspire in ordinary people the pursuit of truth and justice. I guess from another perspective, it could just mean "winning."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/10/whitehouse-website-trump-redesign/684501/?utm_source=feed
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Smoke in the Caribbean

What the U.S. government is portraying as a drug mission may be about a lot more.

by Nancy A. Youssef, Gisela Salim-Peyer, Jonathan Lemire




The videos of carnage on the open seas have, by now, become almost routine: A small, fast-moving boat skips along the waves. Seconds later, it erupts into a ball of flame after munitions flying too quickly to be seen on camera strike their target. By the end of the short clip, huge clouds of smoke fill the screen. After one such air strike last week, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth described the four people on board--who were alleged drug runners--the way the United States once depicted al-Qaeda operatives: They are, in Hegseth's telling, "combatants," foot soldiers in a foreign terrorist organization that is seeking to "poison our people" and who therefore must be eliminated by any means.

"These strikes will continue until the attacks on the American people are over!!!!" Hegseth wrote.

There are a few holes in the defense secretary's account. For one thing, the boats--there have been four of them--have not been carrying enough fuel to travel from the South American coast directly to the United States. For another, the administration has not said what kind of drugs it is seeking, through the strikes, to stop from entering. But relative to some of its neighbors, Venezuela is neither a major producer nor a significant transit hub for drugs. (Fentanyl, the drug that the president said is "killing hundreds of thousands of our citizens and many very young, beautiful people," doesn't come through the Caribbean at all.) The United States has also not publicly revealed why it believes that those on board these boats are members of Tren de Aragua, a Venezuelan prison gang and the cartel that is the ostensible target. Even some of the president's supporters on Capitol Hill have said that the legal case for military strikes seems dubious at best.

Read: Fentanyl doesn't come through the Caribbean

Yet White House officials have shrugged off questions about the strikes, believing the attacks have a legitimate security rationale and, importantly, are politically popular. "No one is going to mourn a murderous, drug-dealing gang member," one told us.

Both hawkish and isolationist figures in Donald Trump's orbit have found reasons to support the strikes. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, for instance, is a hard-liner on Latin America who has advocated for the ouster of leftist strongmen, including in Cuba, Nicaragua, and, of course, Venezuela. Rubio--whose home state of Florida has a large Venezuelan population--has spoken against Venezuela's president, Nicolas Maduro, who stole the country's most recent election and is not recognized by the United States as the legitimate Venezuelan leader. In Rubio's mind, perhaps, the strikes could weaken Maduro's political and economic grip and bring about regime change.

Then there are the senior officials who see Venezuela as a means to project a tough-guy, defender-of-the-homeland image. Stephen Miller views the air strikes as an opportunity to paint immigrants as a dangerous menace, according to one of the White House officials. Vice President J. D. Vance, though often inclined toward isolationism, has pushed the necessity of defending U.S. borders. And Hegseth, who prefers to be known as the war secretary, is seeking a means of projecting military strength in a region where defense-department planners hope to reassert American primacy. Finally, there's Trump himself, who wants to score a foreign-policy victory amid frustrations over his inability to end the war in Ukraine. One close ally of the president's told us that he was also drawn to the chance to take decisive action, as he did with June's Iran bombings. "He can give the order and watch it explode. It's clear-cut and simple, and no American gets hurt," that ally told us.

"The administration doesn't see strength in deterrence but in action. This is about optics," one former U.S. official told us. The administration posts video clips from the strikes on social media within hours of conducting them, the former official noted, an unusually fast turnaround.

Others in the administration--such as Richard Grenell, Trump's special envoy to the regime--have favored trying to work with the Maduro government instead. But those efforts appear to be on hold after Trump ordered the end of diplomatic talks last week. (Grenell did not respond to a request for comment.) Administration officials have not decided whether they will try to push Maduro out, but the strikes are also a way to test what they can get away with in the region and whether Maduro has any means to respond. So far, the administration sees little downside.

"Whatever happens," the former official said, "the administration will say they lessened the flow of drugs, no matter how slight or small or that we murdered people in international waters."

The Paria Peninsula, on Venezuela's eastern coast, is known for its golden-sand beaches, its forested hills, and its blue-green waters. It's also a center of Venezuelan drug trafficking. Off its coasts, the U.S. has been hunting boats.

We talked by phone with Beatriz, who has lived in the area most of her life. The 37-year-old recalled that when she was a girl, her classmates laughed at her for not knowing that the colorful fishing boats in the harbor, known as peneros, were in fact carrying drugs. (She asked to be identified only by her first name for fear of retribution.) The drug traffickers Beatriz knows run small operations. They might pay extortion fees to government officials, but they don't strike her as big players in an international crime syndicate. One man she knows from her village is a young father and fisherman who has no qualms about moving cocaine instead of fish when the opportunity presents itself and the money to be made is good.

On September 2, one of those peneros was blown up by the United States military en route to Trinidad and Tobago, which lies about seven miles offshore. Since the first strike, military camps have become ubiquitous in the area as Maduro's regime prepares for a potential invasion.

In the past decade, a number of high-level Venezuelan officials have been convicted by American courts for trafficking cocaine to the United States--among them a Venezuelan general known as "El Pollo" and a couple of notorious relatives of Venezuela's first lady known as the "narco-nephews." Also in the past decade, Tren de Aragua, which engages in drug trafficking, among other activities, has expanded beyond the country's borders and acquired a fearsome reputation.

Shortly after taking office, Trump declared Tren de Aragua to be a foreign terrorist organization that had "flooded the United States with deadly drugs, violent criminals, and vicious gangs." In July, the president ordered the Pentagon to target certain Latin American drug cartels. By August, there were eight naval vessels--including destroyers, a cruiser, and a littoral-combat ship--operating in the Caribbean Sea. By September, the first of four boats had been struck, and 21 alleged drug traffickers have now been killed. Last week, the administration sent a confidential notice to Congress signaling its intent to carry out more strikes. The campaign could extend inside Venezuelan territorial waters or include drone strikes inside its land borders, defense officials told us.

"The President determined these cartels are non-state armed groups, designated them as terrorist organizations, and determined that their actions constitute an armed attack against the United States," the administration wrote in the confidential notice, which we reviewed. "The President directed the Department of War to conduct operations against them pursuant to the law of armed conflict."

Read: Trump is crossing a line that dates back to the Revolution

But it is far from clear that the ties between Maduro's government and Tren de Aragua are as extensive as the Trump administration has suggested, or that they exist at all. Ronna Risquez, author of the book El Tren De Aragua, told us there was "no evidence" that Maduro leads gang or drug-smuggling operations; an internal memo from the U.S. National Intelligence Council arrived at a similar conclusion. It's also not clear that Venezuelan drug operations, centralized or otherwise, are significant enough to merit the country being singled out as a threat to American lives. Venezuela is not a major cocaine or fentanyl producer. And even though most of the world's cocaine grows in neighboring Colombia, Venezuela is also not a major transit hub. As of 2020, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration estimated that three-quarters of South American cocaine reached the United States through the Pacific, one-sixth through Colombia's Caribbean shore, and only one-twelfth through Venezuela's Caribbean shore. (Of the four strikes, at least three targeted boats departed from Venezuela; a fourth may have left from Colombia.) And the drugs that do pass through Venezuela will typically also pass through other countries on their way to the United States. "A Venezuelan boat arriving all the way to the United States? To Miami? I have never seen that," Risquez said, although she acknowledged that some boats have made it to Puerto Rico.

And yet, the idea that Maduro is a major drug lord is a key justification for the strikes. Maduro is "one of the largest narco-traffickers in the world and a threat to our national security," Attorney General Pam Bondi said recently. She added that Maduro "uses" Tren de Aragua to "bring deadly drugs and violence" to the United States. During a Tuesday hearing on Capitol Hill, Bondi refused to give a legal justification for the strikes.

The idea that Maduro's regime runs a drug enterprise big enough to endanger American lives is also viewed skeptically in Venezuela, and not just among Maduro apologists. "If the argument is that drug trafficking is a good reason to threaten to invade a country, you'd have to invade Mexico first," says Jose Guerra, who worked as an economist for Venezuela's central bank and then as an opposition lawmaker. The Venezuelan government, Guerra told us, has little incentive to engage in a risky, complex operation like drug trafficking when the country sits on the largest oil reserves in the world: "How many tons of drug would the Venezuelan government have to export to make the same amount of money it makes selling hundreds of thousands of barrels per day?" he asked us. "That's just a tale." Venezuela's oil exports averaged 1.09 million barrels a day in September, the highest monthly level since February 2020. To make that kind of money selling drugs, you would probably need more than a few peneros.

There are overlapping U.S. military missions under way in the Caribbean. Roughly 5,000 U.S. personnel, aboard approximately eight naval vessels operating in the region, are tasked with monitoring nearby boats. When the U.S. suspects one is smuggling narcotics, standard practice calls for the Coast Guard, under its law-enforcement authorities, to board it and potentially seize it and detain those on board. But sometimes their assessments are off. Last month, the Coast Guard said in a statement that its forces boarded a ship "based on reasonable suspicion of illicit drug trafficking activity" but found none on board. (Local news reports said the vessel was carrying tuna.) In fiscal year 2025, the Coast Guard told us, it seized nearly 175,000 pounds of cocaine in the Caribbean.

In addition to the Coast Guard interdictions, there are also now the deadly missions. The U.S. Navy is rotating ships in and out of the area, but Defense officials have declined to say whether the strikes are coming from ships or drone operators based inside the United States. Nor has the military said what kind of munitions it is using in the strikes. Even if the Pentagon is being quiet about details of the operation, it is being vocal about the threat it is laying down--as is the president. "To every terrorist thug smuggling poisonous drugs into the United States of America, please be warned that we will blow you out of existence," Trump said in an address to the United Nations last month.

Read: Trump is tired of the courts telling him he's breaking the law

When the U.S. launched military campaigns against another nonstate actor, al-Qaeda, in the years after 9/11, there were questions about whether the U.S. was legally justified in conducting such strikes. The courts concluded that because the terror group had a mission to attack the U.S., the military could proceed. But Tren de Aragua's aims appear to be driven by finances, not ideology. Earl Matthews, a Pentagon lawyer, told members of the Senate Armed Services Committee during closed session last week that the designation of Tren de Aragua as a terrorist organization, coupled with Article II of the Constitution, which delineates the president's powers, was all the legal justification that the administration needs for the strikes. (Matthews did not respond to a request for comment.) But even Republicans balked at his description, one official familiar with the meeting told us. Declaring a group a foreign terrorist organization is typically used to allow the U.S. to target financing and other support for such groups, not to legally justify launching strikes. Republican Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky publicly rebuked Vance on X last month after the vice president described the killing of drug traffickers as "the best use of our military."

"What a despicable and thoughtless sentiment it is to glorify killing someone without a trial," Paul replied. Democratic Senator Jack Reed of Rhode Island told us in a statement that "every American should be alarmed that their President has decided he can wage secret wars against anyone he calls an enemy."

Many Venezuelans, in the country and abroad, support the American military strikes, hoping that they will help push Maduro out of power. Regime opponents feel that they have exhausted all other options. Last year, opposition leader Maria Corina Machado was going to run against Maduro in national elections, but Maduro banned her candidacy after she garnered more than 95 percent of the primary vote. Still, her stand-in won the election with twice as many votes as Maduro, according to credible tallies from electoral observers. (The Venezuelan government refused to publish an official tally.) Maduro stayed in power and mounted a repression campaign against his critics. Machado has publicly welcomed the military strikes and frequently portrays Maduro as a drug kingpin. Maduro, she told Fox & Friends, is the "biggest threat to the national security of the United States."

Read: Maduro takes the easy way out

The leadership of the opposition movement rejects the notion that an American intervention would be just another example of unwelcome meddling on the part of the United States. "I know there are voices that say that this could be another Libya, another Iraq. Not at all," David Smolansky, a close Machado aide, told us. Through the elections, Machado proved her legitimacy as opposition leader. "That makes it so different from other experiences across the world." Smolansky wasn't concerned that, given the history of American interventions in Latin America, an incursion might end unhappily. "The history of military incursion of the U.S. in Latin America? It has not happened for 36 years," he told us. "The last one was in Panama, which, by the way, was successful."

Just how it is that destroying small boats could ultimately lead to Maduro's downfall is not entirely clear. Supporters argue that the strikes could have tens of millions of dollars of economic impact that would put a dent in Maduro's economic clout and undermine the regime's authority. "Lacking legitimacy, the only way Maduro stays in power is through repression and terror financed by illicit income from drug trafficking and other criminal activities," Smolansky told us. Not everyone in the Venezuelan opposition shares the belief that U.S. meddling will be helpful. Tomas Straka, a Venezuelan historian, told us that intervention could go many different ways. Panama may have been successful for the U.S., he noted, but Haiti, in 1994, was far less so. An invasion, Straka said, "is a roulette that I'd rather not play with."

But Straka's perspective is not widely shared within the opposition. A contingent of Venezuelans in America, one that's vocal on social media, is cheering on the attacks. Some are enthusiastic Trump supporters; others dislike the president and resent his treatment of Venezuelans. Some believe that Maduro is indeed a narco-dictator; others have their doubts. Whatever the case, they don't care if "regime change" is Trump's goal; they just hope it will be the result.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/national-security/archive/2025/10/caribbean-drug-boat-strikes/684481/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Nobel Thirst Is Actually Great for the World

The president's ego inspires plenty of bad choices, but his desire for a Peace Prize is proving useful.

by Jonathan Chait




"I'd kill for a Nobel Peace Prize," the comedian Steven Wright once joked. This may be unironically true of President Donald Trump. But of course you are not meant to kill for this award. And because the prize cannot be won through threats, bribery, or any of Trump's other customary tools, his only remaining avenue is to actually encourage peace. Which, amazingly enough, appears to be happening.

The newly announced agreement between Israel and Hamas may or may not develop into a genuine peace deal. At a minimum, however, it appears likely to result in the release of the remaining hostages.

It is apparent that the agreement grew directly out of Trump's desperate thirst for the Nobel. Although he has whined in public about not getting the award--"I deserve it, but they will never give it to me," he said at the White House in February--he seems to have grasped that winning it requires actual diplomacy. Accordingly, he has engaged in activities such as pressuring Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to support a plan to end the war, threatening Hamas with total destruction, negotiating with Arab states, and other normal presidential behavior.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump's plan to finally end the Gaza war

This same impulse has reshaped his policy toward Russia and Ukraine. At the outset of his term, Trump adopted his customary pro-Russian stance, blaming Ukraine for having started the war and attacking the country's president, Volodymyr Zelensky, in the Oval Office for being insufficiently grateful for U.S. aid.

But Trump's posture has changed. The administration has halted the flow of some weapons to Ukraine, but it hasn't stopped intelligence support. Trump seems to have realized that Russian President Vladimir Putin won't stop the war until he has either conquered Ukraine or destroyed its sovereignty, and that Ukraine won't submit. Ergo, the thing that stands in the way of a peace deal, and hence Trump's peace prize, is Putin.

Having been forced to choose between his habit of believing everything Putin says and his hope of winning a Nobel Peace Prize, Trump has chosen the latter. This is a good thing.

Yair Rosenberg: What's missing from Trump's Gaza peace plan

To be sure, Trump's desperate thirst to win this prize is of a piece with his general insatiable need to be flattered and praised--a desire that spurs plenty of bad choices, such as pushing to have anybody who opposes him thrown into prison. But in this case, it can be credited with inspiring his most constructive, prosocial impulses as president.

The challenge the prize committee faces is that if dangling the award in front of Trump encourages him to work hard to end conflicts, and perhaps to not start new ones, then they have to wonder what will happen if he gets it. Once given, these awards can't be revoked. A Trump who has secured his Nobel Peace Prize might feel tempted to go after the ego gratifications that come with military conquest. (He is already dipping his toes into these waters within his attacks on "Venezuelan drug smugglers," who may or may not be drug smugglers or even Venezuelans.)

In an ideal world, the possibility of creating peace would be all the motive Trump needs to try to make it happen. But if the ego gratification of an award from a Norwegian committee didn't encourage leaders to work harder to end conflicts, the award wouldn't have been created in the first place.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/trump-israel-hamas-nobel-prize/684499/?utm_source=feed
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The American Experiment

At 250, the Revolution's goals remain noble and indispensable.

by Jeffrey Goldberg


The Pennsylvania Magazine had a brief run: It was published monthly from January 1775 to July 1776. The Declaration of Independence appeared in its last issue, in a regular section called "Monthly Intelligence." (Photograph by Rythum Vinoben for The Atlantic. Document courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library.)



"A magazine, when properly conducted, is the nursery of genius; and by constantly accumulating new matter, becomes a kind of market for wit and utility."

Thomas Paine made this (true) statement in 1775, in the first issue of The Pennsylvania Magazine, for which he served as editor. In this same manifesto, he had unkind words for the magazine's older cousins. "The British magazines, at their commencement, were the repositories of ingenuity: They are now the retailers of tale and nonsense. From elegance they sunk to simplicity, from simplicity to folly, and from folly to voluptuousness."

Paine, though enamored of the new American style of magazine making, resigned his post after less than a year because the owner refused to give him a raise. His premature departure allowed him time to write Common Sense, so a skinflint publisher inadvertently aided the cause of freedom.

The John Carter Brown Library, a treasury of American history on the campus of Brown University, holds the complete run of The Pennsylvania Magazine, and on a recent visit I became preoccupied with the July 1776 issue, the last one ever published. It is richly idiosyncratic. One article discusses the most effective way to prevent scurvy at sea ("one ounce and an half of the juice of oranges or lemons," mixed with grog), and a lengthy exhortation warns women that their hairpins could kill them. "How little do our ladies imagine, when they surround their heads with wire, the most powerful of all conductors, and at the same time wear stockings, shoes, and gowns of silk, one of the most powerful repellants, that they prepare their bodies in the same manner, and according to the same principles, as electricians prepare their conductors for attracting the fire of lightning?"

Hidden near the back of the magazine we find a set of documents, collected under the rubric "Monthly Intelligence." These documents include the newly written constitutions of Virginia, Connecticut, and New Jersey, as well as ... the Declaration of Independence.

I personally might have given the Declaration more of a boost. This was the July 1776 issue, after all, and I must imagine that the decision by the united colonies to declare independence from King George III counted among the more important news events of the month. I asked Karin Wulf, the historian who leads the library, why the editors might have buried the Declaration. She speculated that they took seriously the format of their monthly book. "It's true that we think of the Declaration of Independence as a broadside publication, not something to run up against the New Jersey state constitution," she said. But editors, even then, were "committed to the structure and order of the magazine, and that's where a document like this belonged."

Entirely plausible. And yet, I would argue--noncontroversially, I hope--that the Declaration, and what it stood for, deserved better placement. And a big, clanging headline.

The Atlantic in your hands does not make the mistake of downplaying the Declaration, or the events of 1776. You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or uncritical in our approach, but we are indeed motivated by the idea that the American Revolution represents one of the most important events in the history of the planet, and its ideals continue to symbolize hope and freedom for humankind.

You have no doubt noticed that this issue commemorating the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States comes not long after the 249th anniversary. We are publishing this at the end of 2025 for a number of reasons: This month marks the launch of an Atlantic project meant to explain the meaning of the Revolution and its consequences, which we will carry through all of next year. We wanted to place ourselves, in the coming discussion, ahead of the curve (and ahead of our more voluptuous competitors). We also recognize that the American experiment is under extraordinary pressure at the moment, and we think it important to do anything we can to illuminate the challenges we face.

And one more, specific reason as well: Last year, in conversation with the great documentarian Ken Burns about his forthcoming series, The American Revolution, I realized that a companion issue of the magazine would be appreciated by our readers, and be useful to the general public--especially to people who are worried about the staying power of the American idea. The documentary, which will be broadcast on PBS in six parts beginning on November 16, is accompanied by a fascinating article written for this issue by Burns and his co-directors, Sarah Botstein and David Schmidt. In it, they describe the difficulties of putting on film a war fought before the advent of photography, and they suggest that the Revolution is so enveloped in myth that it would take a lifetime to make clear its stakes. (The three directors, expert documentary makers all, actually needed only 12 hours to capture the shocking complexity of the period.)

In pursuit of illumination, we have assembled in this current issue an extraordinary range of writers. Here are just a few: Rick Atkinson tells us the complicated truth of King George (there is more to him than mere madness); Annette Gordon-Reed looks at America's unmet promise; Stacy Schiff examines the civil war within the Franklin family; Caity Weaver learns to fire a musket; John Swansburg, who led the team that edited this issue (our largest in years), revives Rip Van Winkle; George Packer makes the case for an enlightened patriotism rooted in the ideals of 1776; Fintan O'Toole asks what the Founders would make of America today; and Jake Lundberg, The Atlantic's in-house historian and archivist, writes about Lincoln and the way in which he called upon the spirit of 1776 to remind his fellow Americans of the work still before them. "As the nation fractured, Lincoln summoned the Revolution as neither empty hypocrisy nor mindless triumph," Lundberg writes, "but as an unfinished project whose noblest values could redeem the past and heal the present."

The project is still unfinished, and troubled, but it remains a project worth pursuing. That is the argument of this issue.



Thank you to the British Library, which opened its doors to us, including the doors to King George III's (suitably majestic) 65,000-volume private collection, and supported research. Thank you as well to the John Carter Brown Library, which shared artifacts from its remarkable collection of Americana. 



This editor's note appears in the November 2025 print edition.
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Secrets of a Radical Duke

How a lost copy of the Declaration of Independence unlocked a historical mystery

by Danielle Allen


Portrait of Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, by George Romney, circa 1776 (The Picture Art Collection / Alamy)



In the summer of 2016, my family flew ahead of me to England for a vacation. Their taxi driver from the airport to London was chatty, and somehow the conversation drifted to the fact that he was from Lewes, in Sussex. This led to a bit of trivia about his hometown that the driver thought would be of interest to visitors from America: Thomas Paine, the Englishman turned American whose Common Sense would become the best-selling political pamphlet of the 18th century--and tilt America toward independence--had lived in Lewes for six years, working as a tax collector. When my husband relayed this to me by phone that evening, I sat up. I hadn't known that detail of Paine's biography but immediately saw its possible relevance to a historical puzzle I was trying to solve.

The research team I directed at Harvard had just made a startling discovery. As part of a project to find all copies of the Declaration of Independence produced between 1776 and 1826, we had stumbled on something special the previous year in the small West Sussex Record Office, in Chichester. Among its holdings was a large-scale ceremonial parchment of the Declaration of Independence. Prior to this find, it had been thought that a single large-scale parchment existed: the one tourists can see protectively encased at the National Archives, in Washington, D.C. Although the Sussex Declaration, as it is now called, has the names of the signatories written out in a single clerk's hand, rather than with actual signatures, and is engrossed on sheepskin rather than the more expensive calfskin, it is otherwise as grand and impressive as the parchment in Washington. The unanswered question was how it had found its way to West Sussex.

We hypothesized that it had originally belonged to Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, a man of deeply radical views who was politically active in Britain before, during, and after the American Revolution. Goodwood, the Duke's family seat, is in Sussex. At some point prior to the 1950s, when it was deposited in the record office, the Sussex Declaration had come into the possession of the law firm that worked for the Duke of Richmond. It was unclear when or how the document might have found its way into the hands of the Duke himself. But that tip from the taxi driver suggested a possible answer: Had Charles Lennox and Thomas Paine known each other?


The Sussex Declaration, discovered in the West Sussex Record Office in Chichester in 2015--the only known large-scale parchment of the Declaration of Independence other than the one on display at the National Archives (West Sussex Record Office, Add Mss 8981)



Unexpectedly for a person of his class--a senior peer of the realm, coming immediately after the Royal Family--Lennox was committed to the political empowerment of British citizens. His commitment was unmatched by any other member of the aristocracy during the Age of Revolution.

Tall, rich, and beautiful, Richmond was hard to ignore. His eyes in particular were "superb," as one contemporary remembered; Joshua Reynolds, who painted the Duke in his youth, remarked on their "fine and uncommon" dark-blue color.

As lord lieutenant of Sussex, Richmond was the first politician to take up the work of prison reformers and build a new prison within his jurisdiction on principles of rehabilitation. For him, economic and penal reform were necessary to improve the lives of the working poor and people in debt. In the House of Lords, the Duke castigated the ministry for allowing contractors and sinecurists to enrich themselves at public expense. In 1780, he became the first person to introduce a bill in Parliament to extend the right to vote to all adult men in Britain 21 and over. At the time, the franchise was limited to men owning a certain amount of land; some cities had no voice at all, and tiny "rotten boroughs" in the countryside with only a few voters returned members under aristocratic patronage. The result was a House of Commons riddled with corruption and profoundly unrepresentative. Although Richmond's bill went nowhere, it laid the foundation for a century of reform to come. The Duke's social standing gave fellow radicals a legitimacy they would not otherwise have had.

And now we surmised that he had possessed a large-scale copy of the Declaration. Textual clues yielded insight. The document appears to have been commissioned by James Wilson, a Scottish American lawyer who himself signed the Declaration, participated in the Constitutional Convention, and became one of the first U.S. Supreme Court justices. Wilson read out the Declaration during the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, in June 1787, and would have needed a large, readable copy to do so. The Sussex Declaration, a colleague and I proposed in a scholarly article, was one of a set of two or three identical handwritten copies produced in advance of that occasion. Only the Sussex copy is known to have survived.

After we discovered the document, I found myself delving ever more deeply into Richmond's world. At the time of the Duke's death, his library held some 9,000 volumes. On the shelves at Goodwood you can find not only classics, as you might expect--first editions of Hobbes's Leviathan and of works by Voltaire and Rousseau--but also, intriguingly, the 1775 and 1776 editions of the Journals of the Continental Congress, a reflection of Richmond's political interests.

Goodwood remains in the hands of the Lennox family (the current Duke is the 11th). The south-facing wing of the great house contains the Large Library and the Small Library--rooms linked by a hidden door behind a bookcase. The Small Library is a dreamy reading nook, with two floors of books, an ottoman, an armchair, and a desk. As I worked there over several summers, the butler, Monty, in a pinstripe vest and trousers, brought sparkling water, tea, and cookies.

I paid particular attention to the Duke's extensive collection of political pamphlets, each bound volume stamped with the word Tracts on the spine. Among those dozens of pamphlets, I came across one called The Juryman's Touchstone, a 95-page essay published pseudonymously in 1771 under the pen name Censor-General. The pamphlet offers a stirring defense of the rights of jurors in support of a publisher named Henry Woodfall. He had printed and distributed the famous anti-government Junius letters, and as a result faced criminal prosecution by the Crown.

The Junius letters grew out of the case of John Wilkes, a radical member of Parliament who had published essays that were vociferously critical of King George III's administration--and who then faced a charge of sedition. The Wilkes affair provoked some of the most influential newspaper broadsides of the age: a stream of pointed, angry, deeply informed letters about the government, all appearing under the name "Junius." Published from 1768 to 1772, the Junius letters rocked Britain and took down a prime minister. They also articulated a right to revolution well before the Declaration of Independence, inspiring Americans seeking to defend their own endangered rights.

From the September 2003 issue: Our reverence for the Founding Fathers has gotten out of hand

For me, The Juryman's Touchstone palpably summoned this episode from the past into the present. A few of the pamphlet's pages bore small corrections from what I knew to be the pen of the Duke. And on the flyleaf of the pamphlet was a handwritten dedication: "To the Duke of Richmond as A Tribute due to him for His Strenuous Efforts & unwearied perseverance in the Defence of Constitutional Liberty this Pamphlet is presented by the Author."

The existence of the pamphlet in the Duke's library had been unknown. There are only two other extant copies, one at Yale and the other in the New York Public Library. It did not occur to me at first to wonder if the firm, plain handwriting of the anonymous dedication might belong to Thomas Paine. His first book was widely accepted to have been Common Sense, as he himself maintained, and that book was published five years after The Juryman's Touchstone. But the pamphlet addressed two matters of great concern to Paine--the Wilkes case and the rights of jurors. And then there was the geographic alert from the London taxi driver. Paine had indeed been living in Lewes, a day's ride from Goodwood across the wildflower-strewn South Downs. And he was living there when the pamphlet was published.

I eventually went back to the inscription and checked it against examples of Paine's handwriting. To my eye, it looked like a match--especially the capital T 's and the capital P. A weightier verdict than mine was provided by the editors of Thomas Paine: Collected Writings. They confirmed the handwriting match and tested the pamphlet's text by means of computer-assisted author-identification software, applying statistical techniques to word choice and grammar as a way to compare texts of known authorship and texts whose writers are unknown. The comparison produced a match: About half of The Juryman's Touchstone was written by Paine, the editors concluded, and about half by an American friend of his who had been living on and off in London as a representative of the Pennsylvania colony--Benjamin Franklin. One paragraph, specifically about the House of Lords, appears to be the work of Richmond himself.

So this, not Common Sense, was Thomas Paine's first book. The inscription not only established for the first time a personal connection between Paine and the Duke of Richmond but also, given the nature of the book's content, put Paine definitively in the Duke's intimate circle of radical associates. Here was a crucial piece of validation for our hypothesis about the source of the Sussex Declaration. Richmond had been the first patron of a writer who would do more than any other to stir revolutionary sentiment in the colonies.

It can be easy to think of the American Revolution as a fire lit at the margins of empire, where distance made it hard for central authorities to wield control. The American colonists, we've come to understand, learned how to govern themselves partly because the British government was an ocean away. Then, when Crown and Parliament sought to assert more control, the homegrown spirit of self-government rose up to resist.

But this leaves out an earlier chapter, one centered not in Boston but in London, where the memory of Charles I--beheaded by order of a court established by the House of Commons in 1649--and the Glorious Revolution decades later had immense staying power for aristocrats and commoners alike. The theory of revolution, the demand for popular sovereignty, the idea of something called "the rights of man"--all of these developed earlier in London rather than in the colonies. Radical energy spread from the capital across the Atlantic as rabble-rousing dissidents fled London for fear of punishment, and as business and personal letters tied together conversations between the colonies and the mother country.

For every act that provided a drumbeat in the march to revolution in America, something similar had already occurred in Britain. In 1765, the American colonists rioted against a new tax on paper known as the Stamp Act. But in 1763, the British themselves had already rioted against a newly imposed tax on cider, one that hit ordinary people especially hard.

Or consider the Boston Tea Party. The fiercely self-reliant colonists were again protesting economic policies--a tax on tea that gave a protective advantage to the East India Company at the expense of colonial importers. But this came after protests by weavers in London: the so-called Spitalfield Riots. For a sustained period in the 1760s--years before Bostonians dumped shipments of tea into the harbor--weavers in Britain vandalized workshops and organized angry demonstrations to protest government policies that eroded their earnings.

Or take the Boston Massacre. In 1770, British soldiers fired into a crowd gathered outside the statehouse, a modest brick building adorned with a heraldic lion and rearing unicorn that was home to the royal administration in Boston. The soldiers killed five people and further provoked anti-British opinion. But two years earlier, in 1768, British troops in London had fired into a crowd of protesters on the grasslands at St. George's Fields, just south of the King's Bench Prison, and killed seven people. The protesters had been angered by the imprisonment of Wilkes. The killings at St. George's Fields roused England's radicals to more strenuous effort, just as the Boston Massacre would rouse the Americans.

Paine, the son of a Quaker corset maker from Thetford, in Norfolk, bounced around with unstable employment--as a sailor and then corset maker himself--before becoming, at 25, a collector of excise taxes along England's eastern coast. He also became immersed in radical politics, writing for London newspapers either anonymously or under a pseudonym, and sometimes in collaboration with others. Paine could pick a fight with his own shadow--as Sarah Franklin wrote to her father, Paine had "at different times disputed with everyone"--but his polemical gifts were unrivaled. Though the nature of Paine's political writing meant that his identity had to be concealed, his name was widely known among radicals, including prominent men such as the philosopher and politician Edmund Burke. And, as is now clear, Paine was known to the Duke of Richmond.


Portrait of the Revolutionary polemicist Thomas Paine by Laurent Dabos, circa 1792 (Heritage Art / Heritage Images / Getty)



In 1768, after a period of unemployment, Paine received a new assignment as an excise collector for Sussex, based in the town of Lewes. Given that jobs in excise offices were controlled by local patronage, it is hard to believe that Paine was assigned to Sussex by accident. Paine would be working under the authority of the lord lieutenant in the area--none other than Richmond. As one of 200 voters in Lewes, Paine would have a role to play in local politics, alongside the Duke. And he was ripe for recruitment into the Headstrong Club, a group of Lewes literati and radicals who published anonymous articles in the local paper and met at the White Hart tavern--also the location of the excise office. Securing stable employment for Paine at a place relatively close by would have permitted the Duke to easily engage him for other purposes.

Paine arrived in Lewes during one of the most dramatic election seasons in British history. Wilkes had written to the King to ask for a pardon, stood for election without having received that pardon, and won. The government, however, refused to accept Wilkes as the victor. His subsequent arrest and confinement led to riots. Some 15,000 people turned up outside the prison shouting "Wilkes and liberty!" That was when soldiers had fired into the crowd.

The government called a fresh election for Wilkes's seat. He ran again, from prison; won again; and was expelled again, producing fresh waves of outrage. The cycle would be repeated several times, before the government insisted on seating Wilkes's opponent. Meanwhile, the Junius letters had begun to appear. What has only recently become known is that the guiding hand behind the Junius letters was in all likelihood the Duke of Richmond.

The evidence takes many forms, some of it circumstantial. It once was argued that a man named Philip Francis, at the time a clerk in the War Office, later knighted, was solely responsible for the letters. He did play a part, but the writing also displays knowledge and perspective that Francis did not possess. Junius, for instance, had personal acquaintance with the King and his cabinet; had a detailed understanding of the workings of the House of Lords; had access to a certain set of books, nearly all of which are in the Duke of Richmond's library; and had a memory of the 1747 elections, in which the Duke participated as a surrogate speaker, when Francis was 7 years old.

Independent of my own investigations, computer-assisted identification has in recent years matched the various Junius letters to specific individuals--a small group of radical pamphleteers, including not only Francis but also Paine. We now know from other sources that the major writers identified in this way all had ties to Richmond, and that some had been hired by him on other occasions. The ideas expressed by Junius closely track Richmond's own, and are fully aligned with his policy agenda. The Duke had a far-flung patronage network at his disposal. And he could handle secretive logistics: His coachmen essentially ran a mail service for him--faster and more private than the post, as Edmund Burke acknowledged in one of his letters. A onetime ambassador to France, Richmond was also accustomed to the use of ciphers.

Whatever their origin, the Junius letters became a cause celebre on both sides of the Atlantic. One of the most incendiary of them was published toward the end of 1769. Addressed to the King, it began with no invocations of George's majesty or any of the other polite and florid boilerplate customary at the time. Rather, it started like this: "Sir, It is the misfortune of your life, and originally the cause of every reproach and distress, which has attended your government, that you should never have been acquainted with the language of truth." Junius characterized the urgency of the moment in words that bring to mind the "When in the course of human events ..." language from the Declaration of Independence:

When the complaints of a brave and powerful people are observed to increase in proportion to the wrongs they have suffered; when, instead of sinking into submission, they are roused to resistance ...

Junius presented a relentlessly damning account of George's reign--including the "decisive personal part" the King had taken against the Americans, who, despite being "divided as they are into a thousand forms of policy and religion," had nevertheless come together in their detestation of the monarch. Junius concluded by recalling the fate of the Stuart monarchs, one of whom, Charles, had lost his head. The Glorious Revolution of 1688 had put the throne into other hands, leading eventually to the House of Hanover and a succession of Georges. But a crown "acquired by one revolution," Junius warned, "may be lost by another."

No one had so directly threatened the King in more than a century, and the publisher, Henry Woodfall, was charged with seditious libel. But the damage was done. A few weeks after the letter was published, the King opened a new session of Parliament. Within days, his government fell apart. The lord chancellor attacked his cabinet colleagues over the Wilkes affair, opposing their continued resistance to seating the victorious candidate. King George promptly dismissed him, along with four other royal appointees. Then the commander in chief of the military forces resigned. The new lord chancellor died three days after accepting that office, and was generally thought to have killed himself rather than serve. The collapse was complete when the prime minister resigned.

In the end, Woodfall got off, thanks to a limited judgment by the jury and a mistrial. Remarkably, nothing came to light at the time about the people behind the Junius campaign. If Richmond was indeed the mastermind, his necessary reliance on secrecy is one reason knowledge of that role--and of his association with Paine in the first place--followed him to the grave. His account books and most of his correspondence from the Junius years seem to have been deliberately destroyed. Only now are we getting a clearer picture of the various actors, and the role played by the Duke himself.

Richmond's energies for political combat were renewed as he watched Britain's conflict with its American colonies intensify after the fighting in Lexington and Concord. By then, Paine had taken himself to Philadelphia, where he was hired straightaway as editor of the new Pennsylvania Magazine. Soon--telling people he'd never written a word before arriving in America--he published his masterpiece, Common Sense.

Paine was always straining at the leash (and often slipping it). Richmond was not that kind of man, but his political instincts and personal temperament did make him sympathetic to the Americans. When he engaged the rising artistic talent George Romney to paint his portrait, he posed himself in somber dress, reading a book, rather than in bright satins with his dogs, the vogue at the time. He looks like he would be more at home with the American colonists than among the embroidered and bewigged grandees of George's court. In October 1775, as this portrait was being painted--and as the situation in the colonies continued to deteriorate--debate began in Parliament on what was called the American Prohibitory Bill, which would cut off the colonies from trade with Britain. Under the law of nations, a trade embargo is an official act of hostility--which Richmond pointed out: "I think it a most unjust, oppressive, and tyrannical measure. I perceive, my lords, that this Bill is a formal denunciation of war against the colonies."

The rhetoric reached a new level in America in early 1776, when Paine published Common Sense, directly arguing for American independence from British rule. The book sold 120,000 to 150,000 copies in the colonies in its first year--this in a population of about 2 million free people. Written in a plain, vigorous style, it laid out the case against monarchical government and hereditary succession, emphasizing the natural rights of individuals and the inherent flaws of the British system. When John Adams returned to the new Continental Congress, a month after Common Sense was published, his to-do list included "Declaration of Independency."

Richmond saw, perhaps more clearly than anyone, that the conflict with America was not simply a problem of public order but a wide-ranging constitutional crisis. The question of how to incorporate the Americans into the British system of government forced intellectually serious people like the Duke to think hard about British sovereignty and constitutional order, and about representation--what it was, how it should work, what role it should play in a system of governance. Leaving America aside, how should representation function in Britain, where the House of Commons was a decayed institution controlled by the few? How could "the people" make their voices heard in a constitutional monarchy? Universal male suffrage would be one of Richmond's answers.

He closely followed events in the colonies. On February 6, 1778, Benjamin Franklin and two other American representatives signed the Treaty of Alliance and the Treaty of Amity and Commerce with France. That country's entrance into the war--against Britain and on the side of America--changed everything. Later that month, before Britain had learned about the agreements and before the United States had ratified the treaties, the House of Lords would debate a set of bills, called the Conciliatory Bills, designed to entice the colonies to cease hostilities--the first serious British peace offer since the outbreak of the war. Richmond was skeptical that the bills themselves were fit for purpose. He was, according to William Cobbett's parliamentary account of the debate, "convinced, that nothing solid was intended by the peace bills"; rather, they were "framed with a design to divide America on one side, and to keep up appearances with those who supported the measures of government here at home." Richmond proposed as an alternative that Britain recall its troops from America--a sign of respect--and enter into favorable trade agreements with the Americans before the French could. His proposal did not pass. The Conciliatory Bills did.

And, as Richmond had predicted, they failed to conciliate. The Americans rejected the peace offer. They were committed to independence. The Duke now proposed that Britain send commissioners to the colonies and "arm them with powers to declare America independent, if they chose it." This, he believed, was the only way to avoid a war with France, as well as the best method "to secure the friendship and commerce" of the colonies in the future. In making this argument, Richmond became the first member of the House of Lords to propose acknowledging American sovereignty.

The Duke had been glad to accept the Revolution, but in the end, he and Paine took divergent and irreconcilable paths. Richmond remained loyal to the British monarchy all his life, but he was equally loyal to the British people and promoted popular sovereignty, embodied in an expanded idea of representation, as essential to the constitutional order. Like the political philosopher Montesquieu, Richmond revered the British constitution, with its balance and its separation of powers among the three estates of monarch, aristocrats, and commoners. His involvement over several decades in rousing the people--to support Wilkes, to support parliamentary reform--made popular sovereignty real in Britain for the first time in the modern era. His unusual gift was to be able to see through the chaos of his age to what his society would ultimately need for durable stability and health: in other words, to envisage the political system that Britain enjoys today. The superb eyes noted by that admiring contemporary are a metaphor.

For his part, Paine became the advocate for a secular republicanism through and through, achieving wide renown and becoming the personification of the revolutionary spirit. He threw his support fully behind the French Revolution, whose terrors made onetime allies such as Burke and Richmond, and indeed most of Britain, recoil. Paine's break with Richmond would ultimately become bitter and personal. The disagreement was fundamentally about whether popular sovereignty required republicanism or could be made compatible with monarchy.

But relations were not yet fully ruptured in 1787, when the parchment Declaration now in the West Sussex Record Office was delivered, I believe, into the hands of the Duke. Paine had been in Philadelphia in 1787, around the time of the convention, and he was close to James Wilson, the man who had ordered copies of the Declaration made. Paine sailed for France from Philadelphia--returning to Europe after 13 years--just weeks before the convention started, and eventually made his way to England. Paine likely brought the parchment as a gift for his earliest patron. What better memento could there be?

From the December 1859 issue: Thomas Paine in England and in France

The gesture would have been in character: Paine was a courier of revolutionary talismans. He visited Paris frequently in the months after the French Revolution began, and in March 1790, the Marquis de Lafayette gave him the key to the Bastille, with a request that he pass it along to George Washington. Paine brought the key back to England, where he entrusted it to John Rutledge Jr., the son of a former governor of South Carolina and delegate to the Constitutional Convention, to carry back to the American president.

You will find it hanging on the wall in the central hall at Mount Vernon to this day.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Secrets of a Radical Duke."
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The Moral Foundation of America

The idea that everyone has intrinsic rights to life and liberty was a radical break with millennia of human history. It's worth preserving.

by Elaine Pagels




For thousands of years, the view that only rulers conferred rights or privileges on everyone else was taken for granted in traditional societies around the world. In the ancient empires of Babylonia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, only those whom rulers regarded as their peers had value, or what the Romans called dignitas. Hindu societies enshrined the ruler as one who embodies the divine order of the gods, and established a hierarchical rank for everyone else. The caste system even defined some people as "outcaste," with no right to move freely and little recourse from lifelong servitude.

The anonymous Babylonian scribes who wrote the legal code of Hammurabi some 4,000 years ago seem to have regarded human value as a quality that the king could grant to certain people and deny to others. This code assigned privileges, and what we call "rights," according to a strictly hierarchical view of social power.

The archaeologists who discovered Hammurabi's code must have been surprised, at first, to see that it offered certain protections from mutilation, torture, and execution. But it became clear that these were dependent on one's social rank. The king--who authorized the code--assigned punishments based on the social status of the offender and the victim.

Ancient kings and emperors enforced their power through terror and violence. They claimed to derive their own prerogatives from the gods--from Marduk, in Babylonia; Ra, in Egypt; Jupiter, in Rome. Ancient philosophers held similar views. More than 2,000 years ago, when Plato wrote his famous treatise on "The Laws," he declared that human laws merely articulate the will of the gods, and extend privileges to people like himself, members of the aristocratic class in Athens.

Aristotle took a different approach, invoking what would later be known as biological determinism. Observing that among wild animals, different creatures possess different innate abilities, he argued that the same is true of humans--for instance, that disparities in intelligence and physical strength predispose people to be natural-born rulers or slaves.

The Declaration of Independence, by contrast, speaks of the rights to life and liberty as sacred gifts that "Nature" and "Nature's God" have given freely to all humanity. These principles were inspired partly by the Enlightenment, the philosophical movement that emerged in Europe after hundreds of years of horrifying religious war. But they originated in the Book of Genesis, which declares that every human being has value.

As Thomas Jefferson knew when he wrote the Declaration, the idea of innate rights to life and liberty was a bold innovation. The "truths" for which the Founders risked their lives were not in fact "self-evident." That makes preserving them all the more important.

By suggesting that ultimate value resides in the individual, regardless of their sociopolitical status, the Bible defied some of the world's most enduring conventions of rank and worth. Genesis declares that adam (Hebrew for "man" or "humankind") was created in the image of God, thus affirming the intrinsic value of all human beings--a fundamental theme for "peoples of the book," Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike.

The Bible describes how, for several hundred years, the ancient Israelites governed themselves by tribal councils, maintaining a measure of equality. In a crisis, when tribal councils failed to reach consensus, Israel's people agreed to choose a king, "like the other nations." But they also developed methods to resist autocratic power. Those who wrote the Bible well remembered the oppression that Israel's people had experienced in Egypt and Babylonia.

Biblical chronicles that tell of the great King David's triumphs also show that when he acted wrongly, the prophet Nathan rebuked him, speaking on behalf of the Lord, and ordered him to repent and reform. In that culture, moral law remained as binding for the king himself as for his subjects--David obeyed the prophet's command. Other kings of Israel, too, were reprimanded by prophets when they failed to act morally. Jesus of Nazareth amplified the theme of innate rights by advocating generosity and love toward all people.

Jefferson admired the Bible's ethical principles, but was skeptical of its metaphysics. He famously took a razor to the New Testament, excising the miracles while leaving intact the teachings of Jesus, whom Jefferson venerated as a philosopher and the author of "the most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man."

From the November 2020 issue: James Parker on reading Thomas Jefferson's Bible

In drafting the Declaration, Jefferson cited the "sacred and undeniable" truth that "all men are created equal." He also drew on the idea of natural law that ensured human rights--a concept that had been popularized in mid-18th-century Europe with the Enlightenment. The final version of the document, of course, referred to humans' natural rights as "self-evident."

Above all, the Founding Fathers agreed that because these are innate rights, they can only be recognized, and not conferred, by human beings. They went on to state, "To secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed."

This contradicted prevailing views not just from ancient times but also from their own day. From the fifth to the 18th centuries, Europe's Catholic and Protestant kings claimed to rule by "divine right," insisting that the lower status of everyone else, whether aristocrat, merchant, servant, or slave, was simply God's will. (To this day, the British Crown's ancient motto proclaims: "God and My Right.") This was also an ideal that Jefferson himself did not live up to. Glancing out his study window at Monticello, he would have seen people whom he had bought as property working in his fields, people denied rights of any kind.

It took another war to extend those rights to Black Americans, and the work of protecting the rights defined in the Declaration is an ongoing project. But over the course of its first 250 years, the United States became the strongest and most prosperous nation on Earth, offering hope to countless people worldwide. Starting with Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and their courageous colleagues, many of the fiercest defenders of intrinsic rights have been people who understood the alternative all too well--power maintained by means of fear, autocracy, and military force. Many of these people had faith in God and the biblical vision of human nature, both in America and throughout the world, whether they were explicitly religious or not.

The Founders knew that monarchy had been the norm for most of human history, and they saw how difficult that would be to change. The cruel and dangerous reversion to rule through fear and violence that we are seeing now was among their greatest concerns. But I have faith in their 1776 vision; I believe that the rights to life and liberty are the sacred inheritance of every human being, grounded in a transcendent reality.

Now is the time for those of us who love what the Founders entrusted to us to pledge anew--to one another, to our children, and to all who come after us--that we stand for their Declaration.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "The Moral Foundation of America."
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Can Gen Z Get Rid of Their iPhones?

My dumbphone does what an app could never do.

by Elias Wachtel




In 2009, Apple coined a catchy slogan: "There's an app for just about anything." The original commercial is a time capsule from the early years--when the idea that smartphones could be used in every corner of life read more as a promise than a threat.

Now we have apps to help us stop using apps. The deterrents are creative. Some apps slow down how quickly we can open others; some block everything except calls and texts until we enter a specific password; some prompt us to reflect on a mantra or take deep, meditative breaths before scrolling on. One shows a little animated tree growing--a tree that dies if we open Instagram.

If an app for everything was prophecy, this is its dark fulfillment.

I tried these app-restricting apps for years in an attempt to kick my smartphone addiction. Looking at my phone all the time didn't make me happy, but I couldn't seem to stop. I would set a daily limit for my phone usage, and then ignore the notifications telling me I'd reached it. Whatever the barriers, I could always override them or change their settings. Looking at my phone was ultimately my decision; I had to make the right one a thousand times a day.

My friends and I were born in the aughts, the first children of the smartphone age. Recent years have seen a flood of advocacy and warnings about the effects smartphones have on kids, and a scramble for school policies to restrict their use. But they came too late for my generation. Gone are our childhood years, when schools and family could easily steer our choices. We're more addicted than anyone, and there's no one to take our phones away but us.

Jonathan Haidt: End the phone-based childhood now

Most of us realize that our attention span is shot and our screen time is out of control--that the ability to do anything too often leaves us doing nothing at all. That's why we create byzantine screen-restriction systems--and hate ourselves when we press "Ignore."

There is, of course, another solution: We could get rid of our smartphones altogether. But that's quite a leap when you barely remember life without them.

A few years ago, a freshman at Stanford, Georgia Walker-Keleher, told a group chat full of friends that she'd be doing something "drastic." She was trading her smartphone for a "dumbphone."

"Did you get hacked?" one replied. Another quipped: "Text us in the green bubble if you need help." One friend ran into Walker-Keleher on campus and sent a picture to the others confirming that she was alive and well.

My friends were similarly dumbfounded when, in July, I showed them my new Light Phone, one of a few modernized alternatives to retro flip phones. Mine has a camera, an MP3 player, and a maps tool. But the black-and-white, matte screen has no internet browsing, no social media, no news, and no email. In fact, it has no apps at all. When I asked the company's co-founder Joe Hollier what separated a Light Phone from a smartphone, he said that the former would never have access to "anything infinite." It is designed to have limits.

I've been learning those limits for a few months now. My first day was a logistical nightmare. The door to my office requires an app to unlock it; I couldn't get inside, nor could I access Slack to ask for a hand. I just had to wait for someone else to come along. That evening, my roommates and I found a new apartment and realized that we needed to fill out an online application as soon as possible. Just a day before, I would have pulled out my iPhone--the magic box with all my bank accounts and pay stubs--and been done in five minutes. Instead, I made the hour-long commute home, where I powered up my laptop and thought about the convenience I had willingly given up.

The more we live on our phones, the more life requires us to do so; innovations such as QR codes and dual-factor authentication have made the world ever harder to navigate sans iPhone. Walking around without one feels like leaving your opposable thumbs at home.

Yet many of the apps we use every day are designed to keep us away from the outside world. Their core success metric is how many hours of your life they can take from you, and living in a constant state of digital gavage isn't good for us. Chronic smartphone use has been linked to diminished cognitive capacity, social isolation, and poor mental health. The studies have been around for years, and most of us know their findings to be true at a gut level. Walker-Keleher described the feeling well: It's not just disliking the smartphone; "it's that I don't like myself when I'm interacting with my phone. I feel like I don't have control--like I'm in this constant battle to restrain myself."

The app-limiting apps may help at the margins, but for most of us, they don't take away that feeling.

My generation is often described as lacking a monoculture, because what we see on our screens is algorithmically siloed according to our interests and affiliations. But the screen is our monoculture: 98 percent of Gen Zers own a smartphone, and, for the youngest among us, our average screen time is a staggering eight hours a day. That's equivalent to about 122 days a year--a third of our time on Earth. Ninety-five percent of 18-to-29-year-olds keep their phones with them "almost all the time during waking hours," and 92 percent do so when sleeping.

You don't have to be an extreme addict to have a problem. I've never been the "stay up 'til 5 a.m. watching TikTok in the dark" type. In fact, I gave up social media years ago, and I'm a notoriously hard-to-reach texter. For years, I had been meticulously culling my iPhone of its many allures and distractions. But I could always find something else to click. When I deleted Instagram, I became news obsessed. When I switched to reading physical newspapers and magazines, I still scrolled through photos I'd taken, compulsively tracked my finances online, and waded through Wikipedia. It was like a game of whack-a-mole with my dopamine receptors. I deleted everything compelling from my phone, but I still had an addictive relationship with the object itself; I'd pick it up only to realize I didn't know what I was checking.

Jose Briones, who moved to rural Georgia after college for a software- engineering job, used to average 12 to 13 hours of screen time a day. Without the structured social world of campus life, he started "living online," he told me. His friendships were filtered through Facebook and Instagram; he watched Netflix in every spare moment, including on his commute. "I don't want that for my life," he remembers realizing. "Something has to change."

Read: I see your smartphone-addicted life

Shortly before the pandemic, Briones got himself a dumbphone, and he soon began posting online about it. His YouTube reviews of dumbphones now get thousands of views, and he moderates popular Reddit groups for "digital minimalists." Perhaps there's an irony in evangelizing the benefits of digital minimalism online, but young people make up the majority of his audience, and--at least for now--that is where they are. If you want to convert sinners, you can't stay in the churchyard.

According to Michael Lloy, a tech analyst I spoke with at Mintel, a market-research company, 69 percent of 18-to-34-year-olds are actively trying to reduce their screen time (compared with 58 percent of adults overall), and many say--at least in theory--that they'd like to try a dumbphone. When Walker-Keleher and two classmates asked fellow students to volunteer to use dumbphones for a week as part of a study by the Stanford Social Media Lab, they had to close their interest form after receiving 250 responses in three days.

Despite all of this, Lloy confirmed what I already knew: Actual adoption of dumbphones is vanishingly rare. More than 100,000 Light Phones have been sold in the past decade; Apple has sold 23,000 times as many iPhones in that period. About 6 percent of the mobile-phone users his team surveyed have a dumbphone, Lloy told me, but the majority of those people barely or never use it--presumably because many have a smartphone too.

Many people who switch to a dumbphone describe a kind of conversion moment. Carter Hyde is 24 years old and getting her master's degree in clinical psychology at Columbia. She told me that her middle-school years were defined by a "dark depression and anxiety from social media." During her freshman year of high school, she was in a serious four-wheeler accident. She wasn't injured, but her iPhone was shattered. When her parents took her to a Verizon store to replace it, she found herself asking: "Why am I spending so much of this precious life that I've been given on my phone?" She saw an LG Cosmos slide phone in a corner, complete with no app store--"It was, like, musty; there were cobwebs growing on it," she joked--and knew immediately that she wanted it. Her mom laughed at her, and so did the Verizon guy. But she used that phone for the rest of high school. She told me that she slept better and felt better, and got better grades: "I was so much healthier and less tired all the time, less groggy."

My own road to Damascus was a subway ride to Brooklyn. The train that day was full but not crowded: finance bros in suits, older people with little carts of groceries, a toddler in his mother's lap. Everyone, even the toddler, was staring at the shiny rectangle in their hands. For that matter, so was I. This was not an unfamiliar sight, but for some reason, on that day, it struck me how dystopian our world would seem to a traveler from the very recent past.

My iPhone had often felt like a part of me--grafted onto my fingers or suspended at my hip. More viscerally than rationally, my body was finally rejecting the transplant. I suppose that's what many conversion moments look like. The convert doesn't learn any new information; what they already knew is simply made legible.

Switching phones didn't change my life overnight. For one thing, I have a job now that requires looking at a laptop all day. For that reason alone, my daily screen time is probably higher than ever. But I have begun to notice little changes. I'm reading paperbacks on the subway--or sometimes just sitting with my thoughts. I'm sleeping better. I check my email over coffee in the morning, not over drinks with friends or in the bathroom at the bar.

Jonathan Haidt: Get phones out of schools now

For the digital-minimalism crowd, intentionality is more important than restriction. "When you do a research paper for school," Briones explained, "you willingly decide, 'I am going to be overwhelmed with information about this topic, and I want to do that.'" But the relationship we have with our phone doesn't usually work that way: "There is a difference between willing cooperation--willing desire to have that information--and the unwilling reality of the algorithm."

For this reason, Briones suggested, the use of dumbphones isn't some retro trend like the readoption of record players and film cameras. "I don't think it's nostalgia," he told me. "People, especially young people, are tired of being harmed without their consent."

When Georgia Walker-Keleher finished her study at Stanford, many of the student volunteers switched back to their iPhones. Carter Hyde's parents encouraged her to get a smartphone again when she moved to L.A. for college. She was going to be in a new place and living on her own. She needed to be able to call an Uber in an emergency and check her bank balance while out with friends. But she was worried. "My biggest fear," she remembers, was "reverting completely back to my old ways."

Her experience in high school had inoculated her for a while. For a few years she managed to stay intentional about her use, with the help of screen-time apps and limits. But more and more, she found her time spent on the phone creeping up again. When we spoke, it had been eight years since the accident, and she confessed that she was "back to chronically scrolling."

She told me she "would love nothing more" than to go back to using a dumbphone. For now, though, she was calling me on her iPhone. "I just know that, you know, there's so much of my life that's on the phone."
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The Happiness of Choosing to Walk Alone

Going along with an untruth for fear of disagreeing with others is a form of self-betrayal that will make you miserable.

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.

Several years ago, I did some lecturing at a university in Moscow. One of my Russian colleagues had been involved in the dissident student movement in the 1980s, and talked a lot about how bad the regime was and how much most people hated it. I was curious about how, if it was so unpopular, the Soviet system managed to survive for so long. "Brute force?" I asked. "No," he said, "it was the fact that people pretended to support the government out of fear, giving everyone else the impression that they were alone in their private opinion, so they stayed silent. But eventually, the dissidents helped people figure out that hating the system was actually the majority view--at which point, the jig was up for the Kremlin."

What had kept the U.S.S.R. population in chains for so long was what the author and scientist Todd Rose has termed a "collective illusion," precisely this phenomenon of people holding an opinion that is widely shared but that they believe is theirs alone--thus staying silent from fear of persecution or rejection. In his writing and through the work of a think tank that he co-founded, called Populace, Rose has shown that this illusion affects not only people living under a dictatorship but also those in any society that demands a certain kind of cultural conformity. We even have our own version of it in parts of America today. Although no one would confuse the modern-day United States with the old Soviet Union, the dynamics of collective illusion are harming both our democracy and our individual well-being. Here is how to know if you are falling prey to a collective illusion--and how to break free from it without fear.

One way to find evidence of collective illusions is to ask people about the social pressure they may face to stay silent on their true point of view. As scholars at Populace point out in a recently published survey, this pressure is pervasive in the U.S., where 58 percent of people in a sampling of more than 19,000 citizens said they believed that "most people cannot share their honest opinions about sensitive topics in society today," and 61 percent admitted to self-silencing.

Listen: How to have a healthy argument

Because of this pressure, people are routinely giving what they perceive to be more acceptable opinions in their social circles than those they truly possess. Take, for example, the Populace report's findings about the controversial topic of "gender and diversity quotas" in executive positions within business. The demographic group in America most likely to publicly agree with this form of progressive action--showing 48 percent approval--is Gen Z, young people who have come of age in the past decade, when these ideas became more mainstream. But do these young adults truly agree with these kinds of DEI policies? When asked in the Populace survey what they privately believe, only 15 percent of them say they do--the same percentage as Baby Boomers. In other words, nearly 69 percent of Gen Zers who say that they agree publicly with such quotas are hiding their true feelings.

Or consider the question of whether we live in a mostly fair society. This issue has become a political football of late; older, more right-leaning Americans argue that we do, and younger, more left-leaning people say that we don't. Populace finds that 62 percent of people from the Silent Generation (those born before 1946) publicly agree with the statement (compared with just 32 percent of Gen Zers), as do 50 percent of Republicans (versus 32 percent of Democrats). Privately, however, the rates of agreement among those in the survey are just 6 percent of older Americans and 11 percent of Republicans. In other words, Americans of all ages are now much more doubtful about whether they live in a fair society than they like to admit in public.

Everyone accepts a degree of "going along to get along" to make community life run smoothly, but the phenomenon being tracked here goes well beyond that. Rose and his colleagues see in these findings a threat to our society, insofar as self-silencing and collective illusions indicate a tyranny of the minority that suppresses citizens' perception of the truth and free expression. The problem surpasses this, however. Collective illusions also exacerbate the negative well-being trends that I have previously documented. Saying one thing when you believe another is bad for your happiness. As researchers have long shown, this dissonance can induce psychological discomfort when it cannot be resolved. No surprise, then, that such dissonance is a common side effect of social anxiety and also associated with symptoms of depression. It creates a sense of dishonesty and inauthenticity: a gap between collective illusion and individual disillusion, you might say. This is what George Orwell's concept of "doublethink" identified in his novel 1984, in which people are dehumanized by being forced to accede to two contradictory ideas--in this case, one thought and the other stated.

Why don't people just say what they think and fix the dissonance? That's not so easy. To part ways with what you believe or fear is the majority opinion, especially in a community such as a political group, means risking social exclusion, which is scary and painful. Experiments demonstrating this phenomenon have involved subjecting humans to fMRI brain scans while they play a multiperson game from which they are suddenly excluded. This exiling experience stimulated the subjects' anterior cingulate cortex, part of the limbic system that processes emotional pain. When people go along with an opinion they disagree with but think is popular, they are in a catch-22 of inviting pain through cognitive dissonance by trying to avoid the pain of social rejection.

The way out of the collective-illusion catch-22 is to conquer the fear of rejection from stating your true opinion. The best guide to this that I have encountered comes from the philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson, a co-founder of this magazine who helped formulate its motto, "Of no party or clique." His 1841 essay "Self-Reliance," about which I have written before, is a handbook for breaking free of collective illusions. Here's my three-part summary.

1. Stop lying.
 Self-censorship creates a pattern of personal dishonesty. It's one thing to refrain from saying something you think out of politeness; it is another thing entirely to say something you don't think for the sake of self-advancement or out of fear. This, according to Emerson, is a self-betrayal. "Check this lying hospitality and lying affection," he counsels. "Live no longer to the expectation of these deceived and deceiving people with whom we converse." For Emerson, to voluntarily utter a lie just to fit in is like choosing to live in a prison: True happiness requires freedom in the form of honesty, come what may. To those who might not like hearing your contrary opinion, Emerson offers this counsel: "If you can love me for what I am, we shall be the happier. If you cannot, I will still seek to deserve that you should."

2. Reframe your independence.
 Contradicting the majority is, of course, difficult and frightening. Emerson's answer to this fear is to see it in a new way: "The great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with perfect sweetness the independence of solitude." Your evolutionary tendency is to see the act of breaking from the group in terms of rejection and isolation, both of which are painful and scary. They evoke the image of one cast out of the tribe and wandering alone and defenseless. Nonsense, Emerson says. Recast rejection as going your own way, and isolation as benign solitude from the deafening chorus of agreement with what is popular but wrong. Make ideological independence your personal brand and hold your head high.

Arthur C. Brooks: A gentler, better way to change minds

3. Just walk away.
 This advice might sound as if Emerson is advocating that you stomp off with your middle finger in the air. If you are a normal person, that sounds like a terrible way to behave--and fortunately, such defiance is not necessary. All that you need to become independent in your ideas is to separate your attention and energy from the source of acceptable but, in your mind, incorrect views. "If you are noble, I will love you," he writes, but "if you are not, I will not hurt you and myself by hypocritical attentions." If, for example, your friends are, in your private opinion, spouting nonsense, you don't have to refute or condemn them. Just quietly stop listening to them, and get some new friends.

To strengthen democracy and improve your happiness, here is the question I would ask you to consider: Which of your private opinions are different from what you tell others? They shouldn't be hard to find. After all, as the Populace report bluntly states, "every single demographic group is misrepresenting their true opinions on multiple sensitive issues."

Next, make a list of your unpopular opinions and an Emersonian plan to quietly declare your independence from what you believe is the erroneous mainstream or socially sanctioned view. In some cases, you will find that this seeming consensus wasn't mainstream at all but a collective illusion, and you might just be the one to break it. In other cases, you will find that you truly are in the minority, and will walk alone. So be it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/disagreement-benefits-groupthink-emerson/684490/?utm_source=feed
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You Have No Idea How Hard It Is to Be a Reenactor

Benedict Arnold's boot wouldn't come off, and other hardships from my weekend in the Revolutionary War.

by Caity Weaver


A (reenactor portraying a) British soldier at Fort Ticonderoga



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

Benedict Arnold had been growing hunkier all afternoon.

Incarnated, at the moment, by Cameron Green, the director of interpretation at historic Fort Ticonderoga, Arnold had spent much of this May Friday on horseback. Sixty rain-numbed Revolutionary War reenactors had sloshed in his wake, marching up forest trails and past a Texaco station, in period-correct leather buckle shoes (not engineered to withstand repeated impact with modern Vermont's asphalt highways) and period-correct wool coats (now ponderously wet, stinking of sheep). "Give 'em hell, boys!" a local resident had hollered from his farmhouse.

Saturday morning would mark the 250th anniversary of the fort's seizure in 1775 by the Green Mountain Boys--a rumbustious militia of proto-Vermonters who spent years violently defending their bite-size territory--but so far the rain was at best blighting and at worst obliterating every enriching activity the Fort Ticonderoga staff had dreamed up. A plan for the reenactors to sleep under starlight when we'd arrived on Thursday had been downgraded to a plan to shiver in a barn all night. A plan to shoot muskets had been canceled. A plan to teach elementary-age children how to cook a meal over an open fire in a town green had devolved into a horde of famished, filthy adults flooding into a schoolroom; propping their dripping muskets against shelves of picture books; and scavenging pencil-shaped cookies leftover from Teacher Appreciation Week. Everything was going less smoothly than it had in 1775. If the partially defrosted reenactors under Cam Green's supervision--individuals who had come from as far away as North Carolina; who had had to submit color photos of themselves in 1770s-era clothing and proof of insurance to be granted the privilege of portraying 18th-century guerrillas-- camped out again tonight, there was likely to be a mass hypothermia event.

And so the majority of the group--approximately 40 men in 18th-century clothes, one 16-year-old boy in 18th-century clothes, and one reporter who had been explicitly forbidden from attempting to wear 18th-century clothes (because, a senior member of Fort Ticonderoga's staff had insisted, she did not possess the fortitude to dress in leather breeches and buckle shoes for the first time while hiking 18 miles while conducting interviews, and he was right, he was right; thank God she had dressed in tactical hiking togs woven of such state-of-the-art ultralight moisture-wicking plastic that she herself could be said to be reenacting the life of a Poland Spring bottle)--had crammed into a one-bathroom family lake house for the night.

Its living room rapidly reached the swelter and volume of a blacksmith's forge operating as a front for an unlicensed tavern. Upon entry, about half of the company sloughed off their soaking breeches to stand around in voluminous shirts, pantsless, like giant toddlers; within minutes the place reeked of sodden natural fibers, sweaty armpits, and, intermittently, a tropical kiss of summer, owing to a decision by some of the men to repurpose some scrounged-up kids' sunblock as cologne. "Okay, so this is not--this is not coke," a man told me as he sprinkled a pinch of the brown powder he had just snorted off a sword onto the web of skin between my thumb and forefinger. (It wasn't coke! It was snuff--"battle crank," they called it--dispensed from a porcelain canister with HONOUR TO THE KING hand-painted in spidery letters on its lid.)

Yet as the tide of fiascoes rose around him, Benedict Arnold (still, in 1775, a charismatic Patriot; it would take five years of grievances to whet him into the traitor of 1780) was becoming--I will say this as clinically and dispassionately as possible--ravishing.

Cam had appeared in the barn that morning looking neat as a nutcracker. His regimental coat was festooned with epaulets (fringed) and silver buttons (dazzling). His Tresemme waves were bound tidily back. His calves were encased in trim black riding boots with cognac cuffs.


Benedict Arnold on the shore of Lake Champlain (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



But as the day sploshed on, Cam came to resemble more and more a windswept pirate on the cover of a romance novel. By dusk, the men in the lake house--men with wives and girlfriends wisely absent--were cracking jokes about his comely dishevelment. One observed that Cam, a 34-year-old father in buff breeches and a billowing white shirt, had metamorphosed into the group's "zaddy." Cam's hair escaped its binding. He shed his scarlet coat. His swaggering boots remained powerfully on.

His swaggering boots would not come off, actually. Cam couldn't get--huff--he couldn't--gasp--he couldn't get the--goddamn--boots off.

Now Cam was levitating horizontally. Men dressed as sailors and farmers and fopdoodles were yanking his arms and left leg toward opposite ends of the lake house, as if attempting to pull apart a stupidly huge party cracker. Cam had to be wrenched free because the alternative--having one's feet totally and permanently encased in period-correct leather riding boots--would be a suffocating fate, and also because he ran a real risk of developing trench foot if he slept in the boots.

"How you doing over there, Cam?"

In reply, a voice, muffle-crushed beneath three men who were using their body weight to pin Cam to the floor while other men pulled on his right boot, or on the shoulders of the men in front of them who were pulling on his right boot, or on the shoulders of the men in front of them who were pulling on the shoulders of the men in front of them, etc.--in a chain that extended out the door to the stairs--a voice so tiny, it sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well: "I'm good!"

Baby powder was sifted into Cam's boot. PAM cooking spray was chhhh'ed around the cuff's rim. Half a bottle of olive oil was glugged down into it. Cam lay on the floor with his eyes shut in concentration as a man wearing a floral neckerchief tied around his forehead, Rambo-style, attempted to rip Cam's foot off his body.

"I've seen this happen before," said a lanky apprentice leather-breeches maker from Colonial Williamsburg. "The long heel measurement wasn't taken correctly!" Fresh hands kept appearing--at one point I counted 20 people in the bedroom--eager for a chance to pull the sword from the stone. Cam's leg, by the way, was now fantastically slippery, because it was drenched in olive oil. A man in a red knit cap yanked as hard as he could. "That's just--my ankle--breaking!" Cam yelped.

No one suggested slicing the boots open with kitchen shears. Custom leather footwear cannot be destroyed lightly--especially if you have to wear it tomorrow because you are starring in a 250th-anniversary commemorative reenactment of the capture of Fort Ticonderoga.


The Green Mountain Boys cross the lake in a hand-built boat. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



Americans have been reenacting the Revolution since before the war was even over: In 1778, a lieutenant colonel in the Continental Army wrote in his journal that his men had marked the anniversary of a "Glorious victory Obtaind over the british" at Saratoga with "a Grand sham fight." Flurries of Revolutionary War battle reenactments were also recorded around the centennial, in 1876; participants then included many Civil War veterans, separated from real battlefield carnage by only a few summers.

Reenactors have no official governing body, though many belong to associations that coordinate events among local groups, whose members share tips and gear. Estimating how many Americans participate in reenactments is a bit like trying to figure out how many people carve jack-o'-lanterns. Counting buckle-shoe sales won't help you any more than counting harvested pumpkins would; some reenactors make their own shoes. But I can tell you that, as the United States barrels toward the commemoration of the 250th anniversary of its proclaimed independence, they are legion.

Beverly Gage: America is suffering an identity crisis

The reenactor community generally discourages members from claiming to be dressed as specific historical figures--though a few key roles may be assigned in highly choreographed public-facing reenactments. A reenactment of Washington crossing the Delaware, for instance, needs to have a Washington. With the exception of Arnold and a pugnacious Ethan Allen (the leader of the Green Mountain Boys, famous for yelling, as interpreted that weekend by a man named Tommy Tringale), plus a coterie of commanders at a reenactment of the attack on Bunker Hill, few reenactors I met purported to be dead people. They portrayed, instead, historically plausible types (a scraggly farmer; a wealthy townsman), which reenactors call "impressions."

Who would you be if you traveled to America's colonial past in 2025? If you have a large disposable income, an obsessive personality, an idolatrous affection for protocol, or ideally all three, then you possess the trappings for a fine portrayal of a member of the King's army. Top-notch redcoat impressions are renowned among "RevWar" reenactors for requiring an exceptional degree of precision, and also for their eye-bursting expense. The stiff bands of contrasting fabric, or "lace," sewn around each button on the front of a British regimental coat can cost several hundred dollars. Again, just the part around the buttons. An entire "kit"--reenactors' term for all the clothing, weapons, and associated paraphernalia--can easily cost thousands. (Reenactors reject the assumption that they wear "costumes," which they do not consider functional clothing.)




A man named Sean, who works as a military contractor--one of several Green Mountain Boys who normally "do British" but were slumming it as rebels for the weekend--told me that he likes to portray a British officer because of how hard it is. British Army reenactors, he said, possess "a desire to do things to a level of research perfection." Unlike the tailors, sailors, and shopkeepers who took up arms against them, the British forces were professional soldiers. "We can't look like a quote-unquote ragtag band of militia," Sean said. "We have to look like people who, this is their job." Emily, a college student studying music--one of three women dressed up as a Green Mountain Boy--told me she delights in "the degree of organization" and "very standardized drilling" inherent in redcoat portrayals.

(Note: People who spend thousands of dollars outfitting themselves as 18th-century British soldiers reacted so strongly when I asked if they considered themselves Anglophiles--they do not--that I felt embarrassed to have even suggested they might.)

If you want to be a reenactor but are laid-back, messy, or broke, you might be better suited to portraying an American. Or rather, a "Patriot"; technically, there were no "Americans" at Fort Ticonderoga or Lexington and Concord. The American Revolution began as a British civil war; before the Declaration of Independence in the summer of 1776, indignant colonial citizens considered themselves as "British" as the crimson-coated soldiers sent to patrol them.

If you have a contrarian streak, you could portray a Loyalist--a colonial civilian who supported the British Army. This is a less popular impression. On Friday morning at the Green Mountain Boys' first campsite, standing over the simmering pot containing "breakfast" (rice mush and meat hunks, with sprinklings of rainwater), I asked Brian, a public-school teacher from Connecticut, why he'd chosen this role.

"Because we're the good guys," he told me, with the grin of a man who has tricked his fourth-period social-studies class into engaging with today's lesson. Loyalists "were law-abiding citizens who didn't want a war," Brian said. "They're not for rebellion. They're not for insurrection." In lieu of breeches--too tight, he said--Brian's kit included goldenrod-yellow plaid trousers and a coat of pine-needle green. "I'm a dirt farmer," he replied, when I asked what sort of person might have worn such attire.

"The American war for independence was started by the 1 percent, and the 99 percent fought it," Brian told me. "It wasn't a change for the better. Slavery increased. We were in debt." The new government even broke its promise to pay the soldiers who had fought to create it. "Hence Shays's Rebellion in 1786," he said. "Hey, man, I fought for this country and I can't afford my farm now. It's very sad."

(If you enjoy having sex with multiple partners, that could make you a British soldier, too--allegedly. At an event weeks later, one bubbly young reenactor portraying a Patriot civilian murmured to me out of the corner of her mouth that "a lot of the Brits are swingers." The Americans, she said, tend to keep things more family-oriented. I was unable to confirm any of this.)

Who exactly does this kind of thing? (Revolutionary War reenacting, I mean!) I met a former punk rocker who now works in marketing, a Delta pilot, a nurse, a priest, an attorney, every kind of teacher, an admin guy from MIT, a park ranger, someone who works on historical sailing vessels, a woman who retired from a software company, a guy who had a gun pulled on him during sex by his then-girlfriend, and a man who'd driven from Arizona with his wife. Many of the reenactors I met were from Massachusetts, with accents so vehement, they can be transcribed only with symbols that evolved in the lacunae of standard English orthography ("BunkA Hill").

Men far outnumbered women, and a bright ribbon of divorce wove through the older males, girding some and racing toward others. Most were white; the current crop of Revolutionary War reenactors might be whiter than the original Continental Army, of which Black and Native American soldiers are believed to have constituted as much as 15 percent by 1780. Many of the reenactors were far younger than I'd expected, in their 20s and 30s, though a significant portion were considerably older; nearly everyone was older than the average Continental soldier, who was 22.

Reenactors can be roughly divided into two sects: "progressive," whose members' fervid commitment to historical accuracy typically leads to them hand-sewing every layer of their 18th-century ensembles; and "mainstream," whose practitioners are fine buying machine-stitched garments off the rack. I met more progressives than mainstreamers but, regardless of faction, age, or gender, participants' politics skewed markedly left. Revolutionary War reenactors, an anthropologist noted in a 1999 report for the National Park Service, tend to be politically more liberal than their Civil War peers. (This is perhaps because a person is most likely to reenact a conflict that occurred within driving distance of his or her home, and deep-blue New England was not a combat zone in the Civil War.)

Three different white men emphasized to me the necessity of incorporating the perspectives of "those who only appear in legal documents, but were real human beings," as one put it. Patriot reenactors insisted that their aim is not to lionize the Americans. "It's not 'The British were bad and the Americans were good,' " one told me. American colonists indiscriminately killed the men, women, and children they encountered already living on the continent, and imported new ones solely to enslave them. "Like, we are not this noble country here."

Multiple reenactors mentioned that they found the fiddly work of sewing historical garments relaxing. Others cited the pleasure of socializing without cellphones. A nurse named Alicia, wearing a beautifully hand-stitched gown the color of dark sea glass splattered with blood-red flowers, told me she doesn't like the 18th-century aesthetic "at all" but enjoys reenacting this era, because many of its associated activities (solving problems without modern implements, cooking over open fires) are physically grueling and require getting dirty.

One trait common to every reenactor with whom I spoke was a scorching, irrepressible desire to share factual information with strangers. Among the things I learned: It was fashionably expensive for a man to order his coat, waistcoat, and breeches "ditto"--meaning made of the same fabric and color--in which case the resulting suit of clothes would be referred to as "a ditto suit." An herbal analogue to aspirin can be made from decocting the bark of a willow tree into tea. Many redcoats' coats were, in fact, slightly orange (enlisted men's coats were colored with inexpensive dye made from the root of the madder plant; the darker carmine dye of crushed cochineal bugs was reserved for the coats of officers). The amount of forest covering Massachusetts has increased more than 100 percent since the 1830s. No one who wore one called it a "tricorner hat." Muskets with an external safety catch, called "doglocks," were considered obsolete by the 1770s--

"Sorry," said the 19-year-old who had just spent four minutes describing certain particulars of 18th-century French firearm mechanisms to me. "That was a lot of autism."

My foremost anxieties about pretending to live in the 18th century:

1. I would have to camp, which I hate.
2. I wouldn't be able to wear my glasses, which I need (because, although one Pilgrim came over with a pair of spectacles in 1620, eyeglasses were still relatively uncommon in colonial America).
3. I would have to be a woman.


This last one stings to admit. Because--actually--I am a girl's girl! You can ask any girl (from a list of girls I have preapproved for questioning). My initial research into the roles of women during the Revolutionary War produced a list of horrible jobs. I could:

1. Do laundry.
2. Have sex in exchange for rice.
3. Get murdered, my death inspiring troops to battlefield glory.


This last item was the job(?) of Hannah Caldwell, a mother of nine from New Jersey who was shot in 1780 while looking out her bedroom window, apparently by a British soldier. Fury over Caldwell's killing is often credited with reinvigorating American troops; as such, she is frequently included in lists of women important to the war effort. (North Caldwell, New Jersey, Tony Soprano's hometown, is named for her ... husband.)

My list was not exhaustive, of course. I could also be a nurse or cook food--okay, now it's exhaustive. Historians estimate that some 2,000 female "camp followers" marched with American troops. Many of them were the wives of enlisted men; some were widows, runaway servants, or otherwise impoverished; some brought children. These women performed vital tasks in exchange for food, and George Washington complained about them repeatedly. He issued orders that "expressly forbid" the women "to ride in the waggons"--for any reason "at all." "A clog upon every movement," he called them. (It was as if he knew me personally.)

I do not intend to denigrate the contributions of, for instance, Continental Army laundresses, who stripped the skin from their hands boiling, wringing, and scrubbing a modicum of sanitation into Washington's fetid forces, far more of whom died of disease than in combat. This labor was strenuous, challenging, and shamefully undervalued--and that is why it was impossible to feel excited about the prospect of performing or even pretending to perform it. I wanted to shoot a gun.




Irritatingly, it seemed that reenactors' fetishistic commitment to gun safety meant that I would be stuck (with the peerless honor of) being a woman. The only thing the average reenactor loves more than accurately portraying life in the 18th century is: safety precautions. "Safety--No. 1," I overheard one Revolutionary War veteran remind a newcomer. "Authenticity--No. 2. Have fun--No. 3."

For me to portray an armed man with an established unit, a reenactor named Dakota warned me in a phone call, would likely entail completing a "labor intensive" six-month training process that included memorizing the exercises of a 1764 drill manual until I could perform them perfectly while maneuvering a 12-pound musket (which itself would run me more than $1,000). I had stumbled into the only cranny of American culture in which firearms are tightly controlled.

At times, reenactors' twin fascinations--authenticity and preventive safety measures-- are irreconcilable. A stitch-perfect reproduction of a fisherman turned militiaman's indigo-dyed knit Monmouth cap can lend only so much veritas to a deadly battle re-created with prescheduled water breaks.

Did you know that it is against the rules of America's national parks to pretend to die in them? If you are reenacting a real battle, that is. Reenactments that imitate exchanges of fire, hand-to-hand combat, "or any other form of simulated warfare" are prohibited in all 433 prelapsarian sites under the stewardship of the National Park Service. "Even the best-researched and most well-intentioned representation of combat cannot replicate the tragic complexity of real warfare," the park-management guide beseeches. It is hard to argue with this, particularly if one has ever read, for instance, the memoir of Private Joseph Plumb Martin, who was 19 when he wintered in New Jersey under Washington's command. "We were absolutely, literally starved," he wrote. "I saw several of the men roast their old shoes and eat them, and I was afterwards informed by one of the officers' waiters, that some of the officers killed and ate a favorite little dog."

And yet. If one's goal is to captivate the public with wonders of the past, so much so that they might care about a former age enough to actually learn something, explosive combat reenactments are probably the most efficient way to accomplish this. Things that are shocking and terrible provoke our curiosity; if nothing ever went wrong, there would be no newspapers. Also: If you've spent six months learning how to properly fire a musket that set you back more than $1,000, you don't want to just walk around holding it.

It is fortunate, then, that some areas of this country (most of it, in fact) are considerably more lax about who is allowed to carry a weapon. While trying to find some work-around by which I would be able to fire an 18th-century musket without sacrificing months of my life learning how to do it safely, I heard of a ginormous reenactment of the Battle of Bunker Hill, the war's first major contest, taking place in June. The original battle site is preserved today by the National Park Service as a darling little plot penned in on all sides by urban Boston. This precludes it from accommodating thousands of visitors eager to witness simulated slaughter. The reenactment, therefore, would be held 35 miles up the coast, in Gloucester, Massachusetts. "And because it's not happening on National Park property," my tipster informed me, "we have a little more flexibility."


An American militiaman fires his musket--containing black powder but no projectiles--at the Battle of Bunker Hill. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



But first, I would have to be a woman.

After several weeks harassing various kind reenactors by phone call and email, I was dumped into the aproned lap of Stacy Booth, a member of Colonel Bailey's 2nd Massachusetts Regiment, which provides impressions of individuals who might have lived between 1770 and 1783. Stacy was coordinating civilian activities (that is: activities relating to 18th-century civilian reenactors) for the Bunker Hill event. She agreed to help me fulfill my dream of enacting reenacting, and we decided that I would spend one day as a civilian woman and one as an enlisted man.

I do not know how to sew anything, including a suite of 18th-century clothing. I got my husband to help me take a dozen persnickety measurements of my physique so that I could order custom garments from some of the foremost retailers of 18th-century-clothing reproductions--companies whose product quality, frequently mocked by hard-core reenactors, is, at the same time, generally deemed passable. Stacy introduced me to Susan Stewart, another stalwart of the 2nd Massachusetts, who agreed to help me learn to dress myself, and to provide additional clothing for me to borrow, if I flew to Boston a couple of weeks before the event.

This was fortunate, because neither my custom-made "Green Linen Gown" ($385 plus shipping) nor my "Linen Frock Coat--Short Collar" ($425 plus shipping) remotely fit. (How far off were my measurements? I am an adult woman of above-average height, and the nonreturnable gown, which I donated to the 2nd Massachusetts, is set to be repurposed for a 6-year-old girl.)

Within an hour of meeting Susan, I was nearly naked in her home. She laced me into my stays, instructing me in how to "fluff" my breasts upward as part of the process, and kindly yet firmly correcting my assumption that I would not be allowed to wear underwear during the reenactment. ("They did not. We all do.") The nearly $2,000 this magazine had splashed out for my clothing, much of which did not fit, appeared to cause her bodily pain. She seriously considered spending hours altering my child-size dress, but in the end settled for loaning me virtually everything I needed, and she also made me lunch. I remind the reader that this is merely Susan's hobby--a hobby in which she pays to participate.

I felt uglier as a middle-class woman in 1775 than I ever have in my life. From the inside out, I wore: low-rise hip-hugger underwear (not period-correct); white thigh-high cotton stockings fastened with cotton ribbon garters; a white linen shift with commodious sleeves; the buff-colored linen stays, which blockaded my torso yet neglected to bestow the fetching hourglass silhouette imposed by modern corsets; a green linen petticoat (essentially a skirt split into two panels of fabric hung on cotton string); mushroom-brown hanging linen pockets (tied around my waist); a brown linen petticoat; a green linen bedgown (functionally, the ensemble's shirt); a linen apron of bitsy blue and white checks; an enormous neckerchief hand-dyed with soft-red and dark-pink flora on a field of olive brown, folded in half diagonally and stretched over the shoulders; leather mules; and a white ruffled cap fastened around my skull with a burgundy ribbon tied in a bow (and further secured via a hidden plastic comb--not period-correct).

I had removed my makeup, nail polish, wedding ring, and earrings, and inserted contact lenses. When I studied myself in the mirror of the public restroom at the park where the Bunker Hill reenactment was taking place, what looked back at me was a shapeless mound of fabrics crowned by my plain stupid face--devoid of the natural glow I daily simulate with cosmetics--and the mortifying bonnet.

I probed my reflection for some trace of my own Revolution-era ancestor, whose features are a mystery to me. Priscilla Timbers was 18 in 1775 and resided in Virginia, about 16 miles (via I-95) from the farm where George Washington spent his childhood. Like me, she was the daughter of a white woman and a Black man; her mother was most likely a free servant working in the same household as her father, an enslaved man. I tried to picture myself as I imagine Priscilla: a tastefully sexy teen. Would she have looked better than I did under so many yards of fabric? How big was the bow on her cap? Did she have any inkling, in March 1775, that, as her fellow Virginian Patrick Henry thundered in a speech in Richmond, "The war is inevitable, and let it come!" Might a second- or thirdhand account of Henry's cataclysmic conclusion--"Give me liberty or give me death!"--have reached her by June? How, if at all, would such news make its way to a really quite striking teen?

Meandering through these thoughts, I was assaulted by a traumatizing realization: I am 36. I therefore, in all likelihood, more closely resemble a faintly suntanned version of Priscilla's white mother, who was about 40 years old in 1775. In fact, Sarah's whiteness is the only reason I am aware that her daughter existed; it created a vine of legal paperwork that curlicued across generations, hundreds of years later spiraling through free online genealogy forums, where I tripped across it one day after Googling my grandfather's name. Under Virginia law, Sarah's free status, impoverished as it was, conferred upon her daughter, and her daughter's sons and daughters, the same freedom.

The traces of Priscilla in written records mostly take the form of attestations in which various Caucasians state under oath that they have long been acquainted with Priscilla's family, and know her mother to have been a free white woman; or know that certain people are Priscilla's children and grandchildren and, thus, descended from free, white Sarah. If Sarah had been enslaved, there would be no documents to give me even this brumous view into her and her daughter's existences.

I have no idea how these members of my family, only a few generations removed from me, experienced the Revolution. This is one of the reenactors' central points: Sarah and Priscilla were part of the reality that formed my country and my self, and I don't know anything about their lives.

The Bunker Hill reenactment coincided with the first sunny Saturday to enlighten the Boston area in 15 weeks, which may explain why some 20,000 people turned out to Gloucester's Stage Fort Park that weekend to witness it. The organizers were hell-bent on doing it right, which meant huge, which meant six British tall ships in the harbor, which meant they needed a harbor. They also needed sufficient space (and porta-johns) for 1,000 camping reenactors, a hill for soldiers to run up, and room for members of the public to watch it all unfold. The seaside site in Gloucester satisfied all these criteria. And because the interpretation would take place in a random municipal park, people were free to die there, as long as they were only pretending to.


The British arrive at Bunker Hill. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



I emerged from my tent that Saturday morning half dressed, in my bedgown and just one petticoat--Susan had promised to help lace me into my stays--and picked my way through alleys of spectral white tents to the 2nd Massachusetts' commissary. For $20 and a volunteer shift, group members would receive five meals, plus snacks. A cast-iron pan the size of an extra-large pizza box sat atop flaming logs; inside it were more scrambled eggs than I'd ever seen in my life ("23 dozen"). Hot water for coffee dangled in a metal pail. By 7 o'clock, I was shoveling down expertly charred bacon like one who has overwintered with General Washington in New Jersey. Stacy's husband, Mark, the captain of the 2nd Massachusetts, sipped a gleaming Capri Sun. Visible anachronisms were permitted until eight, when the event would officially open to the public.

The June 17, 1775, Battle of Bunker Hill was fought between forces roughly quadruple the size of those in our reenactment. But, like the 2025 event, it did not occur on Bunker Hill. Patriot militia forces, encircling British-occupied Boston, had been instructed to work through the night to fortify a strategic position atop one of two hills--Bunker Hill--overlooking the city. When the sun rose on the 17th, it was revealed that the colonists--possibly out of a last-minute change of plans, possibly out of moonlit confusion--had built a rough defensive fort on the other hill, Breed's Hill. That's the one the British charged.

Even at one-quarter scale, the re-created battle really was something. Weapons were loaded with black powder. Real cannons boomed every few seconds, and the rackety-crack of real muskets was constant. The smoke was thick enough to cast its own shadows upon the hill. The sulfurous scent of hell wafted on the sea breeze.

The British reenactors could not help but lure the audience's attention away from the Patriots. They moved, in their smart red coats, with ordinate intention, firing in sequence, attacking, falling back, and redoubling their fake efforts. The colonists, at first, simply picked off oncoming redcoats from behind the safety of their redoubt, until, excited and discombobulated by the macabre spectacle of the slope disappearing beneath the bodies of the enemy, they began firing randomly--all of this playing out as it had on the day, when the undisciplined Patriot forces quickly ran out of ammunition.




For someone like me, who has trouble picturing things that are not immediately in front of her, watching people run up the hill was illuminating. A historian with a mic provided play-by-play narration for the crowd, explaining actions that were inscrutable to the casual viewer. "You can see Americans are pounding stakes in the field in front of the redoubt," he said. Why did the audience think they were doing that?

"Trip wire," a spectator in a beach chair in front of me confidently told a child.

In fact, the stakes were distance markers. Smooth-bore muskets, the emcee explained, fire inaccurately beyond about 50 yards; markers like these helped the colonists hold their fire until it would be most deadly. (The possibly apocryphal imperative to delay shooting " 'til you see the whites of their eyes" infiltrated the American lexicon from Bunker Hill.)

The most difficult job any reenactor performed that day was not scattering white mice with painted red eyes around the food area (the task I was assigned at lunchtime). It was not shouting historically attested quotations during the simulated battle. It wasn't even manning the smoldering cannons--a job that has, for centuries, put both soldiers and reenactors in a position to possibly have their arms blown off. (One cannoneer reenactor told me that her mom's cousin "lost his hands" operating a cannon during the bicentennial.) It was being a British soldier who was killed in the redcoats' first failed charge up the hill. These reenactors were forced to lie face down in the sun-scorched grass for nigh on an hour, baking in their red wool uniforms (and, in the cases of those outfitted as grenadiers, towering fur hats).

Hours after the battle, when the spectators had gone home for the day and the undead soldiers had dusted themselves off, hundreds of reenactors, including several I had known back when they were Green Mountain Boys, gathered in the dark for a "jollification"--a chance to drink free cider, ale, lager, wine, and molasses rum that various participants had managed to procure in great quantities. An 18th-century-dressed stranger materialized out of the black night--there was no electricity at the jollification--and offered me psychedelic mushrooms. (I declined her offer.) The reenactors were still scream-singing 18th-century prison ballads when I descended the hill back to my tent, clawed myself out of my stays, and fell asleep on the ground.

So many reenactors explained to me so many times the mechanics by which a marble-size lead musket ball is ejected through the (smooth, not rifled) barrel of a musket that I am tempted to recite them here, just to prove that I can. But I can't spare 5,000 words. By the time I got to the Bunker Hill reenactment, I had heard enough musket horror stories--about a gun kicking back and breaking a man's nose because he didn't realize he had loaded it with three charges of gunpowder; about how, if a paper-wadded musket ball is not nestled in powder at the very bottom of your gun's breech, "you have yourself a pipe bomb"--that I had grown afraid to shoot one. But I had begged to do it, and so I would have to.

On Sunday morning, I dressed as a man in birch-colored linen breeches that fastened in front with two quarter-size buttons; a linen "work shirt" worn over a chest binder from Amazon (the latter neither period-correct nor--we're all friends here; we can say it--greatly needed); a pale waistcoat with 12 silver buttons; a cumbersome brown frock coat; a black cocked hat; a raspberry kerchief knotted jauntily around my neck; the most discreet black sneakers I could find; and gigantic, flappy gaiters to hide them.

Though the men's kit was even more stifling, I was less bothered by my appearance in it, because I looked so completely foreign to myself. (Also, no member of the public reached out to rub the fabric of the men's garments between their fingertips--"Nice linen!"--as one had when I was a woman in skirts.)

Thus attired, I stood on the Atlantic shore, clutching the musket to what my instructor referred to as "the meaty part" of my shoulder. The gun was so heavy, I had to cantilever my upper body backward to keep it aloft. I pulled the trigger, producing a tiny fireball and a loud crack. "Baaaaaaaah! " I said. To my relief and delight, the firearm had not exploded in my face, maiming me for life. I couldn't wait to put it down.

In the afternoon, the reenactors staged the Battle of Bunker Hill all over again, for the Sunday crowd. On both days, nuance was pulverized in the heat of war. "These are the good guys," a father told his son, pointing at the Patriot forces. He probably did not know that, actually, many soldiers serving the Crown held ideas about liberty that were at least as, if not more, radical than those held by many Patriots, as had been explained to me at the lake house, right before our emergency pizzas (thank you, Cam) arrived.


The careful observer might spy signs of modernity. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



Watching a dozen redcoat reenactors face-plant in the grass probably did not help the assembled spectators better comprehend the horrors of war. But many did learn something. A significant portion of the crowd seemed surprised and disappointed to discover--as they watched the King's soldiers surge over the redoubt on their third charge attempt, taunting retreating colonial militiamen--that the Americans lost the Battle of Bunker Hill.

Back in Vermont, it took Cam's men an hour to prize him out of his leather boots, which popped off in choking puffs of oiled baby powder. I was the only woman in the lake house of 41 people, and so was offered one of its three beds. ("A clog upon every movement!" Commander Washington snarled across the centuries.) The luckier Green Mountain Boys used couch parts for pillows; most lay on the bare floor. Ian, a 26-year-old preschool teacher, who had slept Thursday night on a pile of straw, spent Friday night in a closet, on a mattress of pizza boxes. When morning came, Cam was back in his wet boots.

We resumed the march in winterish May drizzle and by mid-afternoon reached the spot whence, in 1775, the Green Mountain Boys launched their assault against the fort, silently sneaking across Lake Champlain. To ferry reenactors across, the astonishing Fort Ticonderoga staff had hand-built two flat-bottomed bateaux. The sun emerged while we rowed across the lake. On the New York shore, it shone through the fuzzy caterpillar heads of giant foxtail grass. The effect was enchanting, but not period-correct. Giant foxtail was introduced to North America by accident in the 1920s, mixed in with grain imported from Asia.

Because I was not wearing period clothing, I could not participate in the climax of the reenactment, when the Green Mountain Boys, led by Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold, would rush in and seize the fort. I wished them luck with the mission, and split off to claim a bleacher seat. The original Green Mountain Boys had stormed the gates at 3:30 a.m. When the commemorative reenactment--"REAL TIME REVOLUTIONTM 3-Day Reenactment: No Quarter!"--began 250 years later, the first evening stars were tiptoeing out. A fort historian set the scene: The British garrison was small, he explained, occupied by only 66 people--not just soldiers, but their families as well. In real life, the Green Mountain Boys had been guided the final stretch to the fort by a local lad who knew it better than any militiaman; he had spent all that day "playing with the boys" who lived there, he later recalled. He saw the soldiers' sons "most every day." They were his closest friends.


The careful observer might spy signs of modernity. (Scott Rossi for The Atlantic)



A few minutes later, cries of "Halt!" and "Alarm! Alarm!" echoed off the fort's stone entryway. Reenactors portraying British sentries were bum-rushed by a swarm of whooping Green Mountain Boys. At a word from Arnold--"Get them out of their beds!"--a horde rushed into the garrison, emerging seconds later, dragging and pushing bewildered men, women, and children dressed in flimsy nightclothes into the hollow heart of the fort. The night had grown cold, and the families were ordered to kneel on the packed dirt. Some were in bare feet. "Be careful!" a woman called out. "There's an infant right here!" There was an infant right there--a two-month-old boy, swaddled in period-correct cloth against a reenactor's chest.

The Green Mountain Boys encircled the hostages, muskets aloft. Allen thundered a command for the British to hand over the fort. "If you do not comply, or a single gun from this fort is fired, neither man, woman, or child will be left alive!" he yelled. "What?" gasped a cowering woman. A few Green Mountain Boys flipped their muskets around and menaced the kneelers with the butt ends. "For the sake of your men and their families," Arnold said to a British officer, "surrender this post."

All of this was surprisingly upsetting to witness. These were my sweet Green Mountain Boys? The ones who had spent two days drawing my attention to interesting birds' nests we marched past, sharing with me the orange peels they had candied themselves, and teaching me about buttons? When I'd first been introduced to them, they had been interchangeable old-timey people. Now I could easily distinguish between the beech-nut and ash browns of their wool coats. I knew exactly how damp those coats were, how overpoweringly they reeked of wet sheep. That was Emily, the fifer, dragging a man out of bed. That was Wilson, the genial leather-breeches maker, shoving a soldier to his knees. These were my friends? Holding a baby hostage at gunpoint? When the fort commander surrendered his sword, shrieks of glee ripped from the throats of the Green Mountain Boys.

I spent the night in a Super 8 and, when I returned to the fort the next morning, was jarred to realize that the reenactment had resumed. Oxen were taking part in it now; they were being used to tow the imprisoned soldiers' belongings, as the British-garrison reenactors--now prisoners of war--were marched toward the parking lot. When, I wondered, would the past end? I spotted a Green Mountain Boy I knew, Avi, and confessed to him that I'd found the reenactment unsettling. "It was a big tragedy," he said. "These people"--he cast his eyes over the parade ground--"were as American as us in a lot of ways."

This, perhaps, is the chief merit of reenacting: not that it glorifies past accomplishments or condemns past failures, but that it emphasizes how any action humans have ever performed, whether for good or for ill, has been carried out by ordinary women and men. The Green Mountain Boys were not hellhounds. They were farmers. Kind and generous fellows were no doubt among the British soldiers killed at Bunker Hill. George Washington turned out in clean military dress because women did his laundry.

This is an emboldening and disquieting way to apprehend history: not as a logical march toward an inevitable destination, but as a free-for-all dash subjected to the whims of regular people. It could end up anywhere.

And if people in the present fawn over history, it is no less true that many in the past were preoccupied with how the future would regard them. Take, for instance, these lines of poetry commemorating the 99th anniversary of American independence, in 1875:

They pierced the veil
Of distant years, lov'd us, although unborn,
And purchased, with their arms, and purest blood,
The bright inheritance we now enjoy.


The sentiment strikes 21st-century ears as unremarkable; we are accustomed to adulating the revolutionaries. But, in fact, the words sweat on the page. The poem, titled "The Anticipation for the 99th Year of American Independence," was published in 1780, in the middle of the war. Independence was a fantasy, not yet secured. The writer dreamed of someday being remembered kindly--hopefully by Americans.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Into the Breeches."
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Americans Are About to Feel the Government Shutdown

Airport delays and IRS closures are just the beginning.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




As far as government shutdowns go, this one has so far lacked the round-the-clock chaos of its predecessors. There have been no dramatic late-night clashes on the floors of Congress, no steep stock-market plunges driven by panicked investors, no prime-time presidential addresses from the Oval Office. Even the running clocks on cable-news chyrons have disappeared.

But in the reality show that has replaced a properly functioning system of democratic governance, we are fast approaching the moment when a shutdown stops being a subject of political bluster and starts hurting Americans. And as much as President Donald Trump and his allies have tried to direct the damage from what he derisively calls "the Radical Left Democrat shutdown" toward "Democrat things," the pain will soon be felt just as acutely in MAGA country as in liberal areas.

Over the next week, a series of wires in the federal bureaucracy and broader U.S. economy will be tripped. If past shutdowns are any guide, those developments will force Congress and the White House--which so far have spent more time trading internet memes than serious proposals for a settlement--to begin seriously negotiating a way to bring this to an end.

It's not that the government shutdown is going well; it's just not as bad as it will soon be. The nation's air-traffic-control system is already buckling because of staffing shortages: Airports across the country, including Chicago, Las Vegas, Newark, and Washington, D.C., are reporting delays. There's been a "slight uptick" in air-traffic controllers--who must still report to work--calling out sick, Transportation Secretary (and Real World: Boston alum) Sean Duffy said Monday, the same day the air-traffic-control tower at Hollywood Burbank Airport was closed down because of insufficient staffing. Next week, air-traffic controllers and members of the military will miss their first paychecks. With one week left before the extended tax-filing deadline, the IRS this morning furloughed thousands of workers after exhausting prior-year funds. Government programs that have been able to stay afloat using leftover money--including funding that helps provide formula and support for low-income mothers and their babies--are quickly running out of money. President Trump recently suggested that he would move forward with mass layoffs of government workers if there's no resolution by this weekend--and that a lot of the jobs "will never come back." (Furloughed workers are already set to miss their first paycheck on Friday.)

Few Americans have a comprehensive understanding of the "gazillion things that the government does that will start to really bite," Mark Zandi, the chief economist of Moody's Analytics, told me. Nor do people understand how quickly a shutdown can set off a catastrophic chain reaction. "When things you can't even imagine start to break, damage starts to occur. And then, at that point, global investors say, 'Oh, maybe this is something very different than what I've seen in the past.'"

Democrats and Republicans in Congress--who are still getting paid--have made little effort to broker an agreement to reopen the government. House lawmakers have largely stayed out of Washington since passing a seven-week funding bill last month. The Senate has repeatedly held failed votes on the House bill, each time falling well short of the 60 votes needed to send it to Trump's desk. Trump has vacillated between calling the lapse in funding "an unprecedented opportunity" to slash the federal workforce--a threat he has so far not carried out--and, more recently, suggesting that he is willing to cut a deal with Democrats over soon-expiring health-care subsidies at the heart of the stalemate.

Read: Trump's grand plan for a government shutdown

Democratic lawmakers have told me their constituents are pushing them to hold the line, convinced that they must use this rare opportunity to stand up to Trump's norm-defying presidency and fight to keep health-insurance premiums from soaring next year. Republicans, who have repeatedly said that any negotiations must take place only after Democrats vote to fund the government, appear similarly convinced of the righteousness of their position. A White House official, speaking anonymously to discuss internal strategy, told me the president is willing to have a policy debate with Democrats, but only after the government is open--which, as anyone who has read The Art of the Deal could tell you, is not typically how negotiating works.

All of this underscores just how bizarre the current shutdown is. In 2013, when the government closed for 16 days, lawmakers believed that voters would punish those seen as complicit in it. Republicans back then eventually caved when it became clear that the public did not support either their tactics (threatening a shutdown) or their mission (repealing the Affordable Care Act). "Obviously, it's a very different Washington right now," Doug Heye, a Republican strategist who worked in House leadership at the time, told me. Today, nobody fears political fallout, he said.

But today, as millions of Americans face the impending squeeze of the shutdown, that calculation may change. House Speaker Mike Johnson, a Louisiana Republican, acknowledged yesterday that if Congress does not pass a bill to fund the government by Monday, there will not be enough time to process October 15 paychecks for active military troops. But the House, which has not held a vote since September 19, is not scheduled to return until Monday. Johnson also noted that the shutdown is already "resulting in crippling economic losses," he told reporters yesterday, citing a White House report that found a $15 billion decline in gross domestic product for each week the government remains closed.

The federal food-aid program, known as WIC, entered the government shutdown with only enough funding to last for the first seven to 10 days, Georgia Machell, the president and CEO of the National WIC Association, told me. Anything beyond that point "is really going to start putting babies and young children and pregnant women at risk," she said, meaning that sometime this weekend, about 6 million people could start losing benefits. WIC programs on military bases have already closed down, Machell told me. Yesterday, the White House announced that Trump would be repurposing dollars from tariff revenue to extend WIC funding for the foreseeable future.

The move indicates that Trump is aware of the fact that, as president, he will bear much of the responsibility for how the shutdown hurts Americans, even as his administration puts banners on government websites blaming the Democrats for the crisis. When I reached out to the White House to ask about all of this, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson sent me a statement that emphasized "Democrats' radical demands."

Meanwhile, additional knock-on effects of the shutdown will become highly visible in the coming days. The Smithsonian Institution was able to remain open for the first week of the shutdown, using funding from prior years, but is now scheduled to close its museums, its research centers, and the National Zoo on Sunday. Most IRS "operations are closed," the agency posted on its website. The Treasury Department provided furloughed workers with a form letter to give to their creditors, suggesting that financial institutions offer "workout arrangements" for borrowers who might have trouble paying their bills. "At present, we cannot predict when pay may resume for furloughed employees," the letter said.

The private sector has good reason to be spooked, too. In a letter to congressional leaders last month, the U.S. Travel Association said the lapse in government funding could cost the economy $1 billion each week.

Some Republicans have blanched at the amount of waste involved in a government shutdown. The Congressional Budget Office estimated that 750,000 federal workers had been furloughed, and noted that a 2019 law ensured that they will receive back pay once the government reopens. The cost of paying employees who are not working amounts to about $400 million a day. The Office of Management and Budget this week floated the idea of not restoring pay for furloughed workers, Axios reported Tuesday, though congressional leaders have largely dismissed the White House's attempts at a legal justification for such a move. "There's no better symbol of Washington's wasteful spending than paying non-essential bureaucrats $400 million a day not to work," Senator Joni Ernst, an Iowa Republican, wrote in an October 3 letter to Russell Vought, the OMB director and Project 2025 enforcer.

Private companies may soon pressure Congress to act. In 2013, the last time the Pentagon was involved in a shutdown, it took less than a week for Lockheed Martin to announce that it was furloughing 3,000 workers, stating that "the number of employees affected is expected to increase weekly in the event of a prolonged shutdown." This time around, the company has been less clear about its intentions, though a spokesperson did not rule out the potential for furloughs when I asked if any were being planned. "We are working with our U.S. government customers to assess the impact on our employees, programs, suppliers, and business, while supporting essential, mission-critical programs and mitigating the impact to our operations," the spokesperson Cailin Schmeer told me in an email.

More than 40,000 private-sector employees could be put out of work if the shutdown lasts for a month, the White House Council of Economic Advisers said in a report released last week. Although many economists say that the United States will rebound from any hits to its gross domestic product once the government reopens, some private businesses will likely "never recover all of the income they lost," Phillip L. Swagel, the Congressional Budget Office director, wrote last week in a letter to Ernst.

Pete's Diner on Capitol Hill in Washington is one such company. Speaking from a mostly empty restaurant at lunchtime earlier this week, owner Gum Tong told me that business has fallen about 80 percent since the shutdown began. She has tried to avoid laying off employees, many of whom have been with the restaurant for years. "Our bills don't stop when the government stops working," she told me. "I hope this shutdown doesn't last long. Hopefully they can let everybody go back to work, and get on with their own life soon."
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Saudi Arabia Gets the Last Laugh

The Riyadh Comedy Festival is just one part of a much bigger plan.

by Hanna Rosin




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

Updated at 10:45 a.m. ET on October 9, 2025

It's hard to be a comedian; it's never just bits and punch lines. They expect you to weigh in on so much serious stuff: cancel culture, political repression. And now the latest heavy question plaguing the world of stand-up is: "Should you decline to perform at a comedy festival in a country that has arrested and jailed some of its own comedians?" The Riyadh Comedy Festival in Saudi Arabia concludes this week, but the outrage (from comedians who didn't go) and self-justification (from comedians who did) continues.

The festival is an outgrowth of Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030, a plan launched by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) to attract Western investment and glitz up his country's draconian image. According to the Atlantic staff writer Vivian Salama, who has covered the Gulf states for decades, the country has changed considerably--at least on the surface. Women drive, work in different sectors, and dress more vibrantly. The country has launched a women's soccer league and expressed interest in hosting the Women's World Cup in 2035. But the country's leaders still jail and harass critics, and U.S. intelligence still suspects MBS of involvement in the brutal murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, which are some of the reasons why Human Rights Watch said the comedy festival "whitewashes abuses."

In this episode, we talk to Salama and our colleague Helen Lewis, fresh back from seeing Louis C.K. and Jimmy Carr perform in Riyadh, about what happened at the festival and how to understand Saudi Arabia's push for modernization.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Okay, how about this for a setup: A bunch of comedians walk into a festival hosted by a country that has arrested and jailed some of its own comedians, a country accused in American courts of providing support to the 9/11 hijackers. And then, days before the festival starts, a different comedian says--

Marc Maron (from Instagram): Well, there's a Riyadh comedy festival; I don't know if you heard about that.
 (Audience laughs.)
 Maron: This is true. There's a Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, comedy festival.


[Music]

Rosin: That's Marc Maron, from a recent video he posted on social media.

Maron: I mean, how do you even promote that? From the folks that brought you 9/11, two weeks of laughter in the desert! Don't miss it!
 (Audience laughs.)


Rosin: And then another comedian says--

Shane Gillis (from Matt and Shane's Secret Podcast): Everyone's like, Yeah, you should do it. Everyone's doing it. It's like, For Saudis? 


Rosin: That was Shane Gillis, who declined to go.

Gillis: Weren't those the 9/11 guys?
 (Laughter.)


Zach Woods (from TikTok): Guys, it's that special time of year: It's the Riyadh Comedy Festival. And all of your favorite comedians are performing at the pleasure of Turki al-Sheikh, and--


Rosin: That's Zach Woods.

Woods: Human Rights Watch has been begging the comedians not to participate in the whitewashing of the horrors that are ongoing in Saudi Arabia. Ugh, what a cockblock Human Rights Watch is for comedy.
 Let's have some fun--


[Music]

Rosin: Atsuko Okatsuka said she was offered a spot in the festival but declined. And then she posted on social media what looked like a contract, where it stated that performers could not make fun of Saudi Arabia and its leadership, the Saudi royal family, and basically anything regarding religion.

Now, the comedians who did sign on to the festival included some pretty heavy hitters: Dave Chappelle, Louis C.K., Aziz Ansari, Kevin Hart, Pete Davidson, and Bill Burr, among dozens of others. The amount they were paid isn't known for sure, though at least one comedian has said he was offered $375,000 and that others received more than $1 million--which is a lot more than some of them make in the U.S.

In an appearance on Real Time With Bill Maher last Friday, Louis C.K. said he had "mixed feelings" about attending.

Louis C.K. (from Real Time With Bill Maher): I think everything that's being said about it, that's a worthy discussion: When are you appeasing? When are you engaging? And I have mixed feelings about it too. I struggled about going once I started hearing what everyone was saying.


Rosin: Jessica Kirson, who is a gay comedian with a big queer following, also went to the festival and then apologized to her fans when she got back.

Aziz Ansari, meanwhile, told Jimmy Kimmel this week that he saw performing there as an overall good thing for Saudi Arabia.

Jimmy Kimmel (from Jimmy Kimmel Live): So you felt that, in the long term, this will be a positive: people seeing comedy and American comedy and free speech--
 Aziz Ansari: Yeah, so many people were there talking about stuff. And I hope people see that, and they go, Wow, this was really great, and I want more of this. Not just in comedy, but in everything.


Rosin: All of this, whether intended or not, brought a lot of attention to a festival that otherwise may have gone largely unnoticed.

Rosin: So you literally just got back from Saudi Arabia.
 Helen Lewis: Yeah, my plane landed about two hours ago.


Rosin: I mean, we even sent Atlantic staff writer Helen Lewis there.

Lewis: This is a country that has been a theocracy, essentially, practicing one of the more conservative forms of Islam. Some stuff was genuinely pretty groundbreaking. This is probably the first time anyone has joked about dildos onstage in Saudi Arabia.


[Music]

Rosin: We'll hear more from Helen about what it was like to be at the festival later in the show.

And in case you were wondering, or waiting, I do not have a punch line to this setup. But in the end, maybe it's Saudi Arabia that gets the last laugh, because the Riyadh Comedy Festival is just one small part of a much bigger plan the country has put in place that goes way beyond comedy--a plan to compete with its neighbors, pull in Western investment, dominate sports, and generally be known for things other than 9/11 and human-rights violations.

Vivian Salama: You could really kind of envision the skyline of Dubai: You know that it's a shopping hub, and there's all these celebrities that go there, and it's glitzy, and it's glamorous.

Well, Saudi Arabia has a lot more money and kind of looked on all these years very jealously, in some ways, of the fame and fortune that came with Dubai and Abu Dhabi and Qatar's transformation. And it wanted that, but it had some restrictions.

Rosin: That's my colleague Vivian Salama, who lived and reported in the Gulf for several years.

Salama: After all, this is the home of Islam. Mecca and Medina hold very, very spiritual significance for Muslims around the world. Saudi Arabia was known for morality police and things like that; it was not known for comedy and fashion and entertainment.

And then all of a sudden, about a decade ago, you had a young crown prince--who came in somewhat forcefully into power, pushing his cousin out of the way--and he vowed to change things, and that's when some of these new patterns began. And so it's been a gradual shift, a comedy festival being part of that bigger picture.

Rosin: What is the bigger picture? I've heard of Vision 2030. What is that? What is that about?

Salama: So Mohammed bin Salman, the crown prince of Saudi Arabia--who, by the way, just turned 40 years old in August--he launched something called Vision 2030, he and others, the king included.

[Music]

Salama: Vision 2030 is their economic-diversification plan and which gets very in the weeds in terms of the different sectors of development. But one of the big parts of this framework was that they were gonna diversify their economic, social, and cultural life. If you read through this very long plan, it talks about the pillars for promoting a "vibrant society," among it getting its citizens to exercise more, getting them to spend more on entertainment, things like that.

They really believe that they cannot rely exclusively on the fact that they are the world's largest exporter of oil as the sole basis for generating economic revenue; they needed to diversify-- which is what, by the way, Dubai and Abu Dhabi and Qatar had been doing in the decades before. It's just a more sustainable model. And Saudi Arabia, up until about a decade ago, was really in trouble in that regard because of the fact that it needed to find other alternative avenues for revenue. They weren't getting tourism the way that Dubai and Qatar were. They weren't getting any of that other money. The retail shopping hubs were not looking to go there.

And it's partly because of their record on a number of issues. Human rights, for example, has been problematic all along. Repression of women was always something that was notable for Saudi Arabia. They have been trying to change this, in conjunction with this diversification plan that they're also trying to execute on.

Rosin: It's funny--you're saying it in a straight way, but as you're saying it, I'm like, This does not necessarily hang together. How does "comedy festival" dropped into the middle of this make any sense? Comedians are known for making fun of everything. And so how do you think they thought through that? It's not a shopping center; it's a different animal, you know?

Salama: The fact that we are here talking about it is what they are trying to accomplish. They want to bring eyes and people's attention to Saudi Arabia for things other than, say, negative headlines or just the Hajj, for Islamic pilgrimage. They want to be known for other things. They want us to be talking about Saudi Arabia: Did you see that festival in Saudi Arabia? Did you see that fashion show in Saudi Arabia?

Rosin: So Mohammed bin Salman, or MBS, has actually made headway in this goal, proving to the world that this is not your grandma's Saudi Arabia. He's also an ally of President Donald Trump.

During Trump's first presidency, his very first international visit was to Saudi Arabia. In the spring of 2018, Trump hosted MBS at the White House for some classic Trumpian dealmaking.

Donald Trump (from PBS NewsHour): We've become very good friends over a fairly short period of time; I was in Saudi Arabia in May. And we are bringing back hundreds of billions of dollars into the United States, and we understand that--


Rosin: Then, just about six months after that warm welcome in the Oval Office, news broke about the shocking killing of Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi.

Salama: It was eventually determined by U.S. intel that the crown prince, Mohammed bin Salman, either knew about or directed the killing of Jamal Khashoggi, which was an extremely brutal event, as we know now--happened extraterritorially in Istanbul, likely with the use of a bone saw. And so you had this very jarring image of this journalist working for a Western publication who was brutally killed by this man, and at the same time, he was out there talking about: I'm a different kind of ruler. I'm a reformer. I want to engage with the West. And so you had this split-screen situation, and it just so happened that the Trump administration had come into office right around that time.

President Trump did acknowledge, with some trepidation, these reports. He reportedly, according to my sources, told the crown prince and the king privately, I hope there wasn't a bone saw; I'll be very mad if there was a bone saw, but also made very clear that he wasn't gonna get involved in their domestic affairs, that this relationship is a business relationship above all else: We can help each other do really well.

Rosin: Do you, as an observer of the country and its ebbs and flows, think that MBS, for being young and kind of desiring this cultural opening, has made any actual meaningful reforms?

Salama: Oh, yeah, most certainly. When I last visited Saudi--a year and a half ago, maybe--I couldn't actually believe how much it had changed. There was a time less than a decade ago where I could not walk around without an abaya, the full dress that goes to the floor, that covers the very modest clothing. Oftentimes, I'd have to have a veil at least on hand so that if anyone yelled at me, I'd just kind of throw it on my head, if not always wearing it.

I walked around in jeans and a T-shirt. Women were wearing bright, vibrant abayas that were open and showing their jeans and T-shirts underneath--and I'm talking Saudi women. Their hair was exposed much more than I'd ever seen before. Women are now driving, which is one of the big headliners that came out during the MBS period.

But also, Saudi Arabia was a little bit of an interesting mix even before this because you did have women who were involved in government, who were business leaders, and they've just been given a platform to expand their influence in the kingdom more as these reforms have set in over the years. And so definitely, there's been significant changes, and you can see it even superficially when you go to visit.

Rosin: So thinking about the comedy festival again, one obvious argument is: "You have a comedy festival. You have comedians show up. Saudis are in the audience. They hear this kind of comedy. Even if it's not free comedy--it cannot criticize the crown prince or the government or the royal family--it's still an edgy kind of comedy, and that, in and of itself, has an opening effect." Do you believe that to be true?

Salama: I mean, it is surprising to me, having been now traveling and/or living in the Gulf for close to 20 years, it is surprising to me to see where we are. It's definitely a change; it has to be acknowledged.

At the same time, whether or not you can criticize the government, for example, that's obviously still a red line, and it's problematic. And a lot of these comedians just decided that they're not going to participate in a festival that draws red lines, that tells them what they can and cannot say, because comedy is notoriously sort of a free rein--or at least it used to be; things are changing even here. But the Gulf governments--and I'm not just talking about Saudi Arabia--the governments in the Middle East across the board don't take criticism very well. They're not a free-speech society by any stretch.

[Music]

Rosin: Yeah. I guess what you're observing is openness is a big, broad term. There is some openness in the way women walk around on the streets, the fact that women drive, the kinds of comedians that were invited. But that doesn't mean all kinds of openness; it doesn't mean criticizing the government, it doesn't mean comedians can say what they wanna say, and it doesn't necessarily even translate into the exact same standards for a Saudi citizen. But it is something different.

Salama: That's right. That's right. And a lot of these comedians have just determined that any restriction is a no-go.

Rosin: After the break, the view from inside the comedy festival.

[Break] 

Rosin: The Riyadh Comedy Festival just wrapped today, and as fans and comedians return home, a clearer picture of what the event was actually like is taking shape.

Atlantic staff writer Helen Lewis just arrived home from Riyadh when we spoke.

Lewis: So we went to see the co-headliners of the comedy festival, who are Louis C.K. and Jimmy Carr, a British comedian. And they had a Saudi comedian as a support act, and he said, I just want everyone to give a big round of applause for Mohammed bin Salman. (Laughs.) And I was just like, No, no. And obviously, I don't applaud anything anyway, and I thought, Well, what a way to go, what a way to be dragged off by the secret police, is for showing insufficient enthusiasm for the comedic potential of Mohammed bin Salman.

But this was organized by the General Entertainment Authority. This was a state-sanctioned comedy festival. So I think performing there implies not even quite an endorsement, but certainly a level of comfort and ease with what the government is doing that, even in an American context, never mind a Saudi context, I think lots of people would have a problem with.

Rosin: So that expectation was not on the American comedians, exactly--like: Share a big round of applause. But when comedian Atsuko Okatsuka posted a picture of the contract, the contract was essentially: No insulting, degrading, embarrassing the leadership or religion. It was specifically about insulting the heads of state.

Lewis: Yeah, and I think that's really worth noting because, actually, the material was pretty blue--pretty blue--so that is kind of interesting. This is a country that has been a theocracy, essentially, practicing one of the most conservative forms of Islam. Some stuff was genuinely pretty groundbreaking. This is probably the first time that anyone has joked about dildos on stage in Saudi Arabia. Might not be the last.

Rosin: Well, I was wondering about Jimmy Carr. I was like, He's a filthy comedian, you know?

Lewis: He is a filthy comedian. I would say about 75 percent of his set is about: Ooh, wouldn't it be funny if I was a sex offender? (Laughs.) And you're like, You do know that they kill those over here, Jimmy? (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yes! So how did that roll out?

Lewis: Well, actually, you know what, almost all of it went down really well--and, actually, in this slightly intoxicated way, where he kept saying, like, Let's push it a little bit more, shall we? Which is something that came up in Bill Burr's reflections on the event, right? That there was a feeling that people were really excited to be there. This was thrilling to them, that this is kind of slightly titillating, to hear this kind of what, to you and me, would be like, Oh, 9 p.m. at the Comedy Store any night of the week, kind of sex-based comedy. This is the first time that's been heard in public.

But I will say, Jimmy Carr, I will give him some credit because he did--I mean, I think it was an unpleasant joke--but he did do a political joke, which was he'd done a long section on euthanasia that said, We put a dog to sleep, but we allow people to go on living in what can only be described as, and then there was a beat, and then he said, Yemen.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Oh my God, wow.

Lewis: Yeah, and there was genuinely a kind of collective: (Gasps.)

Rosin: Yeah.

Lewis: Because mentioning the Saudi war with Yemen and the bombing of the Houthi rebels there is an incredibly touchy political subject. Then he went back to some light-hearted anal-sex material, and everybody kind of calmed back down again.

The other thing I thought was very interesting about Louis C.K. is that he basically did, as far as I can tell, his current tour show. So he did a whole bit that was about how much he hates jury duty. Well, no one in Saudi Arabia does jury duty.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Lewis: And then he did a bit about how terrible it is when it rains. It's literally a desert.

Rosin: So he is playing it safe, yeah.

Lewis: And then he did a bit about how the woman down his hallway's really elderly and yet still, despite that, still wears a tube top and cropped shorts, and he finds this disgusting. And I was like, Again, not a problem that these people will encounter in their day-to-day life, Louis C.K.

Rosin: Right.

Lewis: So it was--and he did do a bit about his own religion. He said, Am I okay to mock my religion? Am I okay to talk about Catholicism? And so technically violating the spirit of the contract, except that we all know that the spirit of the contract really was: Don't mock Islam.

Rosin: There've been some comedians--like Aziz Ansari, for example--who have come out after the event and said, I think it was net positive. It was net good for Saudi Arabia. It exposed people to a kind of talk and humor that they hadn't heard before.

On the Bill Burr podcast that we mentioned--you were not in this show. But he talked about a comedian--who he did not name--who, when three members of the audience who were Saudi got up to go to the bathroom, this comedian, who was gay, said, Oh, are you going to check Grindr? Which Bill Burr thought was like, Whoa, that's really pushing it.

And so there are some voices coming out of that saying, like, They really did push the boundaries in some way. Did you talk to any comedians? What was your sense of, like, did they feel good about what they'd done, whether it had had any impact?

Lewis: I talked to Andrew Maxwell, who I've previously done panel shows with, comedy panel shows in Britain. And he gave a very interesting defense, which was, he's Irish, and he said, I grew up in a de facto theocracy--divorce was illegal; abortion was illegal; homosexuality was completely frowned upon. And all that changed during the time that I was growing up, and Ireland is now a much more liberal society. And if this has a chance to do that, I want to be part of it. And already, I can hear the bit in my head that's going, Do we really think that Saudi Arabia is gonna creep towards Western liberal democracy through the medium of dildo jokes?

Rosin: Right, right.

Lewis: It seems hopeful. But I can understand the fact that this is a very young country, right? It has de-Islamized in very visible and obvious ways. So the most obvious one is the way that the religious police no longer have powers of arrest, and if you went over 10, 20 years ago and you weren't correctly dressed, or whatever it might be, that was a really scary and repressive thing. And I'm not saying now it's a free-speech paradise, but that is definitely something that has changed.

So the paradox of Mohammed bin Salman's rule of Saudi Arabia is that you can liberalize up to the exact point that he allows, but no more, and you must never question how much or how little he has liberalized. So the most obvious example of this being: Around the time that women were allowed to drive, also, a very prominent women's rights activist, Loujain al-Hathloul, who was a big campaigner for women's driving rights, she was jailed. She's not been heard from in public since; she's not allowed to speak publicly. So the government has adopted this policy that they've said that her position was essentially the correct one, but she did it wrong because she spoke out against--she questioned the Saudi state. And that's the bit that I think is--people from Europe and America, it's hard to grapple with--is: What price are you willing to pay for this liberalization? And what authoritarian penalty will you put up with? Should you be grateful for the good things while condemning the bad thing?

[Music]

Lewis: And also, part of this is, I think, when I read all the defenses of the comedians about why they were doing it, two things came across. One was a kind of nihilism, which was a kind of Doesn't matter. You know, Tim Dillon saying, They're paying me enough to silence the screams. I don't care. You just take the money, keep your head down.

And then the other one was moral relativism, which was, really, essentially boils down to: America's done some bad shit too. Who are we to preach to other people? And I heard that sentiment, and I think particularly because of Israel's war in Gaza, lots of comedians in that kind of sphere who took the invitation and took the money are like, Our ally Israel is bombing a country back to the Stone Age; who are we to lecture Saudi Arabia on its human-rights record?

And I heard that sentiment again and again and again. And it's one that I think is quite widespread now among younger, disaffected people who listen to that kind of podcast-comedian sphere, a real deep dissatisfaction with American foreign policy--which is not a new thing, right? You could have said the same thing around the time of the war in Iraq in 2004. But I think it complicates what some people might feel, that America is a great liberalizing force and is morally superior to other people.

Rosin: So now that you've been there, which of those do you find the most compelling? Or do you think, in the end, none of them should have gone?

Lewis: I wouldn't have gone. But then, you and I are in a different position, as journalists, right? There's an honor system in Britain, and sometimes people who are editors of newspapers take honors, and they become Sir Such and Such, and I think, What are you doing? (Laughs.) If the government likes you, you've done it wrong, essentially, as a journalist. So that's my perspective that I bring to this.

And now, it's not the same for comedians. And I think the bit that is kind of crucial to this is, at what point did we stop having public intellectuals, and we started having comedians and started treating them as kind of philosopher-kings, right?

Rosin: Yeah.

Lewis: The idea is these are people whose job is like dinner theater: You go out for the evening, and they make you laugh. And I think I wanna go back to why we've ceded this much moral authority to this class of people who are--you know, many of my best friends are stand-up comedians. But they are heat-seeking missiles for getting the right reaction from an audience. And that's not the same thing as telling the truth, right? Sometimes the jokes are lazy or easy, and those ones are the guaranteed laughs. So for me, this whole festival should make us reappraise why we take the political thoughts of comedians so seriously and whether or not they've really earned that right to be taken seriously.

Under that argument, lots of American businesses already trade with Saudi Arabia. Why are we holding Bill Burr to a higher moral standard than Chili's or Dunkin' Donuts?

Rosin: A last question, which is maybe the one I should have asked you first: Why did you wanna go? It's an interesting choice. It's not as if you cover the Middle East. I'm curious why--what you were looking for.

Lewis: I thought it would be funny.

Rosin: (Laughs.) That's not ...

Lewis: In many different ways. No, should I tell you what--(a) when I saw it, the two words: Riyadh--the most austere Saudi city; the home of the Sauds, the ruling family--in conjunction with standup comedy. Then I saw the lineup, and it was lots of people that I've covered for The Atlantic for a long time, right? And I was thinking about this: that the festival really owes its existence to two things. One of them is Mohammed bin Salman and his liberalizing regime, and the other one is cancel culture.

Rosin: Mm-hmm.

Lewis: And you look down that list, and it's Dave Chappelle--huge backlash at Netflix over his jokes about trans people. It's Louis C.K.--got MeToo'ed. But there is a sense that, in the last couple of years in American comedy, that lots of people got pushed out of the mainstream, and they rebuilt a whole new--you know, in the same way there was alt-comedy in the 1980s, this is kind of alt-alt-comedy, anti-woke comedy.

So for me, this whole festival was really reflective of the state of American comedy and the new energy that pulsed through it, and I think pulsed through it last year, leading so many of these guys to flirt with Trump, interview Trump, maybe full-on endorse Trump. And that is a big challenge to people my age, who've grown up with the default assumption that comedy is kind of liberal.

Rosin: Well, Helen, get some sleep, and thank you for talking to us after your trip.

Lewis: As ever, thank you for having me.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.



An earlier version of this episode incorrectly stated that the leader of Saudi Arabia allegedly participated in the killing of the journalist Jamal Kashoggi. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman Al Saud is accused by the CIA of approving a plan to capture or kill Kashoggi.
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Bari Weiss Still Thinks It's 2020

She co-founded The Free Press as a bastion of liberalism in an illiberal time. Her arrival at CBS is paved with excuses for illiberal friends.

by Jonathan Chait




Bari Weiss, the new editor in chief of CBS News, has pledged to uphold the network's traditional ideals of objectivity and rigor. Perhaps she will. Yet the evidence suggests a more discouraging future for one of the great pillars of American broadcast journalism.

Weiss casts herself as an independent thinker. She has described herself at various times as a left-leaning centrist, a moderate liberal, "politically homeless," a "radical centrist," and a conservative. She has defined her ideology as a visceral hatred of bullies. A hatred of bullying may have plausibly explained her decision in 2020 to quit the New York Times opinion section, where her criticism of left-wing pieties made her deeply unpopular and the subject of relentless attacks from colleagues. Perhaps it also propelled her decision to co-found The Free Press, a scrappy media company, the following year.

Unlike Weiss's legion of enemies, I believe that The Free Press filled an important niche. When Weiss left the Times, many established media outlets were at least contemplating abandoning their traditional standards of objectivity in favor of a crusading progressive spirit. Such ideological hegemony inspired a flourishing of independent journalism from the center and center-left on Substack (see Matthew Yglesias, Andrew Sullivan, and others) and in podcasts (Katie Herzog, Jesse Singal, and others). The Free Press joined this rebellion from a more conservative perspective, and regularly featured important stories that discomfited the left and that the mainstream media often ignored or dismissed.

Caitlin Flanagan: Don't bet against Bari Weiss

The trouble is that the cultural conditions under which Weiss founded her publication have changed radically. The era of progressive institutions firing or silencing staffers who step out of line peaked five years ago and is now over. What looms over American culture at the moment is an authoritarian presidency that threatens to crush the very values of free speech and open discourse that Weiss pledged to uphold. While Yglesias, Sullivan, and others have passionately condemned Donald Trump's illiberalism, Weiss's Free Press continues to cover America as if it's still the summer of 2020. Instead of continuing its campaign against bullies, The Free Press these days seems to be contorting itself to defend the bullies of the moment as misunderstood people who sometimes act out, but just because they, too, have been mistreated.

The Free Press has devoted only glancing attention to the administration's Peronist economic ambitions, its historic self-dealing, its devastation of scientific research, and its legislative agenda that has engineered the largest upward redistribution of wealth in American history. This odd silence may simply reflect Weiss's own coverage priorities, which run toward foreign policy, especially Israel, and domestic culture wars. Yet this neglect deflects attention from issues that threaten to split Trump's coalition, and lavishes it on the social issues where Trump has expanded his following.

Even within Weiss's free-speech wheelhouse, The Free Press has failed to convey the administration's deep-rooted authoritarianism. This is not to say that The Free Press has completely ignored Trump's clampdown on civil liberties and the media. When ABC bowed to pressure from the Federal Communications Commission and took Jimmy Kimmel off the air last month, an editorial declared that this "should alarm anyone who cares about free speech." But the paper has generally applied a different standard to such incidents than it has to violations of free speech from the left. Often, it frames Trump's most thuggish moves as thorny questions. After Trump ordered up charges on James Comey, ousted the prosecutor who'd told him there was no case, and then appointed an unqualified lackey to do his bidding, Jed Rubenfeld, a constitutional-law professor at Yale, sagely took to The Free Press to muse, "This is a very difficult problem--morally, legally, and politically."

One go-to Free Press move is to cover Trump's most indefensible actions by holding a debate. After Republicans used Charlie Kirk's murder to set off a national wave of cancellations, firing once-anonymous workers for saying anything negative about Kirk's legacy, The Free Press treated its audience to a symposium weighing the pros and cons. Arguing for the pro side were the Washington Free Beacon editor in chief Eliana Johnson ("Fire Them All") and Matthew Continetti of the American Enterprise Institute, who characterized this wave of social-media mobbings and hasty terminations as "a healthy culture asserting moral clarity, not canceling dissenters and freethinkers."

When universities, newspapers, or other institutions throw somebody out for violating progressive orthodoxy, nobody at The Free Press endorses this as an assertion of moral clarity. Instead, leftists who engage in illiberalism are following the dictates of their ideological fanaticism. A 2023 article blamed the rise of university cancel culture on the Marxist philosophizing of Herbert Marcuse, whose scholarship allowed leftists to "justify using any tools necessary to shut down their opponents and serve their political ends." Another in 2024 described "anti-Israel activism" among students as merely the latest radical fad in education: "Parents who watched in alarm as gender theory swept through schools will recognize the sudden, almost religious conversion to this newest ideology."

But when Trump cracks down on dissent and liberates violent supporters, he's just being a bad boy again. After Trump pardoned every January 6 insurrectionist, The Free Press scolded, "For those who have supported Trump, this is a moment to recognize when he doesn't measure up, morally or constitutionally, as he did not measure up on that day four years ago." Trump can do something bad, but he cannot be something bad.

Weiss's announcement of her new role at CBS was revealing. "We now face a different form of illiberalism emanating from our fringes," she wrote. "On the one hand, an America-loathing far left. On the other, a history-erasing far right. These extremes do not represent the majority of the country, but they have increasing power in our politics, our culture, and our media ecosystem."

The illiberal tendencies on the far left and right that trouble Weiss apparently lurk well beyond the corridors of power. The president of the United States may throw people in foreign prisons without due process and declare that laws do not constrain him, but Weiss seems more concerned with what's "emanating from our fringes" than she does with what's coming down from the White House.

Read: The MAGA media takeover

Ominous hints of what this means for CBS can be found in Trump's own social-media feed. After years of tweets denigrating traditional broadcast networks, the president began to conspicuously omit CBS from his regular stream of agitprop over the summer. "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," he wrote in August.

The timing is no coincidence, given the concessions the president exacted in exchange for approving the merger between Paramount (which owns CBS) and Skydance in July. Paramount Skydance's prompt acquisition of the Trump-friendly Free Press and appointment of Weiss as the head of CBS News has every appearance of being a sop to the president and his politicized FCC. Trump may be misreading or overinterpreting the signals, but his social-media posts seem to indicate that he believes that CBS is now in his pocket.

Weiss is an intelligent and talented editor. If the maneuvering that led to her installation atop CBS News fails to fulfill Trump's expectations of deferential coverage, it will not be the first time his schemes went awry. But on the surface, this looks like a trade of journalistic integrity for regulatory favors. It is now up to Weiss to prove that her defense of liberal values is not so easily bargained away.
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Trump's Plan to Finally End the Gaza War

How far is the president willing to go to achieve his promised peace in the Middle East?

by Yair Rosenberg




When Donald Trump brokered the Abraham Accords in his first term, he heralded the normalization agreements between Israel and several Arab states as "the foundation for a comprehensive peace across the entire region." In truth, the Accords were a diplomatic handshake between countries that had never fought a war. They did not resolve the region's conflicts, and were not the seismic achievement that Trump presented them to be. Last night, however, Trump finally struck his first real blow for Middle East peace--if all goes according to his plan.

"I am very proud to announce that Israel and Hamas have both signed off on the first Phase of our Peace Plan," the president announced on Truth Social. "This means that ALL of the Hostages will be released very soon, and Israel will withdraw their Troops to an agreed upon line as the first steps toward a Strong, Durable, and Everlasting Peace." The declaration capped a dramatic two weeks that included the rollout of Trump's own peace plan, presidential strong-arming of the parties, and feverish negotiations in Cairo. It was also careful in how it couched what had been achieved.

Thus far, the parties have only agreed to some form of exchange in which Hamas will release its remaining hostages in return for Palestinian prisoners, including many serving life sentences in Israeli jails for terrorism. Even if this release goes forward in the days ahead, that will only end the Gaza hostage crisis, not the Gaza war. That's because this first phase of Trump's peace plan does not resolve any of the underlying issues that continue to drive the conflict. Among other outstanding concerns: Hamas will still be standing, still be armed, and will not have been supplanted by an alternative Palestinian regime. Far-right members of Netanyahu's government will still seek to vanquish the terror group and potentially resettle parts of Gaza. But Trump is counting on the force of his personality, the exhaustion of the parties, and the momentum created by the initial agreement to ultimately end the war entirely.

Toward that goal, the president is already teasing a visit to Israel, where he would potentially address the Israeli Knesset. By making himself the face of the deal and taking a victory lap to Israel itself, he would essentially be binding Netanyahu's government to the agreement--lest it risk personally embarrassing the American president by undoing his great accomplishment. Moreover, Netanyahu himself has tied his political fortunes to Trump, campaigning on his close relationship with the president. With elections scheduled for next year, he cannot afford a public rift with Trump, and the president knows this. "He's got to be fine with it," he told a reporter on Saturday, referring to Netanyahu. "He has no choice. With me, you got to be fine."

On the Palestinian side, Trump has already used his personal relationships in the region to compel Hamas to move further than it ever has in past negotiations. The group previously sought to hold on to its hostages for as long as possible, understanding them as its greatest leverage over Israel. But through intense pressure on Hamas patrons Qatar and Turkey--both longtime Trump allies--the president managed to get the terror group to agree to release all their hostages up front. "ALL PARTIES WILL BE TREATED FAIRLY," he wrote on Truth Social when announcing the new agreement--a not-so-veiled indication to Hamas that he would not permit the Israeli side to resume the war even after it had obtained the hostages.

In that aspiration, Trump has another ally on his side: the Israeli people. Polls have shown for many months that most Israelis--like most Gazans--want to conclude the Gaza conflict. Netanyahu, beholden to a radical right-wing minority on this and other issues, ignored the popular preference until compelled by Trump. But once the hostages are home, and soldiers in Israel's citizen's army begin returning to their families, it will be very hard to justify a continuation of hostilities. Many thorny long-term issues will remain--including paths to Hamas disarmament and Palestinian self-government--but the guns will fall silent.

Ending the Gaza war was always going to require the president's personal investment. Until recently, he seemed disinclined to give it. Trump did not intervene as the first cease-fire he helped broker in January fell apart. But in recent weeks, he seems to have latched on to the issue with renewed vigor--willing to insert himself into the negotiations, bully both Netanyahu and Hamas, and leverage his relationships with regional leaders to finally end the war. If he succeeds, that success will raise another question: How far is he willing to go to achieve his promised peace in the Middle East? The Gaza war is only an acute symptom of the region's underlying malaise. If Trump has found a formula for imposing his will on the parties to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, why stop here?

Contrary to his claims, the president has not yet brought peace to the Middle East. But if his Gaza peace plan succeeds, he might decide he is just getting started.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/trump-hostages-gaza/684498/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Something Weird Is Happening With Halloween Chocolate

Where did it all go?

by Yasmin Tayag




Updated at 11:32 a.m. ET on October 8, 2025

My first thought upon seeing the Halloween-candy display at my local CVS last week was: Ooh, new treats! Then a second thought barged in: These new treats seemed awfully light on the chocolate. The Hershey's Nuggets contained a pumpkin-spice-latte cream. The M&M's were filled with, from what I could tell, berry-flavored peanut butter. And the Ghost Toast Kit Kats were covered not in chocolate, but in a fawn-colored cinnamon coating.

Candy manufacturers release new versions of old sweets all the time, but the timing of these decidedly un-chocolaty varieties is curious: They've all launched within the past two years, as the world supply of cocoa beans has dwindled, causing prices to skyrocket. Making cheap chocolate treats is no longer a cheap endeavor--unless they contain less chocolate.

Novelty is core to the candy business. It is especially important to Gen Z and Millennial consumers--the most candy-hungry demographic in recent years. This group seeks out taste mash-ups, unexpected textures, and flavor "experiences," Carly Schildhaus, the communications director of the National Confectioners Association, an industry group, told me. Nostalgia is trending too: Sweets from the 1990s, such as Gushers and Nerds, are having a moment, as are childhood flavors such as PB&J. Plus, even before the cocoa crisis, plenty of mass-market chocolate candies contained add-ins. Mixing in more, or different ones, gives the impression of innovation, not cost cutting. For example, the vibe of M&M's upcoming Bakery Collection--which includes such flavors as cherry chocolate cupcake, lemon meringue pie, and peanut-butter cinnamon roll--is fun, not frugal.

But candy-industry insiders know that the pressures for companies are twofold. Less chocolaty candies are "certainly a response to cocoa prices," Nicko Debenham, a cocoa-industry expert and the former head of sustainability at the chocolate giant Barry Callebaut, told me. Since 2023, West Africa, where most of the world's cocoa is grown, has had consecutive below-average harvests, owing to bad weather, crop disease, and illegal gold mining on farmland. A global shortage ensued, and the price of cocoa fluctuated wildly, reaching a record high of more than $12,000 a ton last December (in recent history, prices stayed below $4,000 a ton). Cocoa prices have become so volatile that banking on chocolate-based products is now a huge risk for candy makers. Companies are being forced to acknowledge that the cocoa crisis is a long-term threat, Ignacio Canals Polo, a chocolate-industry equity analyst with Bloomberg Intelligence, told me. "Three weeks of bad weather can completely change the dynamics of the market," he said. "If you're a chocolate manufacturer, you have to adjust your portfolio." (None of the candy companies I reached out to for this article returned my request for comment.)

"Cocoa cutting," as one might call it, has turned some sweets into (literally) paler imitations of their former selves. This year, Hershey's rolled out a chocolate-free Cinnamon Toast Crunch version of its classic Kisses; last year, it launched Reese's Werewolf Tracks, which replaced half the chocolate coating with a vanilla cream. Ferrero's newest versions of Butterfinger bars swap the milk-chocolate coating for salted caramel or marshmallow cream. Last year, Hershey's released a white Kit Kat enveloped in vanilla-flavored cream. Non-chocolate versions of these treats have been sold before, of course, but their sheer prevalence in the midst of a cocoa crisis is notable.

Observant consumers have noticed another ploy to use less chocolate: smaller candies. Standard Reese's cups, for example, come in a package of two that weighs 1.5 ounces, but Reese's Peanut Butter Pumpkins, which are typically sold during Halloween but launched this year in July, are sold in individually wrapped, 1.2-ounce servings. Bags of newly launched Kit Kat Counts, a vampire-shaped reimagining of the chocolate-coated wafers, are more than an ounce lighter than bags of their snack-size counterparts. (Last year, even former President Joe Biden complained that Snickers bars had undergone shrinkflation. Mars denied the allegations.)

Should the chocolate crisis worsen, candy companies have an especially springy cushion to fall back on: Gummies--shaped like bears, worms, NBA stars--are growing in popularity, as are other chewy, fruit-flavored candies. Most of the candy giants have thrust these alternatives into the spotlight. Hershey's latest Halloween lineup includes Shaq-a-Licious XL Gummies, which were launched last year, and new Jolly Ranchers Trickies, gummies with intentionally mismatched colors, shapes, and flavors (a pink cherry gummy may, for example, taste of green apple). The Ferrara Candy Company just released a juice-filled iteration of its ultra-popular Nerds Gummy Clusters. Mars, meanwhile, is pushing Halloween variety packs that include Starburst, Skittles, Life Savers, and Hubba Bubba. Freed from the cocoa supply chain, and with a seemingly limitless range of synthetic flavors to choose from, fruity candies are an ideal vector for novelty. (Among Mondelez's new offerings this year are Sour Patch Kids that, uh, glow under black light.)

Although next year's cocoa harvest is looking up, its fate remains uncertain. The current price of cocoa is still more than twice as high as it was in 2022. Still, the future of American candy consumption seems fairly stable. People tend to buy chocolate even when prices fluctuate, Canals Polo said. More pertinently, most trick-or-treaters (and, in some cases, their parents) expect not chocolate specifically, but candy--lots of it, and the more variety, the better. The pastel-green, marshmallow-flavored Witch's Brew Kit Kats for sale at my CVS initially struck me as an unnecessary addition to the world's confectionery lineup, but it seemed unfair to rob my 2-year-old of a core Halloween experience: eating dumb, fun sweets. They were not great, and certainly not chocolate, but that didn't stop me from gobbling them down too.



This article originally misidentified the maker of Butterfinger.
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Politicians Aren't Cool Enough to Curse This Much

Political leaders once watched their language. Now they delight in using obscenity.

by Tom Nichols




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

The winter of early 1981 was a simpler time, a gentler time. Like so many college students, I was watching Saturday Night Live in the living room of my small dorm when the SNL cast member Charles Rocket dropped an f-bomb on live television. I looked around at my fellow students. Did we just hear that? The show was already struggling with ratings, and within a few weeks, Rocket and the producer--and eventually, most of the cast--were fired.
 
 Oh, to be so young again, and so easily shocked at someone dropping the Mother of All Obscenities on live television.

Actually, the Mother of All Obscenities might be the one that includes mother, and if you haven't heard it lately, former Vice President of the United States Kamala Harris would be happy to refresh your memory. Addressing a gathering in Los Angeles a few days ago, Harris delivered her verdict on the current Trump administration: "These motherfuckers are crazy."

Harris might have gone for the thermonuclear option, but plenty of other politicians are rooting around in the verbal dumpster. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, for example, recently posted a video about the government shutdown in which he tried to sound like Robert De Niro, vowing that the Democratic position on cutting health-care funding was "No. Fucking. Way." (Sorry, senator. You've got the New York accent, but you're no Bobby D.) And Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene posted on Monday that she's changing her mind on health care because she wasn't in Congress "when all this Obamacare, 'Affordable Care Act' bullshit started."

Elected officials cursing is a spreading epidemic, and it has to stop. I say this as someone who loves to swear. I was raised by a father who claimed to be offended by profanity, but my dad was just like the Old Man in A Christmas Story: When he was angry--especially at inanimate objects--he would invent swears like a German lexicographer trying to come up with new compound nouns.

I went off to college and graduate school and became a man of letters: B.A., M.A., Ph.D. But I never let go of other letters that I love, especially F and all of the delightful things that could be appended to it. I find hauling off with various Anglo-Saxonisms cathartic on those occasions when I bang my elbow on the edge of my chair or have to reboot a balky router for the 19th time. I know it's crude, but I console myself with the conclusions of a 2015 study that suggested that swearing may actually be a sign of intelligence. People who are "good at language," Timothy Jay, one of the study's authors, said to CNN, "are good at generating a swearing vocabulary." You bet your ass we are.

Sorry, sorry. Habit.

But even though swearing has its honored place in my life, I don't want to hear it from my elected officials. One of the delights of swearing is that it's unusual, a release from normal decorum that comes only from extraordinary circumstances. (For a great example of how unexpected cursing can be funny and perfectly timed, watch this clip from the 1987 film Planes, Trains, and Automobiles, which has almost no profanity until Steve Martin's character is finally pushed over the brink by a rental company that rented him a nonexistent car.)

If you swear all the time or in every circumstance, however, it's not swearing--it's just the way you talk. Russians, in my experience, are the leaders in casual cursing, and after a while, you don't hear it anymore; you just think that obscene words are regular particles of Russian speech. Frequent cursing can become tiring instead of funny. As the swearing-study author Jay notes, the strategic use of obscenity "is a social cognitive skill like picking the right clothes for the right occasion. That's a pretty sophisticated social tool."

If only American politicians could be that sophisticated. Instead, politics in the United States is plagued by middle-aged people swearing just to seem cool.

They are not cool.

The Democrats have some true public-swearing champs, but President Donald Trump and the wannabe tough guys who surround him are no slouches in the profanity competition. Presidents historically have shown more decorum than the common folk in Congress--especially that rabble in the House, of course--but not Trump. He loves the word bullshit, which he has used while speaking publicly in the White House, and he's not above tippling the harder stuff: Iran and Israel, he said to a press spray some months ago, have been fighting so long that "they don't know what the fuck they're doing."

The president is the most effortlessly vulgar of the bunch when he swears, because when he talks about almost anything, he already sounds like a low-level Mafia guy complaining about what he has to kick upstairs to the bosses. Yesterday, when asked about who would be given back pay after the government shutdown ends, he said that "for the most part, we're going to take care of our people. There are some people that really don't deserve to be taken care of, and we'll take care of them in a different way."

That's a statement that actually would have sounded even more naturally mookish if it had some profanity in it.

Vice President J. D. Vance and Secretary of Facial Grooming Pete Hegseth have also both apparently decided that public cursing is edgy. "We're done with that shit," Hegseth told a conference of generals and admirals last week, with "that shit" meaning all that "woke" stuff I don't like. I've worked with a lot of senior officers, and I know the military is a swearing culture, but men and women with stars on their shoulders have all mastered some basic rules of public deportment, and Hegseth's naughtiness landed in front of that audience with a quiet thud.

Vance, whose White House portfolio now seems to consist of trolling on social media, is perhaps the most artificial and wince-inducing swearer in the administration. When an interlocutor on X suggested last month that blowing up speedboats on the high seas is a war crime, Vance summoned his years of legal training at Yale and responded: "I don't give a shit what you call it."

Did you get a little shiver from the icy manliness of that statement? Vance also called the podcaster Jon Favreau a "dipshit" online, which produces somewhat less of a frisson. (California Governor Gavin Newsom, who has taken to trolling the administration, later used the same word to refer to Vance.)

Here, I must admit that I have been part of the problem. In 2021, in this magazine, I called Vance an "asshole." But I had a serious discussion with my editors about using that one word, just once. I haven't done it since, and with the exception of a few podcasts here and there, I try not to swear in public.

I accept that American culture has become, shall we say, more tolerant. We've come a long way since Norman Mailer's publisher made the silly demand that he replace the classic f-bomb with "fug" in his 1948 novel, The Naked and the Dead, which supposedly prompted the actor Tallulah Bankhead to say, upon meeting Mailer, "So you're the young man who can't spell fuck." I don't really wish for a return to the days when network censors deliberated over the acceptability of hell and damn on TV shows. (Watch the stilted result here of when actors on House, M.D. had to call House an "ass" a million times, when they clearly meant to add a second syllable.) The advent of cable has freed a lot of entertainment from these artificial constraints.

Politics, however, is not entertainment. Some voters may want political life to sound like a reality show, but politicians shouldn't give them one. I expect politicians to model the behavior they'd like to see in the electorate instead of attempting to feign authenticity by being crude. And yes, I still think politics should be a noble calling, and I would like political leaders to set standards for our kids--and everyone else--in public. I know this is a fantasy. For more than 30 years, from the time of the Clintons to the Trumps, our political culture has become more vulgarized, with no one more lacking in taste and class than our current president. But everyone else in public life can do better, instead of acting like a bunch of foul-mouthed sh--

Well, you know.
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Today's News

	President Donald Trump called for the jailing of Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson and Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, accusing them of "failing to protect" ICE officers amid the immigration crackdown in the city.
 	Former FBI Director James Comey pleaded not guilty to two felony charges at his arraignment. A lawyer for Comey said he plans to file motions to dismiss the case; a jury trial is set for January 5.
 	A former Pacific Palisades resident was arrested in Florida yesterday on charges connected to California's Palisades Fire in January. A federal criminal complaint accuses him of "maliciously" starting what became the wildfire, which killed 12 people.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: 250 years after the Revolution, the American project remains unfinished and troubled, but "a project worth pursuing," Jeffrey Goldberg argues in The Atlantic's new issue.
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The Myth of Mad King George

By Rick Atkinson

As the British monarch during the American Revolution, [King George III] has, for two and a half centuries, symbolized haughty intransigence and been portrayed as a reactionary dolt incapable of grasping the fervor for liberty that animated his American subjects. On Broadway, he minces through Hamilton as a foppish, sinister clown, singing to the estranged rebels, "You'll be back" and adding, "I will kill your friends and family to remind you of my love."
 In truth, the public opening by the British Crown of George III's papers in the past decade reveals him to be a far more complex, accomplished, and even estimable figure than the prevailing caricature.


Read the full article.
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	Jonathan Chait: Bari Weiss still thinks it's 2020.
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Take a look. Capturing the Revolutionary era in its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity: Peter Mendelsund explores The Atlantic's November 2025 issue cover.

Read. In a new book, the sportswriter Jane Leavy spitballs with some of the greats about how to make baseball more appealing, Mark Leibovich writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia

Test your knowledge--and read our latest stories for a little extra help.

by Drew Goins




Updated with new questions at 4:10 p.m. ET on October 8, 2025.


Welcome back for another week of The Atlantic's un-trivial trivia, drawn from recently published stories. Without a trifle in the bunch, maybe what we're really dealing with here is--hmm--"significa"? "Consequentia"?

Whatever butchered bit of Latin you prefer, read on for today's questions. (Last week's questions can be found here.)

To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, October 8, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Tom Nichols:

	What is the name of Iran's currency, which--like Oman's, Yemen's, Qatar's, Saudi Arabia's, and Brazil's--comes from a word meaning "royal"?
 -- From Arash Azizi and Graeme Wood's "Anything Could Happen in Iran"
 	To speed up game-play, Major League Baseball incorporated a 15-second countdown clock in 2023 that primarily affected what position?
 -- From Mark Leibovich's "What Not to Fix About Baseball"
 	What British monarch ruled from the Seven Years' War to Napoleon's final defeat at Waterloo (with a particularly notable military difficulty in the middle)?
 -- From Rick Atkinson's "The Myth of Mad [REDACTED]" 




And by the way, did you know that despite what ABBA sings, Napoleon actually delayed his official surrender for another month after Waterloo? Perhaps if it had been recording today, the Swedish supergroup would have hewn closer to the facts; Napoleon's futile delay is a pretty perfect metaphor for one of modern love's most ubiquitous problems: the dead-end situationship.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Rial. The coin of the realm won't be feeling very kingly now, though, as the United Nations' new "snapback" sanctions have pushed the rial to a historic low. Arash and Graeme see a desperate Iran that could do just about anything, from rushing to build a nuke to abandoning its anti-West crusade altogether. Read more.
 	Pitcher. Mark writes that the quicker clip of games that resulted from the pitch clock was enough to bring him back to the action. Does the game really need yet more revitalizing? Read more.
 	King George III. The Seven Years' War ended in 1763, and Napoleon faced Waterloo in 1815, which puts the geopolitically juicy years surrounding 1776 smack-dab in that reign. Atkinson writes that although Americans remember King George, the antagonist of the Revolution, as a "reactionary dolt," he was really far more complex than that. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, read below for previous ones, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a stimulating fact--send it my way at dgoins@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 7, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Tom Nichols:

 	President Lyndon B. Johnson's investments in education, health care, and the fight against poverty were elements of his agenda known by what optimistic, two-word phrase?
 -- From Beth Macy's "What Happened to My Hometown?"
 	Players in what professional sports league--where the average salary is about $120,000--wore T-shirts that read Pay Us What You Owe Us before their most recent all-star game?
 -- From Jemele Hill's "A [REDACTED] Star Goes Scorched-Earth"
 	Avi Schiffmann's AI company became widely reviled after plastering ads all over the New York City subway with phrases such as I'll never bail on our dinner plans. What is the one-word name of the company--which is also what it promises lonely users, in the form of a $129 wearable plastic disk?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "The Most Reviled Tech CEO in New York Confronts His Haters"
 




And by the way, did you know that Stockholm syndrome was originally known within Sweden as Norrmalmstorgssyndromet? That's for Norrmalmstorg square, which was the site of the bank where in 1973 four employees who ended up being unusually amiable about the situation were taken hostage.

I love the specificity--an admirable attempt to keep the rest of Stockholm out of the psychodrama. Perhaps Paris syndrome, the underwhelming sensation that many tourists feel upon a first visit, paints with too broad a brush; "overcrowded-Mona Lisa-room syndrome" should do the trick.



Answers:

	Great Society. LBJ's big promises were just getting started as Macy was growing up in small-town Ohio, where opportunity felt within reach and people generally looked out for one another. During Macy's visits in the decades since, greatness feels ever further off. Read more.
 	The WNBA. Jemele reports that the league is more popular than ever and that players are sticking up for their own worth, not simply "thanking their lucky stars," as their antagonistic commissioner would have them do. Read more.
 	Friend. The CEO told Matteo that the backlash was all part of the plan, actually. So does that mean he recognizes the fallibility of his AI-friend tech? He did say it wouldn't replace human friends--but possibly because it's more akin to "talking to a god." Read more.




Monday, October 6, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	Teenager Muhammad Gazawi this year became the youngest winner ever in his category of Israel's Ophir Awards, equivalent to what U.S. prizes? (Gazawi's American counterpart in the distinction would be Adrien Brody.)
 -- From Gershom Gorenberg's "The Reason Not to Boycott Israeli [REDACTED]"
 	In 1945, Robert Jackson took a leave of absence from his job as an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court to serve as chief prosecutor during proceedings in what German city?
 -- From Philippe Sands's "How Far Does Trump's Immunity Go?" 
 	Finish this quote from the self-driving-car expert Bryant Walker Smith: "I like to tell people that if" this AI-powered ride-hailing service "worked as well as ChatGPT, they'd be dead."
 -- From Saahil Desai's "Move Fast and Break Nothing"




And by the way, did you know that a single town on an island in Sweden gives its name to four elements of the periodic table? From Ytterby in the Stockholm archipelago come yttrium, terbium, erbium, and ytterbium. (Holmium, scandium, thulium, tantalum, and gadolinium were also discovered there, but to be fair, you can only do so much with Y's, T's, and a B.)



Answers:

	The Oscars. The Palestinian-focused movie starring Gazawi, who is Arab, also won Israel's prize for best picture. Gorenberg argues that the film is a good example of the counterproductivity of a pro-Palestinian boycott of the Israeli film industry, an indispensable channel for dissent in the country. Read more.
 	Nuremberg. Jackson briefly left the bench to prosecute Nazis after World War II at the international tribunal in the city. He also, Sands writes, led the drafting of the tribunal's statute that foreclosed immunity for any defendant, including former heads of state. The way today's Supreme Court has granted broad immunity from criminal prosecution to President Donald Trump, Sands argues, threatens that international norm. Read more.
 	Waymo. Happily, Waymo gets high scores on safety. The company has logged 96 million miles of autonomous rides without a single fatality caused by the tech. Look at the chatbots' records for a contrast, Saahil says; it turns out the "5,000-pound Jaguar SUV may be less concerning than an interactive text box." Read more.
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Bring Back High-Stakes School Testing

Former Education Secretary Margaret Spellings on testing, accountability, and how to reverse the decade-long decline in U.S. student achievement. Plus: David Frum on Donald Trump's cult of sycophancy.

by David Frum




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the strange and revealing controversy over Donald Trump's rumored commemorative coin and what it says about the culture of flattery and self-abasement now defining MAGA politics.

Then David is joined by former U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings for a candid look at the crisis in American education. Spellings, a key architect of No Child Left Behind and now president of the Bipartisan Policy Center, explains why U.S. test scores began to stagnate years before COVID and why the pandemic only deepened an accountability collapse already under way. They discuss the successes in states like Mississippi, the wasted billions in federal relief funds, and the political backlash against testing that, Spellings argues, has left millions of children behind.

Finally, Frum turns to art and history with his discussion of The Judgment of Paris by Ross King, a story of how the impressionists overturned the art establishment of their time, and what it teaches us about how the future judges the present.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest today will be Margaret Spellings, who served as U.S. secretary of education from 2005 to 2009. We'll be discussing the ominous downward drift in U.S. student achievement, not just during COVID but even before. And we'll talk about the importance of testing as the best and surest way to improve student achievement and reverse the decline that the United States has suffered in the achievement of its students in recent years.

In the book segment at the end of the show--and I hope you'll stay to hear or view it--I'll be talking about a book called The Judgment of Paris by Ross King, a story of the origins of impressionist art in Paris in the 1860s and 1870s.

Before I get to all of that, though, I want to open with some preliminary thoughts about a strange recent development in Donald Trump's America.

Now, some of you, if you are active on social media, may have seen that a right-wing commentator a few days ago released an image of a purported $1 coin, which featured a profile of Donald Trump on one side and then a full figure of Donald Trump clenching his fists in the aftermath of the assassination attempt in Butler, Pennsylvania, with the words Fight, fight, fight engraved on the other side of this purported $1 coin. And when you first saw it and you saw who was issuing this image--I mean, you saw, actually, the kind of cheesy, low-quality version of the image--you thought it had to be a kind of spoof way of trolling the libs, making people upset with some kind of stupid joke. But the image and the tweet were reproduced by Brandon [Beach], who's the U.S. treasurer, the man in charge of the U.S. Mint and Bureau of Engraving, and he tweeted about this image: "No fake news here. These first drafts honoring America's 250th Birthday and @POTUS are real. Looking forward to sharing more soon, once the obstructionist shutdown of the United States government is over."

So the man in charge of the Mint validated that at least the drawings are coming from the government or are in some way authentic, that there really is some kind of plan somewhere in the U.S. government to make a $1 coin for 2026, the 250th anniversary of 1776, with Donald Trump on one side in profile and Donald Trump in full figure on the other.

Now, as I think everyone understands, this would all be completely illegal. There are laws prohibiting the use of any image of any living person on U.S. coinage--and not only any living person, but you have to have been dead for two years before you're even allowed to use the image of a dead person. So it's illegal. It's also shocking and un-American. The idea of putting a ruler on the coinage? The American Revolutionary generation, the people whose revolution we commemorate the 250th anniversary of in 2026, were reacting against a system where King George III's picture appeared on their money. There could be nothing less American than the image of a serving president--a still-living human being--on an American coin. So it's illegal.

Now, illegal things happen every day in Donald Trump's America. It is illegal to detain and arrest people without a warrant; that happens. It's illegal to blow up ships on the high sea without any kind of authorization by Congress; that happens. So mere illegality is not enough to stop it. But I think this case is--it's so gross that I think I'm going to put this in the category of things I'm not worried that they're actually going to happen, that there will actually be a Donald Trump coin issued next year. But what I'm interested in is the mentality that produced, even, this discussion. What led a right-wing influencer to propose such a thing? What led someone to make an image of the coin? And what, even more astonishingly, led the treasurer of the United States--I mean, it's not such a grand office, but it does come with a big title and nominal authority over the U.S. Mint--what would lead such a person to issue a statement on Twitter suggesting there is some validity to the project of putting the image of a living president on a coin?

I think there's something in the MAGA movement that identifies sycophancy, cringing as real proofs of loyalty. The way you show you are a real Trump supporter is by abasing yourself as a human being and by finding new ways to grovel toward this figure, not as the leader of a party but as some kind of ruler or emperor above you.

Now, again, a lot of this is kind of a spoof. They know that it upsets decent, patriotic Americans for people to behave in this way. And they enjoy upsetting decent, patriotic Americans, and that's fun. There's a lot of sociopathy in the Trump movement and especially in the Trump movement as it appears on social media, and so just making people upset is an important end in itself. But I think it also becomes a real test of in-group loyalty to see who can outcompete in slavishness the other members of the circle, who are also competing to be slavish. That's why you get these strange [phenomena] like Donald Trump's physicians claiming that he's the most physically vigorous president ever.

Now, even when Donald Trump was younger, he was a big man, but he was never a great athlete. And now, as he approaches his 80th birthday, he's obviously not physically fit. As president, he's not more physically vigorous than Barack Obama and certainly not than George W. Bush. These were people who worked out every day, lifted weights, mountain-biked. Obama played basketball very skillfully, could sink a shot from a great distance; you saw that--there's video of him doing it. Why would you feel the need to say--you could believe in Donald Trump in all kinds of ways and believe that he was a great dealmaker, you could believe that he's rich and powerful, but that 70-plus-year-old Donald Trump is the healthiest physical specimen ever to be president of the United States? Why do you feel the need to say that?

Well, it's precisely because it's not true. It's because it shows--any observant person can say that a fit president is fit, but to say that an older and overweight president who does no exercise, that he's physically fit, that's a real sign that you're committed to the cause. The fact is, you're not just willing to tell a lie, but tell a lie that abases you, that makes you look foolish, that makes you look like you don't care about yourself at all, that you only defer to the leader. That's the real sign of loyalty. It's flattery that is not meant to be believed but functions as a kind of system of in-group recognition.

And the surest way of proving your loyalty is to let Donald Trump steal from you. That's, again, one of the signs of loyalty in this cult, is that they take part in the purchase of meme coins and other things that are not going to--that obviously take money out of their pockets and put it into the president's pocket in exchange for nothing whatsoever. Or why Republican officials all over the country are so delighted to make sure that everyone knows that they do their events in Donald Trump's spaces and pay money to him. Yes, partly, it's a way of buying the president's favor, for sure. But it's also partly a way of saying, I am a person absolutely without self-respect, and that's why you can trust me.

This is a very strange thing in American life. That the stereotype of an American, the idea of what an American means, is a person who, whatever their political views, carries themselves with a certain independence, a certain disrespect for authority, a certain You can't tell me what to do. I'm a freeborn citizen. I have my rights--where is that mentality? It's gone. That they seem to take [it] as a test of group loyalty, and that's what this coin tells me: kind of cringing, wheedling, hunched-over, abject, Kick me; I'm a dog attitude toward the people who they regard not just as the people they employ to run the government for them but as their actual leaders and betters. I think I can understand it a little on the level of abnormal psychology. I can't understand it as a behavior of Americans who claim the name of Americans. And I certainly can't respect it.

One of the things that we are often urged to do is to find ways to cross the divide. I think, in general, that's probably a good idea. We should be sympathetic, empathetic to people who think differently from us. We should find ways to connect and to discuss across lines. We'll be talking about that with Margaret Spellings: How can people of different political views work together to raise test scores and make sure the next generation of Americans is more educated? So there's something to be said for that kind of cross-the-aisle cooperation. But how do you cross the divide with people who think the test, the proof of their group loyalty, is their lack of self-respect? Because if you don't respect yourself, how am I supposed to respect you?

And now my dialogue with Margaret Spellings.

[Music]

Frum: Margaret Spellings began her career as an education advocate in Texas. She served under two Texas governors: Bill Clements and George W. Bush. Upon Bush's election to the presidency, Spellings came to Washington. As a White House education adviser, she was the driving force behind the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. From 2005 to 2009, she served as U.S. secretary of education. She has also served as president of the University of North Carolina system and is now president and CEO of the Bipartisan Policy Center.

I'll add a personal note to this introduction. I first got to know Margaret Spellings as a set of initials on White House speeches about education policy.

Margaret Spellings: (Laughs.)

Frum: Mercifully, I didn't write very many of those speeches; I wrote about other things. But I would see the initials, and they struck awe in the hearts of all who saw them. And she continues to strike awe, and I'm very happy to welcome her to the David Frum program today--

Spellings: Please, David, settle down, ugh. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) I want to talk to you about school testing. So let me start with a general outline that I think most people will be aware of, but if--you'll want to amplify this. We saw from the early 2000s until about a decade ago strong, consistent improvements in the performance of U.S. K-12 students in both math and reading.

Spellings: Especially math. Especially math.

Frum: Since about 2012, '14, we saw stagnation and, more recently, decline. And many people blame the decline on the COVID pandemic--which, of course, made things a lot worse--but the decline begins before the pandemic. So tell us: What is going on with American children? What happened in the 2010s to stop the progress of the decade before that?

Spellings: Man, you did your homework; that is exactly right. And you don't have to take your word for it or my word for it. You can take a look at the national education report card, and it shows without question that, when we were paying attention to the achievement gaps, when we were measuring what we said were our priorities--reading and math, every grade, etc.; grades 3-8--we were getting results, and then we took our foot off the gas. And what does that mean? And you're absolutely right, it happened--those declines started well before COVID.

And when I say "take your foot off the gas," what I mean is we stopped paying attention to what I call the fine print of school accountability. We were in the early days of what I call the era of local control--and I'm big for local control--but we allowed states to really walk back on the muscle of accountability, the muscle of assessment, the transparency, and the consequences for failure. And we started to see the effects of that: drifting and flattening and then declining student achievement.

Frum: How much emphasis do you put on the change of the federal law that occurred in 2015? So No Child Left Behind is there for a decade and a half, from 2001 to 2015. There is discontent with it from some local school districts, and in 2015, the law is rewritten. Is that an important event in the stagnation?

Spellings: It is an important event, and really, the implementation of that law is what set us on the wrong direction. So when I said, Pay attention to the fine print, we saw schools loosening what was required. We had schools defining academic years in ways that would allow migrant children, for example, not to be included as part of the accountability system. Schools and states started manipulating their cut scores, the passing grade that a student had to muster to be over the line, and we allowed those standards to be lowered. Curriculum standards, potentially, were lowered. So all the various pieces and parts of an accountability system started to get walked back from, and then a net effect of that was declining student achievement.

Frum: Now, people who don't want to talk about assessment and achievement focus a lot of our attention on COVID, and that surely was a transformative event, and we haven't recovered from that. Describe a little bit how COVID made things worse, but then I want you to double back to the years before COVID.

Let's start with how COVID has changed American education. What happened to American kids during the COVID epidemic?

Spellings: Well, for starters, we had an immediate, gigantic experiment in online learning that educators and school systems were not quite ready for. And so, obviously, parents ended up being on the front end of managing student learning. Kids largely--and certainly more so in some parts of our country--did not show up in schools for a very long time. And all of that is part of the stew, but that was happening concurrent with this reduced accountability, reduced muscle, reduced focus, and those things together--there will never be a researcher that can prove cause and effect, but it was a series of things that happened that [was a] cause for declines. But the fact that we sort of didn't care as much in the accountability system, and coupled with COVID and all the various conditions I've just described, really made for a very significant downward trajectory that we had not yet recovered from.

Frum: And recovery, as you say, recovery from COVID doesn't seem to have begun. It's now, I guess, three years since almost all students were back in school almost all the time, or at least they were obliged to be back in school almost all the time--there are attendance issues. But we don't see even the beginnings of recovery yet.

Spellings: Well, there are some places that have some glimmers of hope; that's not universally true. But the other thing that was happening then and I really despair about--especially as, we will get into this, this ramped-up era of local control--now we had just a massive influx of federal resources during those days so that states could really reinvigorate tutoring programs, summer school, technology, teacher development; it was basically free money, bags and bags of free money. And the net effect of that is bupkes--virtually no return on those dollars. So reduced accountability; bad inputs, if you will--kids not in school, educators not maximizing technology, disengagement, mental health, all of that stew--and lots of money that was wasted.

Frum: Now, you mentioned some exceptions, and one of the places that has got the spotlight is the state of Mississippi.

Spellings: Absolutely.

Frum: Do you agree that that's a success story, and how do you explain it?

Spellings: Absolutely, I do agree. Well, for starters, they used--and, golly, I just really can't decide if it makes me mad or makes me cry--but you'll recall from the early days of the Bush administration, we were all about reading: Reading First. And [first lady] Laura Bush embraced this. It was a big part of the law. We tripled the federal investment in reading, and the National Institutes of Health had just led the way to how little children's brains worked and how they can learn to read, and so we started down that path. And I don't know if you're familiar with the Sold a Story podcast; it's well worth the listen.

Frum: No.
 
 Spellings: It's well worth the listen. But basically, it became politicized as "George Bush's reading program," and it's now in fashion again; that's the good news. Research-based reading instruction that shows us the way: It's phonics. It's phonemic awareness. It's practice. It's decoding skills. Those are the things that Mississippi and others--Alabama, Louisiana--have put into place and done so using those research-based approaches.

But not only that, because more than 30 states have passed laws that insist on those things now, what they did--and it's the hardest work in education--is implementation with real fidelity. So they had leadership; they had a woman who was the reading czarina, who literally just dogged curriculum directors, school superintendents, traveled the state--she was like a rodeo circuit rider--making sure that people truly implemented, with fidelity, these research-based approaches. And the results speak for themselves.

Frum: You mentioned--is Alabama doing similar things?

Spellings: Alabama and Louisiana. It's interesting, and you read about this a lot, that some of the red states have been more eager and more able to implement some of these things more quickly, often because they don't have the vigorous union influence that makes reforms like that slower and potentially more difficult.

Frum: A story that people who want to question testing tell is they say: What happened in 2012, it's not about the changes in the law in 2015. It's not about the relaxation of the testing requirement. It's part of the largest story of society. You go through this tough recession in 2008, 2009, the recovery is slow, and we have economic disruption in the larger society, and that's the culprit, not the changes in education policy. How do you answer that?

Spellings: Well, my friend [former chancellor of the New York City Department of Education] Joel Klein has the perfect response to this, and that is we often think that education--I mean, that poverty is the thing that's holding us back; well, education is the thing that catapults us further. And so we need to really double down on education when those things are true, because it's really the only way out of the wilderness, out of the despair of economic troubles. And so: education, education. And if we're waiting for poverty to be resolved before we attend to education, that won't happen.

Frum: Well, it's not so much exactly poverty, but what happened in the Great [Recession] was disruption. People moved houses more. If you lose your house, maybe you're not in desperate poverty, but you're certainly in a new school district, very possibly.

Spellings: Right, right.

Frum: If one of the parents is in long-term unemployment, the mood in the house, the patience, the calm, where homework can be done without a parent snapping pencils all the time. (Laughs.)

Spellings: Yeah, and I get all that. And that's why the fine print of accountability matters. Is that a kid who moves? Are they counted as part of the accountability system? Do they matter to the educators who are accountable for that performance? Are they captured as part of that remit of the school district? And when the answer is no, then who cares?

Frum: Why do so many professional educators dislike testing so much?

Spellings: Well, because it leads to accountability for grown-ups, and none of us like that particularly, I guess; it's just a reality of being an adult and being responsible. And to your point, there are a lot of other factors at play. But we can't use that as an excuse to shirk from the work. We just have to stay laser-focused on, especially, these basic skills of reading and math.

Where I thought you were going a second ago, David, was it's narrowed the curriculum, that all we care about is reading and math. And my response to that is it's hard to learn science or social studies or history or anything else if you can't read.

Frum: Yeah. Well, there's a suggestion that the reading and math emphasis is coming at the expense of art and music. But art and music are victims of other factors. You can do reading and math and still have time for art and music if a state wants to.

Spellings: Absolutely. It's not against the law to improve student achievement or to include extracurricular activities in your curriculum.

Frum: Yeah. You could even maybe reduce football.

Spellings: Some have suggested that.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Spellings: But I'm a Texan. I'm not sure I'd go that far. (Laughs.)

Frum: Right. But it is interesting that you can reduce phys ed for most people, and there's quiet; you'd reduce football for a few, and there's revolution.

Spellings: Yeah. Amen, sister. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) So let's look at--the chart suggests that the period 2012 to 2015 is the decision moment for the stagnation and then decline of American education. So that's actually after the worst of the Great Recession; by 2014, we've recovered to 2000 levels of output. And so it's not 2009, 2010 that the damage happens--

Spellings: And we were still going up in those days; we really were.

Frum: Yeah. Do you think there's an interplay with migration patterns? That you have a lot of outflow of migration in 2009, 2010 and then a new kind of illegal immigration that takes place after 2014. Basically, the profile of the illegal immigrant of the 1990s is a single young man trying to evade law enforcement and go directly to a workplace. By 2015, it's families or children or very young people under 18 coming, and they're often looking for contact with the authorities to make an asylum claim. Is that intersecting with the changes in performance at all?

Spellings: I mean, it's possible. I guess if I were getting a Ph.D. in this stuff, I might want to look at particular states and how they calibrated the fine print of the accountability plan against that. I used the example of defining the academic year to make sure that the migrant students were not included as part of that. So whether it's they're coming back to the South in the winter or they're in parts of the Northeast in the early part of the fall, those are the sorts of things you'd wanna take a look at. "How did the migrant students show up as part of the accountability system?" is a question I'd want the answer to.

Sure, I mean, there's so many different factors and why we go round and round about these debates, about whether unions are responsible or the curriculum or the narrowing or the cut score or the--but, frankly, what really is happened and what I'm in despair about is that we've lowered our expectations for every kid. No Child Left Behind--those words say it simply--was essentially an expectation that virtually every kid ought to have an expectation that they can get what they need in our public schools. And I'm not sure that people believe that anymore. And then our strategy now is: Get a voucher. Get the hell out. See about yourself. And this idea that it's in our national interest for an institution called American public education to attempt to do something no other country does is important.

Frum: Well, you mentioned vouchers. One of the flash points, especially in some of the red states, is whether the vouchers come with any achievement conditions attached to it. And you've always been an advocate for this, which is, maybe your state wants to try it, but the voucher kids don't get to opt out of the test.

Spellings: Exactly. And when I look at a state like Indiana, who has been at the school-choice game for a long time, including accountability--very Republican state--but they get that. They understand that taxpayer dollars, wherever they are deployed in service to education, we ought to know if we're getting something for it. And that's certainly been true of the charter-school movement. Charter schools are public schools, and they, of course, have been subject to school-accountability provisions, and it seems to me that ought to be true in public funding wherever it might be found.

Frum: Well, it's striking that the hostility to testing is not just about kids. There's now a big movement in many medical schools to get away with the MCAT test. There's chafing against the LSAT and the bar exam in the law schools. And we're not talking about 9-year-olds who maybe you don't want to judge the whole course of their life on one day; we're talking about people in their middle 20s seeking access to the most demanding, and in the case of medicine, life critical of the professions, and people are saying, Well, it's just too tough a thing to test them, either.

Spellings: Well, and, of course, we've seen--and this certainly happened in the COVID era--a walking away from standardized assessment in admissions criteria and, frankly, one of the things that I liked as part of the Trump compact for the 10 universities that were to get sort of favored-nation status on federal funding was this use of standardized tests. And it's more in fashion now. Many of the people that got rid of those assessments are now putting them back in place because, while they're not perfect, they're a heck of a lot more reliable and a heck a lot more valid then this other range of portfolios and things that really do not allow you to have a fair and transparent system. And that's true, of course, in our professional schools as well.

Frum: Yeah, well, there's always a racial element here, a suggestion that the tests are disadvantageous to people who come from groups that have suffered oppression in the past. And I think a point that you have made--I've seen you make this in other contexts--is the alternative to testing is not randomness; the alternative to testing is word of mouth.

Spellings: Right, exactly.

Frum: And word of mouth really encodes prejudices.

Spellings: Amen.

Frum: If you think standardized testing does, wait 'til you hear how people say, Well, you can just tell he's a good doctor. Just look at him--he looks like a doctor.

Spellings: Absolutely, absolutely.

Frum: And maybe the good doctor doesn't look like--what was the name of that Australian actor of the 1960s who was such a heartthrob? I'm going to forget now. But maybe Richard Chamber--was it Richard Chamberlain?

Spellings: Yeah, Richard Chamberlain, yeah.

Frum: Maybe Richard Chamberlain, the actor, would not be a good doctor, right? (Laughs.)

Spellings: Right, yeah. I doubt it. Yeah, exactly. And so are they perfect? No, but they are the best instruments we have, and I know that the--you know, these are nonprofit organizations for the most part: the SAT College Board, etc. They've worked hard on bias in those assessments, and they're a heck of a lot more valid than somebody's opinion.

Frum: Yeah. What do you think about exams on--one of the things that makes things like MCAT different is these are exams, also, on the way out.

Spellings: Mm-hmm, right. They're gating mechanisms, and that's true of licensure exams in virtually every profession. And it allows us, as consumers, to have some kind of confidence that some threshold, some floor has been met in terms of knowledge. It still doesn't make you the great doctor, but it tells you you know something.

Frum: As you look back on No Child Left Behind, it contained both incentives and disincentives for doing well on these tests. And the schools that met the requirements, they got access to resources; there were consequences for school systems that didn't. But I wonder, if you look back on it with your kind of more Machiavellian hat, did those incentives and disincentives apply to all the power actors? Like, teachers unions have been a consistent opponent of testing. Unions often exist to protect their least-capable members, and was there some way that, in a more cunning way, the unions could have been brought more into the tent? Or was that just--were they just doomed, because their mission is to protect their least-capable members, to be in opposition no matter what?

Spellings: And I think, okay, so here we have the benefit of being able to look back at that, and as I'm saying now, and we're seeing it in real time, when there's no problem--that is to say, when the tests don't reveal failure--we don't need resources. And if we don't have a problem, then we don't need resources, then who gives a heck darn? We have no federal role, no civil-rights imperative around achievement as a national matter. And so those who've railed against testing, I think, are being hoisted on their own petard because here we are about a lot of rhetoric around eliminating the Department of Education, dramatically reducing federal resources, sending it back to the states with virtually no accountability, no responsibility, and kind of a Let them eat cake attitude. Why? Because there's a march towards eliminating the things that diagnose a problem that people fully know and understand we have.

Frum: What does the Department of Education do, the federal Department of Education?

Spellings: Well, for starters, it's a big bank. In higher education, obviously, it deploys Pell Grants and many types of advantageous loans to students so that they can pursue post-secondary education in affordable ways. It's also a leader around this national imperative, and we've had, for many decades, a bipartisan thesis that it is a national imperative for people to have opportunity, irrespective of where they live, and that the federal government has some role--a minor role, a leadership role, an accountability role, a gap-closing role--in attending to that, while 90 cents on the dollar in K-12 comes from state governments.

Look, if I had a nickel for every school superintendent or chief state school officer who said to me, Thank God for No Child Left Behind. We never would've been able to pass that here in fill-in-the-blank, often union, state. And it has kept us honest. And when we walk away from that, the results will, as they have, decline. I believe it, as sure as I'm sitting here.

Frum: I was reading a website of one of the major anti-testing groups, and they went through a series of the objections to testing and, as you said, narrowing the curriculum was one; unfairness was [another], racial gap. But one of the things, the last one they came to--and one of the things you notice as a writer is the thing that someone leaves for last is usually the thing they care about the most--is they said that testing made teaching less fun for teachers. And I was struck by--is that true? Is it less fun? I mean, don't you, as a teacher, want to know what's going on in your class? All these smiling faces or blank faces, don't you want to know what's inside those faces?

Spellings: That might be true, and here's why: There is a way--the word regiment comes to mind--but direct instruction prescribed in a sequential, serious way, where there's fidelity of implementation and hewing to the research, is the path to success. Now, we have gotten into this idea that every teacher should go into their own classroom and create and invent and student-led and all of this kind of stuff, and it sounds like a blast, but does it work? And the answer has largely been no. So it's just like, we wouldn't want your physician making up the protocols for cancer treatment; neither should our teachers make up stuff and hope that it works, just the spray-and-pray method of teaching. And so, yeah, might that be less fun? Yeah, maybe. And I think one of the things I'm encouraged about is: What can technology do and media do and tools that are available through technology to make teaching more fun, to better engage students? But to get results, sometimes you gotta eat your broccoli.

Frum: Yeah. Well, in some of your statements, you've expressed, in a general way, optimism about the impact of technology on education. But right now, you're hearing a lot of concerns about the impact of phones. And at the college level, you hear, even in fairly elite institutions, professors saying that young people, because of either technology or because of artificial intelligence or what have you, are arriving completely unable to read anything that's more than a couple of pages long, and they no longer assign full books; they no longer assign novels--that students just can't cope with them, even at very distinguished institutions.

Spellings: Yeah, no, I largely agree with the people who are concerned about the use. But I do think it also can be a tool, but it ought to be part of what is prescribed, if you will, by the people who are accountable for the results. But I'm a big fan of no phones in schools. And here's a big part of the problem, and it relates to your question about professional licensure exams too: Kids can't read well enough. Why is that? We took our foot off the gas, and we're paying the price for 10 years ago. Those kids who are in colleges now were underserved during COVID, don't have the necessary practice in reading skills and math skills that they should have to do work at that level.

Frum: Your point about the lag is so powerful because I think one of the things that we didn't appreciate during COVID is the decisions you make in any year about education ramify for almost a century.

Spellings: Amen.

Frum: I kept thinking all during COVID, when--and I generally was supportive of stern public-health measures, especially the vaccination part, that you should have to--now, I got in a lot of heat for this. But, yeah, you wanna send your kids to a school, they should be vaccinated, for sure, because it's not just about your kid; it's about everyone else's kid. The other people are not volunteering to be exposed to your virus, which doesn't stay your virus. But when we closed the schools and kept them closed into that second year, it just kept hitting me: 50, 60, 70, 80 years from now, there were going to be Americans whose lives were wrecked because they were on the cusp of the decision: I'm having trouble; should I finish high school, or should I leave in grade 10? And there are a lot of people who made the decision in 2020, I guess I'll leave in grade 10, and they're gonna be with us for a long time, we hope, but that consequence is gonna be with us for a long time.

Spellings: Absolutely. My friend Mike Morath, who's the chief state school officer in Texas and a darn good one, talks about in Argentina, back during the strife down there, they had a period where the schools were closed for years. And they've done all kinds of analysis around it, and it has been a major part of the economic decline of Argentina.

Frum: Is there any hope for the kind of remediation of the COVID generation? Or are they just gone?

Spellings: Sure, of course, there's hope, but we have to make up our mind that it's a priority, and we're going to do what it takes to cure the problem. And because we've waited so long, it's going to be more expensive and potentially more intensive. But, David, my former boss used to say--and he was, famously, the only Republican who did not call for the abolishment of the Department of Education--when he said that, he said people heard, Abolish education. And now we're in this kind of Abolish education. Do we really care whether those kids are educated or not? Or do they just wash through the system, and in a competitive environment, those people are at the starting line, and my kid's across the finish line? And it's just gotten to be at a very corrosive place for our country.

Frum: Well, in last week's show, I had a dialogue with Sam Harris about the mental attitudes of leaders of Silicon Valley and how, with this infatuation with artificial intelligence and transhumanism that has gripped some of the leaders in that community, there does seem to be, in some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in America, not just a willingness but actually kind of zeal to write off vast stretches of the American population--maybe even a majority of America, maybe even a large majority--say, Who needs them? That it'll be an elite view, surveying a civilization in which machines do not only the work but the thinking. And most people are just surplus to any requirement that the elite view will have, and maybe pay them a universal basic income, maybe hope they don't reproduce, but what happens to them is of no concern to the people at the top. And this is, I don't wanna say a widespread view, but the people who have this view are important, and they have a lot of influence in the current administration.

Spellings: I couldn't disagree with any of that, you know, when President Trump, a few months ago, said, All the schools need to do is teach English.

Frum: Yeah.

Spellings: So was that a throwaway line, or does he actually believe that? Who knows. But I do think it's--there's some element about that.

Frum: Teaching--you mean, like, grammar? You know what, the president could use a few lessons--

Spellings: Well, no, no, no. I mean, yeah, no--

Frum: (Laughs.)

Spellings: --I believe that too, but no, that the only thing--that, in other words, that native speakers should speak English, that that was the prime imperative.

Frum: Oh, I see. You mean no foreign languages?

Spellings: Right.

Frum: Yeah. Well, why don't American schools teach foreign languages?

Spellings: Well, I used to be on the kick where every student should be able to be bilingual. If you're a Spanish speaker, you need to be an English speaker, and vice versa, or whatever--Chinese and the dozens and dozens of languages that are taught in our schools. But, yeah, look, we've got to start with reading and math, and then we can get into other things--and should.

Frum: All right, so let's, as we round to the end of the conversation, let's look at the signs of hope. You see them in Mississippi. You see them a little bit in Alabama. Aside from those two states, are there other tendencies or trends anywhere at the center of the education system that give you reason for feeling confidence about the future?

Spellings: Well, I think there's energy around reading. Thirty-plus states--California has finally gotten on board with these research-based reading practices and has recently passed a law about that, and we'll see about their fidelity of implementation. I think people are taking--and, frankly, it's a regret I have that we've paid too little attention to teacher preparation: Who's in our classrooms? How well are they prepared to deal with the kind of challenges we've been talking about for the last half hour or so? Do they know the research? Do they understand what it is to be effective in the classroom with the kind of kid you're gonna encounter? All of that. And so we're starting to see more energy around those issues. And how can technology help support what we know we need in a dramatically changing teacher corps and teacher workforce? I think some of the things that we're seeing--choice is happening. How might we use that tool to maximum effect? We're learning a lot about that. So people are still at it. But I do think leadership around what it is we're trying to do--do we, as a nation, care about opportunity for everybody--we've got to reinstill and reinstate that principle.

Frum: Well, when I was citing this conversation with Sam Harris about the disdainful attitude of business elites--through American history, the democratic idea and the public-education idea have been beyond symbiotic; they're the same idea. And if you don't educate, you don't have citizens, and a society that is disvaluing citizenship is a society that's disvaluing education. In fact, disvaluing education's a sign that you're disvaluing citizenship. And maybe there's something fitting that, at a period when our democratic institutions seem to be in so much crisis, that the educational institutions that are indispensable to and supportive of those democratic institutions are also facing so many questions.

Spellings: Yeah. And you know who can fix that? Us. And so we have to, as we head into midterms, ask the people that are offering themselves up for service: "How do they feel about that? Are they willing to work across the aisle? Do they understand that major piece of our country's founding and success?" And so we need to have answers to that.

Frum: Let me finish by asking you to offer a little bit of news you can use. Some of the people, I'm sure, who are watching this are parents or people entrusted with the care of a child. What's the checklist that they should have in their head when they vote not only for president and senator but school board? What are the things you wanna hear from people with authority?

Spellings: Yeah, we've been talking a lot about education, so I'll start there. We still have pretty significantly rich data about the quality of your schools. Go familiarize yourself with your district and your campus, not only your kid in the subgroup that your child is part of but really understand what's going on in your school district: Are the best teachers in the most challenging places? Just get smart about what you are being offered up as a consumer, number one. And number two, I think--obviously, I wouldn't be leading the Bipartisan Policy Center if I didn't believe this--but hold your elected officials at whatever level to account for their ability to work together, to solve problems, and to keep the main thing the main thing. And I think we are feeding the beast of electing folks who want to reinforce what we and only we want to hear, as opposed to playing the long game. And we're going to get the best government that we deserve, so it's on us.

Frum: Well, a lot of people running for local races, including school boards, press certain hot-button issues that we all have opinions about and get us all very excited. But what's the question--if you are a parent voting in a school-board election, what's the most important, as opposed to the most exciting, question that you should be asking yourself and asking those who seek your vote?

Spellings: Well, you should ask: "How is your kid doing and how is your community doing against these metrics that are reportable today? How many kids can read and do math? What's the graduation rate, and what is it for everybody? And what's the trajectory over time? Did your school district dip down during COVID, and how much recovery was there? How many federal dollars did your school district receive, and what did they do with them?" I mean, these are not really very complicated questions to get answers to, and they're, actually, they're pretty straightforward, and they ought to be able to answer them to your satisfaction.

Frum: Well, one of the things I think about a lot, and I think about this in the debate--this incredibly bizarre and destructive debate we're having about vaccination, is there is an important place in our economic life for individualism, but in our health-care life and our education life, individualism can be overtaxed. Your virus is my virus. Your bacteria is my bacteria. And your underperforming child who is falling short of his or her potential is also my problem. And anybody can have a special-needs child--absolutely anybody.

Spellings: Yeah, and to the point of generations that are going to get written off, they're going to stress our social safety net; they're going to be aggrieved and frustrated and motivated to not-nice behaviors, potentially, and left behind. And that's a terrible place for our country, who we still, I think, fancy ourselves as the land of opportunity.

Frum: Margaret Spellings, thank you for joining me today. Thank you for fighting this fight. Thank you for believing in the possibilities.

Spellings: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

Spellings: Bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thank you to Margaret Spellings for joining me on The David Frum Show today.

The word impressionism entered everyday speech after an art exhibition in 1874 in the city of Paris, where a collection of paintings by painters who would become world famous, including one by Claude Monet that gave the movement its name, were displayed to the French public. The 150th anniversary of that 1874 exhibition was in the year 2024, and to honor the event, the National Gallery in Washington and the Musee d'Orsay in Paris organized a joint exhibition where they gathered together almost all, maybe even nearly all, of the paintings that were shown in 1874 in the show that gave impressionism its name, and I had the opportunity to visit both of those shows and found them deeply moving. Afterward, an artist friend of mine gave me a book, and that is the subject of my discussion today, about the origins of the impressionist movement, a book called The Judgment of Paris, written by Ross King and published in the year 2006.

Now, The Judgment of Paris is a complicated book with many subplots. I want to focus today on just one part of the story. One of the central characters in The Judgment of Paris is a painter named Ernest Meissonier. And in the period from 1840 to about 1870, Meissonier was the most-famous and best-paid painter in France and, therefore, in the world. And when I say best paid, this man lived in a giant chateau and had kept teams of horses. He was a wealthy, wealthy man--all of it achieved by his artistry, which, when you look at it, is indeed amazing.

Meissonier was a painter of incredible verisimilitude, who was especially, astoundingly excellent at capturing the movement of horses. Now, this may sound like not such an achievement, but actually, until the invention of the motion-picture camera, which allowed you to take a consistent image of a horse in movement and then break it down into frames, no one in the world exactly knew how a horse ran, because the feet moved almost too fast for the eye. Meissonier built a kind of racing track at his estate where he would have a kind of cart that would allow him to keep more pace with the horses so he could take sketches and observe exactly how their knees and legs moved in order to, in the battle scenes of his great patriotic paintings, capture horses in action.

Meissonier made most of his living by painting scenes of still life in costumes of the 17th and 18th century. But the thing that made him a famous celebrity were his great patriotic paintings of the two Napoleons: Napoleon the First, Emperor of France in the early 1800s; and then Napoleon the Third, who was the ruler of France during Meissonier's lifetime. And he painted them at moments of triumph, at moments of grim defeat but resolute defeat--very patriotic paintings honoring the Bonaparte dynasty.

Meissonier lived until the year 1891, long enough to see his own work, once so acclaimed, once so valuable, go out of style. His most famous pictures are now in the Metropolitan Museum, but if you go to see them, you won't, because they're in the basement. (Laughs.) And when they are on display, they're beside an elevator. No one thinks all that highly of Meissonier anymore, this artist who, in his day, dominated the profession in a way that names that we think of as more famous could only begin to envy.

Another of the characters in The Judgment of Paris is a painter called Edouard Manet. You've certainly heard of him if you haven't heard of Meissonier. Now, Manet--not to be confused with Claude Monet, although in their own lifetime, people often did mix them up, so if you do confuse them, you're entitled--but Manet, who was a generation older or a half generation older than Claude Monet, Manet was not a great draftsman. He wasn't even interested in the problem of drafting. Manet was of an age where he grew up when the camera was obviously going to be and the development of photography was obviously going to become important to the history of art. Important how? Maybe you couldn't quite say. But the whole project of capturing exactly the way a horse ran, that was obviously something that machines were going to take away from people in time to come.

So Manet lost interest in questions of drafting, and he became interested in the question of "What is painting for, now that photography exists? How do you use existing art to teach the eye to see in new ways?" Now, Manet was not a revolutionary at all. In fact, he was deeply immersed in the art of the past, and many of his paintings are actually references to the art of the past. And he would take scenes from mythology, scenes from works by Titian, and then regroup them into exactly similar postures in the costume of present-day Paris. And he painted nudes, but he painted nudes of women who were present-day women. He would take a pose of the goddess Athena and make her into a present-day courtesan in Paris. But he got his inspiration from the past, but he was training his audience to see for the future.

Now, why do I tell you this story now? For what it's worth, I pay a lot of attention to contemporary art, and I notice that, in our day, as well as in the past, a lot of people become very rich and famous, and some of them are people who I don't think should be so rich and famous. And there is a kind of rough justice in the story of Ernest Meissonier--who's, by the way, a much more accomplished and impressive person than many of the people who are rich and famous today--but how the judgment of the present is not the last word, that there is a future, because the future will be interested in different subjects than the past. And the study of the history of art teaches us something, which is not just to appreciate the beauty of the things that human artistry can affect, but also to understand something about how we belong to a larger human story and how different generations of us grapple with similar and different questions over time. And the questions do sometimes change. Questions sometimes remain eternal, but other questions do change in ways that are interesting and that should humble us about our certainty, about our place in the scheme of things.

I don't know, maybe when you see people making big paintings that look like subway graffiti, maybe there's somebody doing something on TikTok right now that is actually the art that the future will care about in a way that the future ended up caring about Mr. Manet, with his often crude draftsmanship, and not Mr. Meissonier, the great painter of the flashing horse. To be able to lift ourselves out of our present time, with all its limitations, is, I think, a worthy activity and a way that can sometimes bring us some fear for the future but some consolation about the difficulties of the present. People have outlived terrible things in the past. Generations that were pessimistic about the future have been proven wrong by the amazing cultural achievements of future generations. In 1874, who knew that the exhibition of show, which was displayed in a photographer studio far away from the Grand Salon in the center of Paris, that that was the future and that all the pictures that filled the big-show places--thousands and thousands of them that attracted the attention of the world--that they would be consigned to attics and basements?

Thank you so much for watching and listening to The David Frum Show today. I hope you'll join us again next week for more of The David Frum Show. Remember the importance of liking and subscribing: If you enjoy the content we're providing here, it really helps to bring the message to new people. And always, if you want to give support to the work of this podcast and of The Atlantic, the best way to do that for myself and all my colleagues at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll please consider doing that.

Thank you so much for watching and viewing and listening and downloading. I hope to see you next week back here on The David Frum Show. Thank you.

[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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Pam Bondi, Loyal Servant

At a congressional oversight hearing yesterday, the attorney general followed her north star: pleasing the president.

by Quinta Jurecic




At a normal congressional oversight hearing, the person testifying at least answers a decent number of the questions asked by members of Congress from the opposing party. Not Attorney General Pam Bondi.

Testifying before the Senate Judiciary Committee yesterday, Bondi spent her time talking over Democratic senators, leveling personal attacks at them, and refusing to provide basic factual information. With Republicans, in contrast, she was smooth and solicitous. She expressed her fealty to Donald Trump, calling him "the most transparent president in American history" and saying that she'd "loved" seeing a photo of herself having dinner with the president. The almost-five-hour hearing was a portrait of an attorney general as the president's loyalist rather than as a constitutional officer with the appropriate respect for a coordinate branch of government.

The problems began almost right away, when Ranking Member Dick Durbin of Illinois, a Democrat, asked Bondi whether the White House had consulted the Justice Department before deploying National Guard troops to American cities. "I am not going to discuss internal conversations with the White House," Bondi informed him. Then she declared, "I wish you loved Chicago as much as you hate the president."

Bondi returned to this tactic repeatedly over the course of the hearing, sometimes in almost exactly the same words. She also told Senator Alex Padilla, a Democrat, that she wished he loved his home state of California "as much as you hate President Trump." (This was in response to a question from Padilla about whether government officials are obligated to follow court orders.) She accused Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island of "trying to slander President Trump left and right." (Whitehouse had asked whether the FBI had discovered photographs of Trump with young women while searching Jeffrey Epstein's property.) She told Senator Adam Schiff of California, "If you worked for me, you would have been fired." (Schiff had wanted to know whether Trump's immigration adviser, Tom Homan, had accepted $50,000 in the course of an FBI sting operation, as multiple news outlets had reported.) She also refused to answer questions on whether career prosecutors had recommended against indicting FBI Director James Comey, what legal theory justified the administration's recent military strikes on boats in the Caribbean, and why the Justice Department had fired scores of civil servants.

"This is supposed to be an oversight hearing," Schiff said at one point. "Oversight!" Bondi scoffed, leaning back in mock disbelief, her mouth pulled into a smirk.

The next senator up was Katie Britt of Alabama, a Republican, who asked Bondi about how the Justice Department is working to "keep our kids safe" from online predators and social media. Britt's questions were typical of Republicans on the panel: complimentary, nonconfrontational, and pitched to make Bondi and the Republican Party look good. Bondi responded to Britt with a pantomime of gratitude. "This, I believe, is what an oversight hearing should be about," she declared.

This is not what oversight is about. The goal of oversight hearings is to provide the legislature, a branch of government equal in authority to the executive, with an opportunity to hold a presidential administration responsible for disasters, shortcomings, and breaches. The point is not to puff up the executive's ego; it's to help inform Congress as it considers whether and how to draft legislation, as is its constitutional responsibility. Oversight is often messy, absurd, and heavily choreographed, but accountability and information-gathering are the aims that Congress is meant to reach toward. "A legislative body cannot legislate wisely or effectively in the absence of information," the Supreme Court held in 1927. Today, however, Republicans in Congress have little interest in legislating, so they are not in need of many facts. They're happy to yield before the Trump administration rather than challenging it.

Bondi was disdainful of the committee, flattering it only when it allowed her to demonstrate her loyalty to the president. Her performance encapsulated Trump's understanding of the relationship between Congress and the presidency. The legislature, in this vision, is subordinate. Pam Bondi certainly treated it that way.
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What Not to Fix About Baseball

In a new book, the sportswriter Jane Leavy spitballs with some of the greats about how to make the American pastime more appealing.

by Mark Leibovich




To borrow a baseball term of art (okay, a cliche), Jane Leavy is an elite spitballer. No one is better built than Leavy, a crafty veteran sportswriter, for between-innings repartee, wry asides, and tossed-off ideas for improving her beloved sport--and maybe even keeping its ever-looming obsolescence at bay for another decade or three.

Leavy's suggestions for spicing up baseball reflect the essence of spitballing--a pastime within a pastime. Baseball's most devoted fans have a long tradition of complaining loudly about what's wrong with the game and insisting that they'd run it better if given the chance. Surely, they are smarter than any clueless manager or hapless commissioner. They can be insufferable.

But not Leavy, not ever. She has a distinctly kinetic way of making her case, like a rollicking tour guide through a stuffy museum. She also knows there's only so much that can be done to renovate the tradition, given its creaky foundations. "Baseball is still a nineteenth-century construct, born at a time when pocket watches were in vogue," Leavy writes in her latest romp through the sport, Make Me Commissioner: I Know What's Wrong With Baseball and How to Fix It.

The title made me a bit wary off the bat. While I endorse Leavy as the sport's next commissioner--because why the hell not?--I'd quibble with the premise that baseball is in need of much "fixing" these days. In recent years, I seem to have fallen back into a good groove with the sport, especially after the major leagues introduced new rules designed to speed up the action. As far as I was concerned, this was long overdue and I welcomed it, though I also realize that an aversion to change runs deep in baseball, and the spirit of debate has been as fundamental to the game as the three-out inning.

I first met Leavy a decade or so ago at some author event in Washington, and we became fast bantering companions--usually on the topic of baseball. She is a five-tool chatterbox who relishes the ample kibitzing time that the game allows for (or, if you prefer, the endless dead time that makes baseball tedious and keeps boring away the next generation of would-be fans).

Read: Goodbye to baseball's most anachronistic rule

Like most Leavy appreciators, I first cavorted with her as a reader. As an alum of The Washington Post's crackerjack sports desk of decades past, she is best known as an ace author, whose trilogy of biographies--of Sandy Koufax, Mickey Mantle, and Babe Ruth--ensure her place in the first division of the baseball chroniclers. She is the rare historian who writes without a speck of pretension, and whose prose reads like she's typing and shelling pistachios at the same time.

Make Me Commissioner is not Leavy's typical smorgasbord. For starters, it is not a biography, though the book enlists some of baseball's most cerebral and unusual characters and philosopher kings. They include current players (Red Sox third baseman Alex Bregman), World Series managers (Dave Roberts, Dusty Baker, Joe Torre), eccentrics (Bill "Spaceman" Lee), stat-heads, innovators, and traditionalists alike.

But the star of this production is Leavy and the game she could never abandon, no matter how much her attention might wander. "Baseball is mine the way my lungs are mine," she writes of her affliction. She describes the sport's quirky rites and odd-duck characters as her sanctuary from traditional feminine exercises. "I always got tangled up when I tried to be a proper girl," Leavy writes.

Yet Make Me Commissioner is anything but an unconditional love letter to the game. It is, in fact, an extended cautionary note, or purpose pitch: Baseball, Leavy warns, should never take its place in American life for granted. This is theoretically something the sport should have internalized decades ago, starting when the NFL lapped Major League Baseball as America's most popular league. Baseball might be known as the national pastime, but its leaders and practitioners also know full well that much of the country has consigned it to the "National Passed-Time," as the Washington Nationals first baseman, Josh Bell, calls his vocation.

Leavy sets out on a barnstorming tour of Baseball America in search of prescriptions, engaging dozens of her buddies in extended spitballing sessions about how to make baseball more accessible, better attuned to video-game attention spans, and more inviting to over-circuited brains.

Read: Moneyball broke baseball

Many of her interviewees land on the same lament: Baseball has a fed-up-audience problem. "Hard to watch," Hall of Fame player and manager Joe Torre acknowledges during a Cooperstown confab with Leavy and Sandy Koufax. "I don't watch," Koufax admits. Leavy catalogs this wistfulness not in the spirit of hand-wringing, but more as an earnest problem solver. "I asked everyone the same questions," she writes. "What happened? How did baseball lose America? Why doesn't it move people the way it once did, the way only it can, the way it still moves me? Who now speaks for the game? And what can I do to help?"

One of Leavy's recurring complaints is that the game has become overloaded with data and analytics. Much of contemporary baseball strategy is now governed by statistical probability, with far less tolerance for good old-fashioned hunches and diminished concern for what she identifies as "the human element."

Baseball is "unpredictable in a good way," Torre told Leavy. The numbers experts, he said, are trying to remove as much chance and serendipity from the equation as possible. And yet, this unpredictability is precisely what traditionalists often love about the game. "They're trying to make an imperfect game perfect," Torre said of the statisticians. "I resent that."

As I mentioned before, I'm in a much better place with baseball at the moment than Leavy is. My recent spike in interest will never match my childhood obsession with the game, but I am now paying much closer attention than I did through the majority of my adulthood, when I--like many people--became steadily estranged from the sport. The biggest culprit was its lagging pace of play. Baseball had become interminable. Games were routinely surpassing three or even four hours; players started taking forever to adjust their batting gloves (and other "equipment"); there were endless pitching changes and mound visits, less scoring and less action.

Fans noticed, yawned, and made other plans. MLB's annual game attendance dropped from 79.5 million in 2007 to 64.5 million in 2022. Finally recognizing the crisis, the league introduced its new rules in 2023 in an effort to heal and revitalize itself. It put in place a host of reforms to speed things along, generate more offense, and essentially liposuction the dead time from its sagging product. The biggest change by far was the introduction of a "pitch clock," which required that pitchers take no longer than 15 seconds to deliver the ball to home plate. The clock was an instant success: Games moved faster, taking about a half hour less to play nine innings in 2023, the year the changes went into effect, than they had in 2022.

Read: The great torpedo-bat panic

I had a close-in view of baseball's new rules rollout for a story I wrote in 2023. I interviewed many of the architects of the repairs and came away impressed with how thoughtful and deliberate they were in putting their tweaks into place. But the best gauge of the project's success was my own reaction: I found myself more locked in to the action almost immediately (and yes, there was more "action," namely offense, as measured by higher batting averages). I've probably watched more MLB games in the past three years than I did in the three decades prior. As far as I was concerned, baseball and I were cool again. And I realized how much I'd missed it and how happy I was to have it back in my life.

Leavy, by contrast, would probably say that she and baseball never broke up to begin with. But she will never be fully satisfied with her partner, and her tinkering remains a campaign in progress.

The best ideas in her book are less in the vein of rule changes than they are in cultural initiatives to repair baseball's diminished appeal among many demographic groups: kids, for starters. Leavy proposes letting anyone 10 or younger into games for free and mandating postgame autograph sessions with designated players. She also decrees that all weekend games should be played during daylight hours, "except four designated showcase games on Friday and Sunday that MLB can put on all their fucking platforms."

Make Me Commissioner has some good ideas. But I loved it less as a catalog of clinical prescriptions than as a kind of baseball soapbox, a celebration of storytelling and spitballing in the best oral and literary traditions of the sport. In its hilarious opening scene, set at Baltimore's Camden Yards in 1995, Leavy describes nearly being decapitated by a foul ball on the night Cal Ripken Jr. broke Lou Gehrig's record for consecutive games played. "The ball traveled on a fierce diagonal, like a knife cutting a Passover brisket," Leavy writes. If you're keeping score, the story ends well: Leavy survives the attack, emerges from the chaos, and goes home with a baseball.

The tale she's lived to tell emerges, for all its crotchety complaints, from a place of unerring loyalty. Baseball is "the only game that starts at home and ends up at home," Leavy writes, quoting Bill Lee (the "Spaceman"). "Baseball is my home," she adds. She hosts a wickedly fun house party.
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<em>The Atlantic </em>presents special issue: "The Unfinished Revolution"

Featuring 21 pieces by leading scholars, essayists, and reporters on the history and lessons of America's founding era




Launching today and just ahead of the nation's 250th anniversary, a special issue of The Atlantic brings together a remarkable group of scholars, essayists, and reporters to revisit America's founding era, measuring the success of the American experiment, two and a half centuries later, against the lofty dreams and designs of the founding generation. In an editor's note, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes of the issue, "You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or uncritical in our approach, but we are indeed motivated by the idea that the American Revolution represents one of the most important events in the history of the planet, and its ideals continue to symbolize hope and freedom for humankind." He continues, "We are publishing this at the end of 2025 for a number of reasons: This month marks the launch of an Atlantic project meant to explain the meaning of the Revolution and its consequences, which we will carry through all of next year ... We also recognize that the American experiment is under extraordinary pressure at the moment, and we think it important to do anything we can to illuminate the challenges we face."
 
 For the cover--which unfolds across a three-panel gatefold--the artist, Joe McKendry, painted a tableau of figures drawn from the stories in the issue. Some are instantly recognizable--Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson--while other figures will be less familiar. Standing beside George Washington is a man he enslaved, Harry Washington, for whom no image exists. Altogether, the figures represent different sides of the war, of the period's political ferment, and of early American society itself, and convey the ambition of this special issue: to capture the Revolutionary era in all of its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity.
 
 The issue, titled "The Unfinished Revolution," features 21 articles divided into five chapters: "Defiance," "Conflict," "Independence," "Memory," and "Crisis." Releasing online today are the first two chapters. In Chapter One, historian Rick Atkinson writes about "The Myth of Mad King George," who was denounced by rebel propagandists as a tyrant and remembered by Americans as a reactionary dolt, but the truth is much more complicated. In "No One Gave a Speech Like Patrick Henry," Drew Gilpin Faust writes about how Henry roused a nation to war. Robert A. Gross and Robert M. Thorson's "Why Concord?" examines the geological origins of the American Revolution; they write: "Concord was lucky in its location, inheriting advantages from natural landscape and history on which its inhabitants could build a sense of place and community. It was a fierce determination to defend that community, with its tradition of town-meeting government, that inspired the resistance to the British regulars."
 
 For the second chapter, "Conflict," also publishing today, the co-directors of the forthcoming PBS documentary series The American Revolution--Ken Burns, Sarah Botstein, and David Schmidt--describe the difficulties of creating a film about a war fought before the advent of photography. The Revolution is so enveloped in myth, they write, that it would take a lifetime to make clear its stakes. Stacy Schiff's "Dear Son" looks at how the Revolution tore apart Benjamin Franklin and his son William, who remained loyal to the Crown. Andrew Lawler's "The Black Loyalists" tells the story of the thousands of African Americans who fought for the British--then fled the United States to avoid a return to enslavement. Finally, staff writer Caity Weaver embedded with a group of Revolutionary War reenactors to play out the Battle of Bunker Hill, writing that the chief merit of reenacting is "not that it glorifies past accomplishments or condemns past failures, but that it emphasizes how any action humans have ever performed, whether for good or for ill, has been carried out by ordinary women and men."
 
 These will be joined by a wide selection of pieces in the coming days, including staff writer George Packer making the case for patriotism, Anne Applebaum on how America no longer lives up to its founding ideals, and David Brooks on how America might save itself from autocracy. Fintan O'Toole asks what the Founders would make of America today. Jake Lundberg, The Atlantic's in-house historian and archivist, writes about Abraham Lincoln calling upon the spirit of 1776. The issue's chapters include contributions from Danielle Allen, Ned Blackhawk, Victoria Flexner, Annette Gordon-Reed, Jane Kamensky, and Elaine Pagels; an excerpt from Jeffrey Rosen's forthcoming book, The Pursuit of Liberty; The Atlantic's John Swansburg on how "Rip Van Winkle" became our founding folktale; and staff writer Clint Smith on how authentic Colonial Williamsburg should be.
 
 Coming Thursday, October 9: "Chapter Three: Independence"

	 Danielle Allen: "Secrets of a Radical Duke"
 
 	 Jeffrey Rosen: "The Nightmare of Despotism"
 
 	 Victoria Flexner: "We Hold These Turkeys to Be Delicious"
 
 	 Annette Gordon-Reed: "Whose Independence?"
 
 	 Elaine Pagels: "The Moral Foundation of America"
 
 	 Ned Blackhawk: "The 27th Grievance"
 


Coming Friday, October 10: "Chapter Four: Memory"

	 Fintan O'Toole: "What the Founders Would Say Now"
 
 	 Clint Smith: "Just How Real Should Colonial Williamsburg Be?"
 
 	 Jane Kamensky: "The Many Lives of Eliza Schuyler"
 
 	 Jake Lundberg: "Lincoln's Revolution"
 
 	 John Swansburg: "America's Most Famous Nap"
 


Coming Tuesday, October 14: "Chapter Five: Crisis"

	 Anne Applebaum: "The Beacon of Democracy Goes Dark"
 
 	 David Brooks: "The Rising"
 
 	 George Packer: "America Needs Patriotism"
 


Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview the issue's contributors.
 
 Press Contacts: 
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic 
 press@theatlantic.com
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        Trump's Nobel Thirst Is Actually Great for the World
        Jonathan Chait

        "I'd kill for a Nobel Peace Prize," the comedian Steven Wright once joked. This may be unironically true of President Donald Trump. But of course you are not meant to kill for this award. And because the prize cannot be won through threats, bribery, or any of Trump's other customary tools, his only remaining avenue is to actually encourage peace. Which, amazingly enough, appears to be happening.The newly announced agreement between Israel and Hamas may or may not develop into a genuine peace deal...

      

      
        The Moral Foundation of America
        Elaine Pagels

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. For thousands of years, the view that only rulers conferred rights or privileges on everyone else was taken for granted in traditional societies around the world. In the ancient empires of Babylonia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, only those whom rulers regarded as their peers had value, or what the Romans called dignitas. Hindu societies enshrined the ruler as one who embodies ...

      

      
        Whose Independence?
        Annette Gordon-Reed

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. When Thomas Jefferson was chosen to draft the Declaration of Independence, he had an exceedingly difficult task ahead of him. The 33-year-old planter, who had left law practice just before Britain's imperial crisis began in earnest, needed to do nothing short of lay the groundwork for a new nation. He had to explain in both philosophical and legal terms the Second Continen...

      

      
        The Insurrection Problem
        Jeffrey Rosen

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. Shays's Rebellion filled Alexander Hamilton with dread. In 1786, armed men shut down courts in five counties across Massachusetts and, early the next year, marched on the federal armory in Springfield. The mobs included debtors trying to prevent the courts from foreclosing on their farms, and opponents of centralized government. The insurrectionists believed that the newly...

      

      
        Secrets of a Radical Duke
        Danielle Allen

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. In the summer of 2016, my family flew ahead of me to England for a vacation. Their taxi driver from the airport to London was chatty, and somehow the conversation drifted to the fact that he was from Lewes, in Sussex. This led to a bit of trivia about his hometown that the driver thought would be of interest to visitors from America: Thomas Paine, the Englishman turned Ame...

      

      
        Retribution Is Here
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.If the secret to understanding a strongman is to identify his greatest weakness, one place to start with Donald Trump is his obsession with his own eventual obituaries. Trump knows that they will mention his history-making presidencies, his ostentatious wealth, and his unusual charisma--but he also is aware that when he dies, people will remember his conviction on 34 felony counts, and that there is nothing he...

      

      
        Americans Are About to Feel the Government Shutdown
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        As far as government shutdowns go, this one has so far lacked the round-the-clock chaos of its predecessors. There have been no dramatic late-night clashes on the floors of Congress, no steep stock-market plunges driven by panicked investors, no prime-time presidential addresses from the Oval Office. Even the running clocks on cable-news chyrons have disappeared.But in the reality show that has replaced a properly functioning system of democratic governance, we are fast approaching the moment whe...

      

      
        Trump's Costly Cuts to the Civil Service
        Robert P. Beschel Jr.

        The Trump administration is threatening to use the government shutdown to permanently reduce the size of the civil service. Its ambitions for these cuts are many, including punishing Democrats by harming their pet projects and curbing "agencies that don't align with the administration's values" and are a "waste of the taxpayer dollar," as Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt warned last week. Yet as a tool to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the federal government, these cuts are risible.L...

      

      
        The Black Loyalists
        Andrew Lawler

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. The man who would come to be called Harry Washington was born near the Gambia River, in West Africa, around 1740. As a young man, he was sold into slavery and endured the horrors of the Middle Passage. In Virginia, he was purchased by a neighbor of George Washington, who then bought the young man in 1763 for 40 pounds. After working to drain the colony's Great Dismal Swamp...

      

      
        Why Did Benjamin Franklin's Son Remain Loyal to the British?
        Stacy Schiff

        Illustrations by Maggie O'KeefeEditor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. On the whole, the Founding Fathers, those towering patriarchs, fared poorly when it came to sons. George Washington and James Madison had none. Thomas Jefferson's only legitimate one died in infancy. Samuel Adams also outlived his. With the exception of John Quincy Adams, no other son of a Founder rose to his father's stature. The unluckiest ...

      

      
        The American Experiment
        Jeffrey Goldberg

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. "A magazine, when properly conducted, is the nursery of genius; and by constantly accumulating new matter, becomes a kind of market for wit and utility."Thomas Paine made this (true) statement in 1775, in the first issue of The Pennsylvania Magazine, for which he served as editor. In this same manifesto, he had unkind words for the magazine's older cousins. "The British ma...

      

      
        No One Gave a Speech Like Patrick Henry
        Drew Gilpin Faust

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. Patrick Henry is generally treated as a second-string Founding Father. He didn't write--or even sign--the Declaration of Independence. He didn't write the Constitution. Instead, fearing that it allocated too much power to a centralized government, he did all he could to defeat it. He was not a Revolutionary military hero. He did not explain lightning, invent bifocals, take P...

      

      
        As Money Rushed In, ICE's Rapid Expansion Stalled Out
        Nick Miroff

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Few provisions in President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act were as thrilling to immigration hard-liners as the $45 billion it provided to supersize the ICE detention system. Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials had long complained that a lack of jail space constrained their ability to deport more people. The bill gave ICE enough money to nearly triple its detention capacity to more than 10...

      

      
        Democrats Still Have No Idea What Went Wrong
        Jonathan Chait

        Updated at 10:54 a.m. ET on October 8, 2025On a recent panel of progressive activists analyzing what went wrong in the 2024 election, the author, activist, and failed political candidate Qasim Rashid spoke with confidence about the way forward for the Democratic Party. The problem, he insisted, was not that Democrats had strayed too far from public opinion but that the party had grown too solicitous of it. "Saying the right thing timidly," he proclaimed, "is less effective than saying the wrong t...

      

      
        The Project 2025 Shutdown Is Here
        Jonathan Lemire

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Thirty-four days into the previous government shutdown, in 2019, reporters asked President Donald Trump if he had a message for the thousands of federal employees who were about to miss another paycheck. "I love them. I respect them. I really appreciate the great job they're doing," he said at the time. The following day, caving after weeks of punishing cable-news coverage, he signed legislation to reopen the...
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Trump's Nobel Thirst Is Actually Great for the World

The president's ego inspires plenty of bad choices, but his desire for a Peace Prize is proving useful.

by Jonathan Chait




"I'd kill for a Nobel Peace Prize," the comedian Steven Wright once joked. This may be unironically true of President Donald Trump. But of course you are not meant to kill for this award. And because the prize cannot be won through threats, bribery, or any of Trump's other customary tools, his only remaining avenue is to actually encourage peace. Which, amazingly enough, appears to be happening.

The newly announced agreement between Israel and Hamas may or may not develop into a genuine peace deal. At a minimum, however, it appears likely to result in the release of the remaining hostages.

It is apparent that the agreement grew directly out of Trump's desperate thirst for the Nobel. Although he has whined in public about not getting the award--"I deserve it, but they will never give it to me," he said at the White House in February--he seems to have grasped that winning it requires actual diplomacy. Accordingly, he has engaged in activities such as pressuring Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to support a plan to end the war, threatening Hamas with total destruction, negotiating with Arab states, and other normal presidential behavior.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump's plan to finally end the Gaza war

This same impulse has reshaped his policy toward Russia and Ukraine. At the outset of his term, Trump adopted his customary pro-Russian stance, blaming Ukraine for having started the war and attacking the country's president, Volodymyr Zelensky, in the Oval Office for being insufficiently grateful for U.S. aid.

But Trump's posture has changed. The administration has halted the flow of some weapons to Ukraine, but it hasn't stopped intelligence support. Trump seems to have realized that Russian President Vladimir Putin won't stop the war until he has either conquered Ukraine or destroyed its sovereignty, and that Ukraine won't submit. Ergo, the thing that stands in the way of a peace deal, and hence Trump's peace prize, is Putin.

Having been forced to choose between his habit of believing everything Putin says and his hope of winning a Nobel Peace Prize, Trump has chosen the latter. This is a good thing.

Yair Rosenberg: What's missing from Trump's Gaza peace plan

To be sure, Trump's desperate thirst to win this prize is of a piece with his general insatiable need to be flattered and praised--a desire that spurs plenty of bad choices, such as pushing to have anybody who opposes him thrown into prison. But in this case, it can be credited with inspiring his most constructive, prosocial impulses as president.

The challenge the prize committee faces is that if dangling the award in front of Trump encourages him to work hard to end conflicts, and perhaps to not start new ones, then they have to wonder what will happen if he gets it. Once given, these awards can't be revoked. A Trump who has secured his Nobel Peace Prize might feel tempted to go after the ego gratifications that come with military conquest. (He is already dipping his toes into these waters within his attacks on "Venezuelan drug smugglers," who may or may not be drug smugglers or even Venezuelans.)

In an ideal world, the possibility of creating peace would be all the motive Trump needs to try to make it happen. But if the ego gratification of an award from a Norwegian committee didn't encourage leaders to work harder to end conflicts, the award wouldn't have been created in the first place.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/trump-israel-hamas-nobel-prize/684499/?utm_source=feed
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The Moral Foundation of America

The idea that everyone has intrinsic rights to life and liberty was a radical break with millennia of human history. It's worth preserving.

by Elaine Pagels




For thousands of years, the view that only rulers conferred rights or privileges on everyone else was taken for granted in traditional societies around the world. In the ancient empires of Babylonia, Egypt, Greece, and Rome, only those whom rulers regarded as their peers had value, or what the Romans called dignitas. Hindu societies enshrined the ruler as one who embodies the divine order of the gods, and established a hierarchical rank for everyone else. The caste system even defined some people as "outcaste," with no right to move freely and little recourse from lifelong servitude.

The anonymous Babylonian scribes who wrote the legal code of Hammurabi some 4,000 years ago seem to have regarded human value as a quality that the king could grant to certain people and deny to others. This code assigned privileges, and what we call "rights," according to a strictly hierarchical view of social power.

The archaeologists who discovered Hammurabi's code must have been surprised, at first, to see that it offered certain protections from mutilation, torture, and execution. But it became clear that these were dependent on one's social rank. The king--who authorized the code--assigned punishments based on the social status of the offender and the victim.

Ancient kings and emperors enforced their power through terror and violence. They claimed to derive their own prerogatives from the gods--from Marduk, in Babylonia; Ra, in Egypt; Jupiter, in Rome. Ancient philosophers held similar views. More than 2,000 years ago, when Plato wrote his famous treatise on "The Laws," he declared that human laws merely articulate the will of the gods, and extend privileges to people like himself, members of the aristocratic class in Athens.

Aristotle took a different approach, invoking what would later be known as biological determinism. Observing that among wild animals, different creatures possess different innate abilities, he argued that the same is true of humans--for instance, that disparities in intelligence and physical strength predispose people to be natural-born rulers or slaves.

The Declaration of Independence, by contrast, speaks of the rights to life and liberty as sacred gifts that "Nature" and "Nature's God" have given freely to all humanity. These principles were inspired partly by the Enlightenment, the philosophical movement that emerged in Europe after hundreds of years of horrifying religious war. But they originated in the Book of Genesis, which declares that every human being has value.

As Thomas Jefferson knew when he wrote the Declaration, the idea of innate rights to life and liberty was a bold innovation. The "truths" for which the Founders risked their lives were not in fact "self-evident." That makes preserving them all the more important.

By suggesting that ultimate value resides in the individual, regardless of their sociopolitical status, the Bible defied some of the world's most enduring conventions of rank and worth. Genesis declares that adam (Hebrew for "man" or "humankind") was created in the image of God, thus affirming the intrinsic value of all human beings--a fundamental theme for "peoples of the book," Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike.

The Bible describes how, for several hundred years, the ancient Israelites governed themselves by tribal councils, maintaining a measure of equality. In a crisis, when tribal councils failed to reach consensus, Israel's people agreed to choose a king, "like the other nations." But they also developed methods to resist autocratic power. Those who wrote the Bible well remembered the oppression that Israel's people had experienced in Egypt and Babylonia.

Biblical chronicles that tell of the great King David's triumphs also show that when he acted wrongly, the prophet Nathan rebuked him, speaking on behalf of the Lord, and ordered him to repent and reform. In that culture, moral law remained as binding for the king himself as for his subjects--David obeyed the prophet's command. Other kings of Israel, too, were reprimanded by prophets when they failed to act morally. Jesus of Nazareth amplified the theme of innate rights by advocating generosity and love toward all people.

Jefferson admired the Bible's ethical principles, but was skeptical of its metaphysics. He famously took a razor to the New Testament, excising the miracles while leaving intact the teachings of Jesus, whom Jefferson venerated as a philosopher and the author of "the most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man."

From the November 2020 issue: James Parker on reading Thomas Jefferson's Bible

In drafting the Declaration, Jefferson cited the "sacred and undeniable" truth that "all men are created equal." He also drew on the idea of natural law that ensured human rights--a concept that had been popularized in mid-18th-century Europe with the Enlightenment. The final version of the document, of course, referred to humans' natural rights as "self-evident."

Above all, the Founding Fathers agreed that because these are innate rights, they can only be recognized, and not conferred, by human beings. They went on to state, "To secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed."

This contradicted prevailing views not just from ancient times but also from their own day. From the fifth to the 18th centuries, Europe's Catholic and Protestant kings claimed to rule by "divine right," insisting that the lower status of everyone else, whether aristocrat, merchant, servant, or slave, was simply God's will. (To this day, the British Crown's ancient motto proclaims: "God and My Right.") This was also an ideal that Jefferson himself did not live up to. Glancing out his study window at Monticello, he would have seen people whom he had bought as property working in his fields, people denied rights of any kind.

It took another war to extend those rights to Black Americans, and the work of protecting the rights defined in the Declaration is an ongoing project. But over the course of its first 250 years, the United States became the strongest and most prosperous nation on Earth, offering hope to countless people worldwide. Starting with Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and their courageous colleagues, many of the fiercest defenders of intrinsic rights have been people who understood the alternative all too well--power maintained by means of fear, autocracy, and military force. Many of these people had faith in God and the biblical vision of human nature, both in America and throughout the world, whether they were explicitly religious or not.

The Founders knew that monarchy had been the norm for most of human history, and they saw how difficult that would be to change. The cruel and dangerous reversion to rule through fear and violence that we are seeing now was among their greatest concerns. But I have faith in their 1776 vision; I believe that the rights to life and liberty are the sacred inheritance of every human being, grounded in a transcendent reality.

Now is the time for those of us who love what the Founders entrusted to us to pledge anew--to one another, to our children, and to all who come after us--that we stand for their Declaration.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "The Moral Foundation of America."
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Whose Independence?

The question of what Jefferson meant by "all men" has defined American law and politics for too long.

by Annette Gordon-Reed




When Thomas Jefferson was chosen to draft the Declaration of Independence, he had an exceedingly difficult task ahead of him. The 33-year-old planter, who had left law practice just before Britain's imperial crisis began in earnest, needed to do nothing short of lay the groundwork for a new nation. He had to explain in both philosophical and legal terms the Second Continental Congress's decision to break away from Great Britain, provide a list of grievances against the Crown that justified complete separation as a remedy, and plant the seeds of diplomacy for the fledgling country. His job was to place the newly formed United States of America among "the powers of the earth."

In the course of writing a document capacious enough to do all of that, Jefferson formulated the Declaration's second paragraph, with language that has become its most quotable passage: "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." Those words, now held as perhaps the world's most important statement of universal human rights, were so powerful that they are often described as the "American creed."

But those words also created a glaring contradiction. Of the estimated 2.5 million people living in the American colonies, about 500,000 were enslaved people of African descent, the majority of whom lived in the southern colonies. About 200,000 lived in the largest colony, Jefferson's Virginia. At the time Jefferson wrote that part of the Declaration, he owned nearly 200 people at his home plantation, Monticello, and other sites. While working on the document in Philadelphia, he shared rooms with his enslaved valet, Robert Hemmings, the 14-year-old half brother of his wife, Martha.

In the centuries since, Jefferson's Enlightenment-influenced flourish in the Declaration's second paragraph has occupied an ever-greater space at the core of American law and culture. Over that period, a question has recurred: Did Jefferson really intend his statement of equality to apply to everyone?

Two hundred and fifty years on, however, it's time to move past the fixation on Jefferson's intent. It was never realistic to think that the meaning of a document suffused with revolutionary possibilities could remain within the parameters of Jefferson's personal beliefs, however we might divine them. Through the exertions of Black Americans and others concerned about progress toward a more just society, the Declaration has been given life and purpose beyond what we take to have been its author's sight. Perhaps their intentions are what matter most now.

For the substantial number of Americans who have wished over the years to exclude Black people from the polity, Jefferson's intent has always been paramount. As one argument goes, Jefferson and other members of the founding generation did not think African Americans were equal to white people; therefore, they were not endowed by the Creator with the rights that European Americans claimed in 1776. This particular message has been delivered in the United States in countless ways in everyday life and in powerful venues at crucial moments.

From the June 2021 issue: Annette Gordon-Reed on Black America's neglected origin stories

Notably, the idea that Black people were simply not part of the Declaration's "all" was at the center of the Supreme Court's decision in Dred Scott v. Sandford. The infamous 1857 ruling held that people of African descent were not citizens of the United States. Writing for the majority, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney looked to his version of history and found that "neither the class of persons who had been imported as slaves, nor their descendants, whether they had become free or not, were then acknowledged as a part of the people, nor intended to be included in the general words used in that memorable instrument."

Taney's decision was more than a statement about how legal status determined the right to citizenship, or, we might say, the right to be called an "American." It was one thing to explain why the enslaved, treated by law as property, were well outside civic equality. It was quite another to do what Taney did in extending the prohibition to free Black Americans, who, by 1857, could have been the product of generations of legally free people who had paid taxes, fought in American wars, and, in some cases, voted and held office. In Taney's formulation, even people born of white mothers and Black fathers in states that determined a child's status by that of their mother were ineligible to be citizens. Taney's issue, of course, was race. For him, being white was the basic requirement for being an American.

Taney's was not the only view on the Court, however. Writing one of the two dissenting opinions, Justice Benjamin Curtis corrected Taney's flat assertion that no state had ever treated Black people as citizens, listing several states that had done so. Curtis entertained the question of the Founders' intent in the Declaration warily. But he insisted that the Declaration "would not be just to them, nor true in itself, to allege that they intended to say that the Creator of all men had endowed the white race, exclusively, with the great natural rights which the Declaration of Independence asserts." The Founders could not have marked God as having played favorites in that way.

The Dred Scott decision ultimately helped tilt an already deeply fractured nation toward all-out war. Six years after Taney delivered his verdict on Black citizenship, Abraham Lincoln weighed in. At Gettysburg, Lincoln referenced the Declaration's dedication "to the proposition that all men are created equal" as the basis for the country's "new birth of freedom," made possible by the sacrifice of soldiers in the Army of the United States.

After the Civil War concluded, the Fourteenth Amendment was designed to settle the matter. All people born in the United States--enslaved or free--were citizens entitled to the privileges and immunities of citizenship, the right to due process, and equal protection under the law. The amendment effectively killed the notion that one had to be white to be an American. Or it should have.

Those who are ambivalent about, or even hostile to, the concept of Black people as equal American citizens tend to bypass this most transformational period in American history--the Lincoln presidency, the Civil War, the postwar amendments to the Constitution, and Reconstruction--to promote the founding era as the one true source of our present-day civic conventions. This creates the opportunity, for those who want one, to adopt Taney's understanding of the connection between race and citizenship: What many white Americans may have thought about Black people's humanity in the 1770s should bind us today and, presumably, forever.

One of the many maddening things about the institution of American slavery is that we know far more about the views of white politicians and planters than we do of the enslaved people they lorded over. The contemporaneous thoughts and feelings of individual enslaved people are mostly lost to history. We do not, for example, know what Robert Hemmings thought of the Declaration's pronouncement about equality: whether he ever wondered at the fact that the man who wrote those words had enslaved him, or that he and five of his siblings shared a father with Jefferson's wife.

In his first draft of the Declaration, the depths of Jefferson's contradictions are even clearer. In one passage that was later deleted by delegates to the Second Continental Congress, Jefferson referred to enslaved Africans as a "distant people" whose "sacred rights of life & liberty" had nevertheless been violated by King George III's insistence on keeping the slave trade open. In whatever way slavery began in the American colonies, by the time Jefferson wrote those words, generations of Black people had lived there, and a number, like Hemmings, shared a lineage with Europeans. They could not be considered a "distant people."

We do have some direct evidence of what other African Americans of Hemmings's time, enslaved and free, thought about what the Declaration of Independence, and indeed the Revolutionary War, had to offer them. Even before July 4, 1776, the chaos of the conflict between Great Britain and the Americans created opportunities to change the status quo. Many enslaved people threw themselves into the mix. They left plantations, including some of Jefferson's outlying farms, and joined the British, who promised them freedom if the men became soldiers. Some men of African descent made a different choice, joining the American military effort in exchange for their freedom. Others were coerced. They shed blood for the new nation, and one--Crispus Attucks--is often regarded as the first man of any race to do so.

Although not themselves guaranteed equal legal protections, African Americans were part of Anglo-American culture, and understood how the law shaped their society. From the moment the Declaration was presented to the people, Black petitioners relayed their ideas about what role the document should play in their lives and the life of the United States. Several of those appeals reached the public sphere and attracted notice in their time and ours.

In January 1777, African Americans living in Massachusetts wrote the first known post-Declaration petition to a legislature to abolish slavery. The petition speaks of the "unalienable right" to freedom, "which the great Parent of the Universe hath bestowed equally on all Mankind," and makes an explicit connection between the struggle against Great Britain and Black people's struggle for freedom. Were they to move against slavery, legislators would no longer be "chargeable with the inconsistency of acting, themselves, the part which they condemn & oppose in others."

Among the petitioners, some of whom signed with an X, was Prince Hall, the founder of America's first lodge of Black Freemasons and a noted antislavery activist. By some accounts, Hall had been born in Barbados and had come to Boston in his late teens. A literate man, he became extremely active in Boston's small Black community, working on many fronts to improve the lot of African Americans. He complained about injustices done to them and argued for educating Black children. But he didn't think the United States was the only answer for Black people. Before and after the Revolution, he and other Black men in the state urged the Massachusetts legislature to provide funds for those who wanted to emigrate from America to Africa.


The anti-slavery activist Prince Hall



Following the American victory over the British, a Black man writing under the name Vox Africanorum sounded the same theme as Hall and his fellow Massachusetts petitioners. Vox Africanorum took to the pages of The Maryland Gazette to compare the situation the Americans had faced in the confrontation with King George to the circumstances that Black Americans faced in the new country. He then suggested that those in power should attend to the truth of the Declaration's words about liberty and equality. The writer refused to mount an argument for Black humanity, stating that even entering such a debate would mean that America "has already forgot those exalted principles she has so lately asserted with her blood."

So began a long tradition of using the contradiction between the ideals expressed in the Declaration and the reality of the treatment of African Americans to appeal to the consciences of white people. Vox Africanorum, Hall, and like-minded petitioners were, in effect, daring white people to say that Black people, also created by God, were not "people" in the same sense as they were.

From the March 2021 issue: Danielle Allen on Prince Hall, American revolutionary

Early Black petitioners were also helping create a new way of thinking about what it meant to be an American. With the destruction of ties to Great Britain, through a document that set forth principles justifying the establishment of a new nation, the people in the 13 colonies--very different societies each--took on a new identity. Tying that new American identity to the belief in the language of the Declaration made sense in a place that was more religiously, racially, and ethnically diverse than Great Britain. Anyone who arrived on American shores and committed to the country's ideals could become an American. The principles that propelled the colonists to rebellion would hold their union together.

We can see the aspirational aspects of these interpretations in Jefferson's own correspondence. In 1791, when he was secretary of state, he exchanged letters with Benjamin Banneker, a free Black almanac maker and astronomer from Maryland. Banneker had written to Jefferson to share the new almanac he had produced and to make the case against slavery. He reminded Jefferson that, once, the "Arms and tyranny of the British Crown were exerted with every powerful effort in order to reduce you to a State of Servitude," which the white colonists had designated a form of "slavery." Then Banneker quoted Jefferson's words--"We hold these truths to be Self evident"--back to him.

The letters exchanged between the two men were made public and created something of a sensation, in part because of Jefferson's polite response to Banneker, in which he signed off: "I am with great esteem, Sir, Your most obedt. humble servt." Critics ridiculed Jefferson for the salutation, for the suggestion that he and Banneker were on equal terms as correspondents.

From the December 2019 issue: Annette Gordon-Reed on Thomas Jefferson's doomed educational experiment

Banneker's approach to Jefferson and the Declaration was mild compared with the metaphorical hammer that would be dropped 38 years later. In 1829, at the dawn of the Jacksonian period, David Walker, a Massachusetts clothing merchant and abolitionist, released his Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, a pamphlet exhorting Black people to fight for their freedom. Walker's Appeal purposefully used the contradictions of the founding generation to shame white readers and hopefully inspire Black recipients to rebellion. In one of the most frustrating near misses in history, Walker published his Appeal three years after the Sage of Monticello's death, and was robbed of the possibility for a direct confrontation. Nevertheless, he conjures Jefferson as a rhetorical foil, describing him as having "gone to answer at the bar of God, for the deeds done in his body while living."

Walker wrote in the tradition of the Revolutionary pamphleteers, whose calls to arms were answered in the Declaration. If his own embrace of violence inflamed white people--and it did--then their very reaction proved his point. "I ask you candidly," Walker wrote, "was your sufferings under Great Britain, one hundredth part as cruel and tyranical as you have rendered ours under you?" If White colonists had had the right to rebel against British tyranny, as the Declaration said, then Black people had the right to rebel against the tyranny imposed by slavery.

One would love to have Jefferson's response to Walker's pamphlet. He had predicted that, one day, enslaved people would rise up to strike a blow against slavery, which was part of the reason he came to favor a policy of emancipation and expatriation. Black people's actions during the Revolution had made it clear to him that if the opportunity arose, Black men would fight for their freedom. In later life, when talking about the dangers of postponing emancipation and expatriation, he predicted their response: "One million of these fighting men will say 'we will not go.' "

By the end of his life, Jefferson had heard from enough individuals from different backgrounds, races, and religions to know that what he had written in the Declaration spoke to people's aspirations for equal treatment and personal liberty. Indeed, he noted as much in a letter written just a month before he died, on the 50th anniversary of the Declaration, predicting that the ideas in the document would someday apply "to all." Following Enlightenment principles, Jefferson believed (maybe too much) in the notion of inevitable progress. Succeeding generations would be "wiser," he said, and the new information and ideas they possessed would bring changes in attitudes. The tenets of the Declaration would be a useful guide. It is a safe bet, however, that Jefferson would have seen Walker's Appeal as coming too soon, because it would have immediately disrupted life as he knew it.

By the time Walker wrote his Appeal, the country's relationship to the institution of slavery had changed. When the Massachusetts petitioners made their case in 1777, and when Banneker wrote Jefferson in 1791, they had reason to believe that change through legal and rhetorical avenues was possible. Influenced by the rhetoric of the Declaration and overall talk of liberty, states in the North had begun to abolish slavery. Although Jefferson's Virginia had not gone nearly that far, it did liberalize the laws of emancipation in 1782, allowing enslavers to free people without having to get permission from the government.

But over time, as the Revolutionary generation in the South gave way to children and grandchildren, any qualms about slavery faded. Members of the founding generation had often portrayed slavery as a necessary evil, but their descendants, who were beginning to see the enormous potential profits in the cotton-planting economy, saw slavery as a positive good. And they began to define and defend their way of life in opposition to that of the North. Once the Missouri Compromise of 1820 formalized the division of America into slave and free states, the sectional conflict over slavery became more intense.

The Jacksonian era saw the militant assertion of a right to a white man's government. States that had given a modicum of civil rights to free Black citizens began to retrench. In the early 1800s, some states removed voting rights for Black men. Even Pennsylvania, which had been a seat of abolitionism, amended its constitution to make clear that the franchise was open only to "white freemen." Walker had every reason to write about the Declaration from a position of anger and despair.

By 1852, when Frederick Douglass gave his famous speech commemorating Independence Day, titled "What to the Slave Is the 4th of July?," the battle lines over slavery had been sharply drawn. There was an organized interracial effort to oppose the institution, arrayed against a faction of white southerners who were vocal and implacable in their defense of slavery. The abolitionist movement, of which Douglass was a shining star, also had global momentum: Four months before Douglass's speech, Harriet Beecher Stowe published Uncle Tom's Cabin to much attention and acclaim--and vilification, from the South and its supporters.

In tone, Douglass's oration sits somewhere between Walker's incendiary Appeal and the more measured passion of people like the Massachusetts petitioners, Vox Africanorum, and Banneker. No doubt to please his largely white audience, Douglass began on a note of praise for the "fathers of this republic." After these preliminaries, he moved into familiar territory, launching an extensive and devastating critique of the gap between the ideals the Founders claimed for themselves and the circumstances of Black people. "I am not included within the pale of glorious anniversary!" Douglass exclaimed. "Your high independence only reveals the immeasurable distance between us." He continued with an indictment: "This Fourth July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn."

At this point, Douglass sounded as pessimistic in his assessment of the situation as Walker had, without the intimations of violence. But then he offered a bit of hope. "Notwithstanding the dark picture I have this day presented," Douglass said, "I do not despair of this country." He told his audience that he drew encouragement from the Declaration of Independence itself, from the self-improving tendencies in its institutions, and from the public sentiment of the moment, in which slavery had been thrown into crisis. Douglass and his forebears had helped manifest that crisis by using the Declaration as both a shield and a sword. He had hope, and it had been granted to him by Prince Hall and David Walker as much as by any Founding Father.

Hope has been at the center of the efforts of marginalized people who have used the Declaration to make their way into full American citizenship: hope that the document's inclusive message could overcome the reality of a society sundered by the doctrine of white supremacy. From Hall to Douglass, Black American freedom seekers were never ignorant of the reality of race. They knew that their arguments would be seen through the prism of their country's racial hierarchy. They were counting on the idea that a nation born of aspirations could improve. Once slavery was over, Black and white citizens could begin the process of becoming Americans together.

That short-lived process started in earnest during Reconstruction, as abolitionists, Radical Republicans, and the formerly enslaved themselves struggled toward a multiracial society based on the ideals announced in the Declaration. White southerners, unrepentant and unwilling to share power or social position, mounted a second rebellion to attack Reconstruction, and this time the federal government capitulated. With the establishment--and federal endorsement--of Jim Crow, the South once again built an order based on Roger Taney's logic.

It took a concerted, decades-long effort during the 20th century to bring the hope engendered by the Declaration's ideals back into the discussion of Black America's fate. The architects of the legal strategy for the 20th-century civil-rights movements followed in the footsteps of African Americans who'd seen opportunity in the Declaration.

This was the spirit that animated Martin Luther King Jr.'s "I Have a Dream" speech, given at the culmination of the March on Washington in 1963. King spoke in the tradition started by the Massachusetts petitioners who attempted to hold Americans to the standards of their country's creed. He did so at a time when the so-called second American Revolution was raising the same type of hope as the first. When the civil-rights movement finally compelled the federal government to act, the Declaration was the rhetorical dynamo. In a 1965 speech to Congress in favor of the Voting Rights Act, President Lyndon B. Johnson referenced that American creed. "Those words are a promise," he said, "to every citizen that he shall share in the dignity of man."

A great deal has happened since those heady days. Johnson's speech was not the end of the debate, but rather the beginning of a new chapter. Even as the 1960s civil-rights legislation was being signed into law, a counterrevolution was born, one that we now see in its maturity. As happened during the Age of Jackson, and the period of Redemption after the end of Reconstruction, the part of the citizenry that has resisted the equal citizenship of Black Americans is in political ascendancy. Although hope is always embedded in the Declaration itself, imbued by the struggle of those who'd once been held as property, we should recognize that just as freedom is part of the nation's heritage, so is racism. Politicians have always known the value of stoking anti-Black sentiment as a means to gain power.

We approach the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States with much less reason to hope that the country's long-standing racial problems will be mitigated, or that they will not, in fact, ultimately destroy the experiment the Declaration set in motion. As devotees of the Enlightenment and believers in the scientific method know, sometimes experiments succeed, and sometimes they fail.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Whose Independence?"
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The Insurrection Problem

Violence has marred the American constitutional order since the founding. Is it inevitable?

by Jeffrey Rosen




Shays's Rebellion filled Alexander Hamilton with dread. In 1786, armed men shut down courts in five counties across Massachusetts and, early the next year, marched on the federal armory in Springfield. The mobs included debtors trying to prevent the courts from foreclosing on their farms, and opponents of centralized government. The insurrectionists believed that the newly adopted Massachusetts Constitution, drafted in 1779 by John Adams, would shift power from the poor to the rich, from the many to the few, from the backcountry to Boston, from democracy to aristocracy. They were led by Daniel Shays, a dashing Revolutionary War veteran who'd had to sell a sword given to him by the Marquis de Lafayette to pay his debts.

Observing the rebellion from New York, Hamilton worried that civil unrest in Massachusetts could augur the rise of a demagogue on the national stage, one who might pander to angry debtors across America and threaten the stability of the new nation. The insurrection was eventually put down by a private army hired by Massachusetts Governor James Bowdoin, after members of the state militia refused his call to do so. But what might have happened, Hamilton wrote, if, instead of Shays, the rebellion "had been headed by a Caesar or by a Cromwell"?

In Hamilton's view, the greatest threat to the American experiment was a demagogue who might flatter the people, overthrow popular elections, and consolidate power in his own hands. "Of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics," he wrote in "Federalist No. 1," "the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people."

Afraid that Shays's Rebellion might spread, Hamilton and James Madison called the Constitutional Convention in 1787. George Washington agreed to attend, because he shared Hamilton and Madison's concern that, under the Articles of Confederation, the new nation was vulnerable to men like Shays. "I could not resist the call to a convention of the States," he wrote to Lafayette, "which is to determine whether we are to have a Government of respectability under which life, liberty, and property will be secured to us," or one "springing perhaps from anarchy and Confusion, and dictated perhaps by some aspiring demagogue."

From the October 2018 issue: Jeffrey Rosen on how James Madison's mob-rule fears have been realized

A central goal of the convention was to check populist mobs in the states and empower the national government to defend itself. Because the undisciplined Massachusetts militia had failed to stop Shays, the new Constitution gave Congress the power to nationalize the state militias "to execute the Laws of the Union, suppress Insurrections and repel Invasions." Hamilton would have gone even further in creating a strong central government and an energetic executive. In a notorious speech at the convention, he proposed a president elected for life who would have no temptation to resort to demagoguery to extend his term.

Thomas Jefferson was serving as the American minister in Paris when he learned of Shays's Rebellion. His reaction differed dramatically from Hamilton's. In Jefferson's view, the government should be restrained in its response to popular uprisings. "The late rebellion in Massachusets has given more alarm than I think it should have done," he wrote to Madison. "Calculate that one rebellion in 13 states in the course of 11 years, is but one for each state in a century & a half. No country should be so long without one. Nor will any degree of power in the hands of government prevent insurrections."

Jefferson remained in Paris during the Constitutional Convention but followed its progress from abroad. "Our Convention has been too much impressed by the insurrection of Massachusets," he wrote to John Adams's son-in-law in 1787. "What country can preserve it's liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms."

Jefferson would have pardoned the rebels, relying on a free press to disabuse those who had participated based on misinformation. "The remedy is to set them right as to facts, pardon and pacify them. What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants. It is it's natural manure."

Jefferson felt that the presidency created by the new Constitution was too strong. He, too, feared a Caesar: His study of ancient history had convinced him that all "elective monarchies" had ended with popular leaders converting themselves into hereditary despots. But if Hamilton envisioned a demagogue who would flatter the majority from below, Jefferson foresaw one who would thwart majority will from above. He was especially concerned that an unscrupulous president might narrowly lose a bid for reelection and falsely insist that the contest had been stolen.

"He will pretend false votes, foul play, hold possession of the reins of government, be supported by the states voting for him," Jefferson wrote to Madison. His solution was not a life term but a one-term limit for the presidency--"an incapacity to be elected a second time."

Hamilton's and Jefferson's radically different responses to Shays's Rebellion represent an opening skirmish in one of the most consequential intellectual battles among the Founders. In the Declaration of Independence, Jefferson had defined America in terms of three shining ideas: liberty, equality, and government by consent. Just a decade later, after the new Constitution was drafted, he and Hamilton began a debate about the relationship among these three ideas that has shaped American life ever since.

For Jefferson, centralized power threatened liberty; for Hamilton, a vigorous national government could help secure it. Jefferson, the author of the Declaration, was determined to expand democracy; Hamilton, the defender of the Constitution, viewed democracy as a turbulent force to be filtered and checked. Jefferson believed in local self-government and states' sovereignty; Hamilton believed in the Union and national supremacy. Jefferson, the gentleman planter, exalted rule by the people and feared the tyranny of consolidation; Hamilton, the scholar-warrior, preferred rule by elites and dreaded the anarchy of the mob. Jefferson revered the white farmers of the agricultural South; Hamilton championed the financiers and manufacturers of the urban North. Their opposing visions led to opposing approaches to the Constitution. Jefferson interpreted it strictly, to limit federal power; Hamilton interpreted it liberally, to expand federal power.

The competing positions of Hamilton and Jefferson are like golden and silver threads woven through the tapestry of American history, sometimes running parallel to each other, sometimes crossing, and at crucial moments pulling so far apart that they threaten to snap. From the founding until today, a productive tension between the two men's ideas has mostly kept American politics from descending into violence. Whenever the threads have been pulled too far in one direction, however, the shooting begins.

The new Constitution wasn't yet five years old when the nation was tested again by internal violence. White farmers in Western Pennsylvania resented a new federal tax on grain, one of their main sources of revenue--and the fact that those accused of evading the tax had to stand trial in federal court in Philadelphia, far from the frontier. In July 1794, an armed mob of about 500 men attacked the federal tax collector. Like the Shaysites, the Whiskey Rebels saw themselves as a protest movement against economic inequality.

Once again, Hamilton and Jefferson reacted to the violence in radically different ways. The whiskey tax had been Hamilton's idea. It was the centerpiece of the financial plan he'd proposed in 1790, intended to help the new federal government pay interest on debts it had assumed from the states. Hamilton recommended a military response to the rebellion, with himself at the head of an expanded army; he believed an "imposing" force was needed to "suppress the insurrection and support the Civil Authority in effectuating Obedience to the laws and the punishment of offenders." Jefferson, by contrast, viewed the uprising as a legitimate form of civil disobedience. He saw the yeoman farmers as virtuous freedom fighters reluctantly trading their plowshares for swords.

On September 25, Washington issued a proclamation calling up the militias of Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Several days later, he and Hamilton convened on Market Street in Philadelphia and decorously set off for war in a carriage. Washington inspected his troops in Carlisle and traveled with them as far as Bedford, becoming the only sitting president to command an army in the field. Then he returned to Philadelphia, leaving Hamilton in charge of a force that eventually swelled to nearly 13,000 men. Advancing west, the army found the resistance melting away. By late October, the insurrection was over.

Hamilton was confident that the successful suppression of the insurgency would ultimately strengthen the Union. Jefferson, once again, pleaded for leniency for the insurgents. Washington's response found a middle ground. He ordered local leaders of the insurrection arrested, but absolved rank-and-file followers. Over the next year, the federal government tried a dozen men for high treason. Two men were convicted and sentenced to hang. In the end, Washington pardoned both, the first pardons to be issued by an American president.

It took the political chameleon Aaron Burr to make Hamilton and Jefferson see the other man's perspective. Though the Whiskey Rebellion had only hardened their differences, they could agree that Burr posed a unique threat to the republic. Hamilton supported Jefferson over Burr in the 1800 election; he recognized, in Burr, a man who might become the American Caesar he'd foreseen. At a dinner in February 1804, Hamilton shared his fears that Burr would foment insurrection; an account of Hamilton calling Burr a "dangerous man" found its way into the newspapers. Burr demanded an apology. Hamilton's refusal to apologize led him, on July 11, to the dueling grounds below the cliffs of Weehawken.

After slaying his rival, Burr vindicated Hamilton's fears. He offered his services to the British ambassador as the leader of an insurrectionist movement that would incite the western states to secede from the Union. During Burr's eventual trial for treason, one of his associates testified that he had also hoped to enlist the Marine Corps in a plot to seize Washington, D.C. ("Hang him!" Burr reportedly said of President Jefferson, praising dictators from ancient history, including "Caesar, Cromwell, and Bonaparte.")

In 1806, Jefferson was sufficiently alarmed by the reports of Burr's activities that he asked Madison what powers the president had to put down insurrections by force. Madison responded that, according to the Insurrection Act of 1792, state militias could be called to repel insurrections against the U.S., but "it does not appear that regular Troops can be employed."

Jefferson then sought new tools. In December, he drafted "a Bill authorising the emploiment of the land or Naval forces of the US. In cases of insurrection." He sent the bill to Congress through proxies and signed the amended Insurrection Act on March 3, 1807.

Burr was arrested for conspiracy before he could foment any kind of revolt that would require using the amended Insurrection Act. But Jefferson invoked it in 1808 to quash protests in Vermont against his Embargo Act. The Insurrection Act has served ever since as the most important legal instrument authorizing military force for domestic law enforcement. From the Civil War to the civil-rights movement, presidents have invoked it to put down violent resistance to federal authority. Having previously held that "a little rebellion now and then is a good thing," Jefferson might not have appreciated the irony.

Insurrectionary violence has recurred throughout American history. It erupted during the secession crisis in 1861 that sparked the Civil War and the white-supremacist insurgencies across the South during Reconstruction. It reemerged in the Ku Klux Klan terror of the 1920s, and during the civil-rights era as violent opposition to racial integration, including at Little Rock in 1957 and Selma in 1965. Nearly all of these outbursts of what the historian Jefferson Cowie has called "white resistance to federal power" led presidents to invoke Jefferson's Insurrection Act. They also used the act against a separate strain of Black resistance to state and federal power, beginning with the slave rebellion in Virginia suppressed by Andrew Jackson in 1831 through the violent protests against racism suppressed by Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1943, Lyndon B. Johnson in 1967, and George H. W. Bush in 1992.

But nothing in American history anticipated the events of January 6, 2021, when men and women stormed the U.S. Capitol at the urging of the president of the United States. They had been sold a conspiracy theory: that the 2020 election had been stolen. The leader of the Proud Boys, the far-right militia group that led the attack, invoked an apocryphal line from Thomas Jefferson to justify the insurrection: "When governments fear the people ... There is liberty."

President Donald Trump defended January 6 as a "day of love" on which there was "nothing done wrong," and denounced the prosecution of the insurrectionists. Like Jefferson, he supported pardons rather than prosecutions. He was less interested, though, in disabusing the participants of the conspiracy theory that had motivated their actions.

On January 20, 2025, the first day of his second term, Trump pardoned or commuted the sentences of about 1,600 people involved in the January 6 attacks. He then set out to consolidate executive power, with the acquiescence of Congress. Asserting the president's unitary control over the executive branch, he fired or bought out more than 100,000 federal workers; he also fired the heads of independent agencies and challenged the agencies' constitutionality before the Supreme Court.

Trump's defenders insist that his actions fall squarely within the tradition of the Hamilton-Jefferson debate. Allysia Finley, a member of The Wall Street Journal 's editorial board, wrote in February that Hamilton would have approved of Trump's vigorous use of executive power. Alan Dershowitz, who had defended Trump in his first impeachment trial, argued that Jefferson would have approved as well. "As soon as our third president was elected, he fired many Federalist government officials and issued blanket pardons to people the previous administration had prosecuted for sedition," Dershowitz noted in a letter to the editor of the Journal. In Dershowitz's view, Trump was making a legitimate effort to consolidate political power and authority in the executive branch.

Many of Trump's supporters see him not as a Caesar but as a modern-day Andrew Jackson, resurrecting a version of Jackson's "spoils system" to shrink the size of government and return power from the elite to the people. Trump himself has encouraged the comparison: On Jackson's 250th birthday, he visited the Hermitage, Jackson's Tennessee home, and likened himself to the hero of New Orleans. "It was during the Revolution that Jackson first confronted and defied an arrogant elite," Trump said. "Oh, I know the feeling, Andrew."

Trump's critics, by contrast, see him as the second coming of Aaron Burr, a man who unites Hamilton's and Jefferson's greatest fears for American democracy: Hamilton's demagogic Caesar and Jefferson's oligarchic one. History suggests that they were both right about the threats to popular sovereignty; since the fall of the Greek and Roman republics, authoritarian rulers have sought to consolidate power in their own hands by flattering the mob and co-opting the financial elite.

Throughout American history, followers of Hamilton and Jefferson have warned that when Americans abandon their devotion to the principles of the Constitution, political conflict ends in tyranny, violence, or both. The warnings have taken the form of what the Puritan scholar Sacvan Bercovitch called the "American Jeremiad." Just as Puritan political sermons warned that Americans, like the ancient Israelites, had lost their way by violating their covenant with God, so Revolutionary-era jeremiads warned that Americans, like the citizens of ancient Rome, risked losing their way by abandoning their devotion to liberty, civic virtue, the rule of law, and the principles of the Constitution. In 1772, three years before he was killed at the Battle of Bunker Hill, the Patriot Joseph Warren wrapped himself in a toga and cautioned that the Romans' spurning of their "noble attachment to a free constitution" had enabled Caesar to consolidate absolute power. He urged Americans not to do the same.

The success of the American experiment doesn't require agreement between Hamiltonians and Jeffersonians about how to balance liberty and power; it requires a good-faith commitment to participate in the inevitable tug-of-war between them. In his final years, Jefferson placed a bust of Hamilton in the front hall of Monticello, facing his own bust. He viewed his greatest foe not as a hated enemy to be destroyed but as a respected opponent to be defeated, and he accepted his own defeats as an opportunity to fight another day. During the two decades that he survived Hamilton, Jefferson would remark to visitors that the two men remained "opposed in death as in life," sometimes emphasizing the point with a smile. The two busts remain on opposite sides of the main entrance at Monticello today, an enduring sign of Jefferson's respect, if not affection, for his most significant foe.



This article was adapted from Jeffrey Rosen's new book, The Pursuit of Liberty: How Hamilton vs. Jefferson Ignited the Lasting Battle Over Power in America. It appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "The Nightmare of Despotism."      
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Secrets of a Radical Duke

How a lost copy of the Declaration of Independence unlocked a historical mystery

by Danielle Allen


Portrait of Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, by George Romney, circa 1776 (The Picture Art Collection / Alamy)



In the summer of 2016, my family flew ahead of me to England for a vacation. Their taxi driver from the airport to London was chatty, and somehow the conversation drifted to the fact that he was from Lewes, in Sussex. This led to a bit of trivia about his hometown that the driver thought would be of interest to visitors from America: Thomas Paine, the Englishman turned American whose Common Sense would become the best-selling political pamphlet of the 18th century--and tilt America toward independence--had lived in Lewes for six years, working as a tax collector. When my husband relayed this to me by phone that evening, I sat up. I hadn't known that detail of Paine's biography but immediately saw its possible relevance to a historical puzzle I was trying to solve.

The research team I directed at Harvard had just made a startling discovery. As part of a project to find all copies of the Declaration of Independence produced between 1776 and 1826, we had stumbled on something special the previous year in the small West Sussex Record Office, in Chichester. Among its holdings was a large-scale ceremonial parchment of the Declaration of Independence. Prior to this find, it had been thought that a single large-scale parchment existed: the one tourists can see protectively encased at the National Archives, in Washington, D.C. Although the Sussex Declaration, as it is now called, has the names of the signatories written out in a single clerk's hand, rather than with actual signatures, and is engrossed on sheepskin rather than the more expensive calfskin, it is otherwise as grand and impressive as the parchment in Washington. The unanswered question was how it had found its way to West Sussex.

We hypothesized that it had originally belonged to Charles Lennox, the third Duke of Richmond, a man of deeply radical views who was politically active in Britain before, during, and after the American Revolution. Goodwood, the Duke's family seat, is in Sussex. At some point prior to the 1950s, when it was deposited in the record office, the Sussex Declaration had come into the possession of the law firm that worked for the Duke of Richmond. It was unclear when or how the document might have found its way into the hands of the Duke himself. But that tip from the taxi driver suggested a possible answer: Had Charles Lennox and Thomas Paine known each other?


The Sussex Declaration, discovered in the West Sussex Record Office in Chichester in 2015--the only known large-scale parchment of the Declaration of Independence other than the one on display at the National Archives (West Sussex Record Office, Add Mss 8981)



Unexpectedly for a person of his class--a senior peer of the realm, coming immediately after the Royal Family--Lennox was committed to the political empowerment of British citizens. His commitment was unmatched by any other member of the aristocracy during the Age of Revolution.

Tall, rich, and beautiful, Richmond was hard to ignore. His eyes in particular were "superb," as one contemporary remembered; Joshua Reynolds, who painted the Duke in his youth, remarked on their "fine and uncommon" dark-blue color.

As lord lieutenant of Sussex, Richmond was the first politician to take up the work of prison reformers and build a new prison within his jurisdiction on principles of rehabilitation. For him, economic and penal reform were necessary to improve the lives of the working poor and people in debt. In the House of Lords, the Duke castigated the ministry for allowing contractors and sinecurists to enrich themselves at public expense. In 1780, he became the first person to introduce a bill in Parliament to extend the right to vote to all adult men in Britain 21 and over. At the time, the franchise was limited to men owning a certain amount of land; some cities had no voice at all, and tiny "rotten boroughs" in the countryside with only a few voters returned members under aristocratic patronage. The result was a House of Commons riddled with corruption and profoundly unrepresentative. Although Richmond's bill went nowhere, it laid the foundation for a century of reform to come. The Duke's social standing gave fellow radicals a legitimacy they would not otherwise have had.

And now we surmised that he had possessed a large-scale copy of the Declaration. Textual clues yielded insight. The document appears to have been commissioned by James Wilson, a Scottish American lawyer who himself signed the Declaration, participated in the Constitutional Convention, and became one of the first U.S. Supreme Court justices. Wilson read out the Declaration during the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia, in June 1787, and would have needed a large, readable copy to do so. The Sussex Declaration, a colleague and I proposed in a scholarly article, was one of a set of two or three identical handwritten copies produced in advance of that occasion. Only the Sussex copy is known to have survived.

After we discovered the document, I found myself delving ever more deeply into Richmond's world. At the time of the Duke's death, his library held some 9,000 volumes. On the shelves at Goodwood you can find not only classics, as you might expect--first editions of Hobbes's Leviathan and of works by Voltaire and Rousseau--but also, intriguingly, the 1775 and 1776 editions of the Journals of the Continental Congress, a reflection of Richmond's political interests.

Goodwood remains in the hands of the Lennox family (the current Duke is the 11th). The south-facing wing of the great house contains the Large Library and the Small Library--rooms linked by a hidden door behind a bookcase. The Small Library is a dreamy reading nook, with two floors of books, an ottoman, an armchair, and a desk. As I worked there over several summers, the butler, Monty, in a pinstripe vest and trousers, brought sparkling water, tea, and cookies.

I paid particular attention to the Duke's extensive collection of political pamphlets, each bound volume stamped with the word Tracts on the spine. Among those dozens of pamphlets, I came across one called The Juryman's Touchstone, a 95-page essay published pseudonymously in 1771 under the pen name Censor-General. The pamphlet offers a stirring defense of the rights of jurors in support of a publisher named Henry Woodfall. He had printed and distributed the famous anti-government Junius letters, and as a result faced criminal prosecution by the Crown.

The Junius letters grew out of the case of John Wilkes, a radical member of Parliament who had published essays that were vociferously critical of King George III's administration--and who then faced a charge of sedition. The Wilkes affair provoked some of the most influential newspaper broadsides of the age: a stream of pointed, angry, deeply informed letters about the government, all appearing under the name "Junius." Published from 1768 to 1772, the Junius letters rocked Britain and took down a prime minister. They also articulated a right to revolution well before the Declaration of Independence, inspiring Americans seeking to defend their own endangered rights.

From the September 2003 issue: Our reverence for the Founding Fathers has gotten out of hand

For me, The Juryman's Touchstone palpably summoned this episode from the past into the present. A few of the pamphlet's pages bore small corrections from what I knew to be the pen of the Duke. And on the flyleaf of the pamphlet was a handwritten dedication: "To the Duke of Richmond as A Tribute due to him for His Strenuous Efforts & unwearied perseverance in the Defence of Constitutional Liberty this Pamphlet is presented by the Author."

The existence of the pamphlet in the Duke's library had been unknown. There are only two other extant copies, one at Yale and the other in the New York Public Library. It did not occur to me at first to wonder if the firm, plain handwriting of the anonymous dedication might belong to Thomas Paine. His first book was widely accepted to have been Common Sense, as he himself maintained, and that book was published five years after The Juryman's Touchstone. But the pamphlet addressed two matters of great concern to Paine--the Wilkes case and the rights of jurors. And then there was the geographic alert from the London taxi driver. Paine had indeed been living in Lewes, a day's ride from Goodwood across the wildflower-strewn South Downs. And he was living there when the pamphlet was published.

I eventually went back to the inscription and checked it against examples of Paine's handwriting. To my eye, it looked like a match--especially the capital T 's and the capital P. A weightier verdict than mine was provided by the editors of Thomas Paine: Collected Writings. They confirmed the handwriting match and tested the pamphlet's text by means of computer-assisted author-identification software, applying statistical techniques to word choice and grammar as a way to compare texts of known authorship and texts whose writers are unknown. The comparison produced a match: About half of The Juryman's Touchstone was written by Paine, the editors concluded, and about half by an American friend of his who had been living on and off in London as a representative of the Pennsylvania colony--Benjamin Franklin. One paragraph, specifically about the House of Lords, appears to be the work of Richmond himself.

So this, not Common Sense, was Thomas Paine's first book. The inscription not only established for the first time a personal connection between Paine and the Duke of Richmond but also, given the nature of the book's content, put Paine definitively in the Duke's intimate circle of radical associates. Here was a crucial piece of validation for our hypothesis about the source of the Sussex Declaration. Richmond had been the first patron of a writer who would do more than any other to stir revolutionary sentiment in the colonies.

It can be easy to think of the American Revolution as a fire lit at the margins of empire, where distance made it hard for central authorities to wield control. The American colonists, we've come to understand, learned how to govern themselves partly because the British government was an ocean away. Then, when Crown and Parliament sought to assert more control, the homegrown spirit of self-government rose up to resist.

But this leaves out an earlier chapter, one centered not in Boston but in London, where the memory of Charles I--beheaded by order of a court established by the House of Commons in 1649--and the Glorious Revolution decades later had immense staying power for aristocrats and commoners alike. The theory of revolution, the demand for popular sovereignty, the idea of something called "the rights of man"--all of these developed earlier in London rather than in the colonies. Radical energy spread from the capital across the Atlantic as rabble-rousing dissidents fled London for fear of punishment, and as business and personal letters tied together conversations between the colonies and the mother country.

For every act that provided a drumbeat in the march to revolution in America, something similar had already occurred in Britain. In 1765, the American colonists rioted against a new tax on paper known as the Stamp Act. But in 1763, the British themselves had already rioted against a newly imposed tax on cider, one that hit ordinary people especially hard.

Or consider the Boston Tea Party. The fiercely self-reliant colonists were again protesting economic policies--a tax on tea that gave a protective advantage to the East India Company at the expense of colonial importers. But this came after protests by weavers in London: the so-called Spitalfield Riots. For a sustained period in the 1760s--years before Bostonians dumped shipments of tea into the harbor--weavers in Britain vandalized workshops and organized angry demonstrations to protest government policies that eroded their earnings.

Or take the Boston Massacre. In 1770, British soldiers fired into a crowd gathered outside the statehouse, a modest brick building adorned with a heraldic lion and rearing unicorn that was home to the royal administration in Boston. The soldiers killed five people and further provoked anti-British opinion. But two years earlier, in 1768, British troops in London had fired into a crowd of protesters on the grasslands at St. George's Fields, just south of the King's Bench Prison, and killed seven people. The protesters had been angered by the imprisonment of Wilkes. The killings at St. George's Fields roused England's radicals to more strenuous effort, just as the Boston Massacre would rouse the Americans.

Paine, the son of a Quaker corset maker from Thetford, in Norfolk, bounced around with unstable employment--as a sailor and then corset maker himself--before becoming, at 25, a collector of excise taxes along England's eastern coast. He also became immersed in radical politics, writing for London newspapers either anonymously or under a pseudonym, and sometimes in collaboration with others. Paine could pick a fight with his own shadow--as Sarah Franklin wrote to her father, Paine had "at different times disputed with everyone"--but his polemical gifts were unrivaled. Though the nature of Paine's political writing meant that his identity had to be concealed, his name was widely known among radicals, including prominent men such as the philosopher and politician Edmund Burke. And, as is now clear, Paine was known to the Duke of Richmond.


Portrait of the Revolutionary polemicist Thomas Paine by Laurent Dabos, circa 1792 (Heritage Art / Heritage Images / Getty)



In 1768, after a period of unemployment, Paine received a new assignment as an excise collector for Sussex, based in the town of Lewes. Given that jobs in excise offices were controlled by local patronage, it is hard to believe that Paine was assigned to Sussex by accident. Paine would be working under the authority of the lord lieutenant in the area--none other than Richmond. As one of 200 voters in Lewes, Paine would have a role to play in local politics, alongside the Duke. And he was ripe for recruitment into the Headstrong Club, a group of Lewes literati and radicals who published anonymous articles in the local paper and met at the White Hart tavern--also the location of the excise office. Securing stable employment for Paine at a place relatively close by would have permitted the Duke to easily engage him for other purposes.

Paine arrived in Lewes during one of the most dramatic election seasons in British history. Wilkes had written to the King to ask for a pardon, stood for election without having received that pardon, and won. The government, however, refused to accept Wilkes as the victor. His subsequent arrest and confinement led to riots. Some 15,000 people turned up outside the prison shouting "Wilkes and liberty!" That was when soldiers had fired into the crowd.

The government called a fresh election for Wilkes's seat. He ran again, from prison; won again; and was expelled again, producing fresh waves of outrage. The cycle would be repeated several times, before the government insisted on seating Wilkes's opponent. Meanwhile, the Junius letters had begun to appear. What has only recently become known is that the guiding hand behind the Junius letters was in all likelihood the Duke of Richmond.

The evidence takes many forms, some of it circumstantial. It once was argued that a man named Philip Francis, at the time a clerk in the War Office, later knighted, was solely responsible for the letters. He did play a part, but the writing also displays knowledge and perspective that Francis did not possess. Junius, for instance, had personal acquaintance with the King and his cabinet; had a detailed understanding of the workings of the House of Lords; had access to a certain set of books, nearly all of which are in the Duke of Richmond's library; and had a memory of the 1747 elections, in which the Duke participated as a surrogate speaker, when Francis was 7 years old.

Independent of my own investigations, computer-assisted identification has in recent years matched the various Junius letters to specific individuals--a small group of radical pamphleteers, including not only Francis but also Paine. We now know from other sources that the major writers identified in this way all had ties to Richmond, and that some had been hired by him on other occasions. The ideas expressed by Junius closely track Richmond's own, and are fully aligned with his policy agenda. The Duke had a far-flung patronage network at his disposal. And he could handle secretive logistics: His coachmen essentially ran a mail service for him--faster and more private than the post, as Edmund Burke acknowledged in one of his letters. A onetime ambassador to France, Richmond was also accustomed to the use of ciphers.

Whatever their origin, the Junius letters became a cause celebre on both sides of the Atlantic. One of the most incendiary of them was published toward the end of 1769. Addressed to the King, it began with no invocations of George's majesty or any of the other polite and florid boilerplate customary at the time. Rather, it started like this: "Sir, It is the misfortune of your life, and originally the cause of every reproach and distress, which has attended your government, that you should never have been acquainted with the language of truth." Junius characterized the urgency of the moment in words that bring to mind the "When in the course of human events ..." language from the Declaration of Independence:

When the complaints of a brave and powerful people are observed to increase in proportion to the wrongs they have suffered; when, instead of sinking into submission, they are roused to resistance ...

Junius presented a relentlessly damning account of George's reign--including the "decisive personal part" the King had taken against the Americans, who, despite being "divided as they are into a thousand forms of policy and religion," had nevertheless come together in their detestation of the monarch. Junius concluded by recalling the fate of the Stuart monarchs, one of whom, Charles, had lost his head. The Glorious Revolution of 1688 had put the throne into other hands, leading eventually to the House of Hanover and a succession of Georges. But a crown "acquired by one revolution," Junius warned, "may be lost by another."

No one had so directly threatened the King in more than a century, and the publisher, Henry Woodfall, was charged with seditious libel. But the damage was done. A few weeks after the letter was published, the King opened a new session of Parliament. Within days, his government fell apart. The lord chancellor attacked his cabinet colleagues over the Wilkes affair, opposing their continued resistance to seating the victorious candidate. King George promptly dismissed him, along with four other royal appointees. Then the commander in chief of the military forces resigned. The new lord chancellor died three days after accepting that office, and was generally thought to have killed himself rather than serve. The collapse was complete when the prime minister resigned.

In the end, Woodfall got off, thanks to a limited judgment by the jury and a mistrial. Remarkably, nothing came to light at the time about the people behind the Junius campaign. If Richmond was indeed the mastermind, his necessary reliance on secrecy is one reason knowledge of that role--and of his association with Paine in the first place--followed him to the grave. His account books and most of his correspondence from the Junius years seem to have been deliberately destroyed. Only now are we getting a clearer picture of the various actors, and the role played by the Duke himself.

Richmond's energies for political combat were renewed as he watched Britain's conflict with its American colonies intensify after the fighting in Lexington and Concord. By then, Paine had taken himself to Philadelphia, where he was hired straightaway as editor of the new Pennsylvania Magazine. Soon--telling people he'd never written a word before arriving in America--he published his masterpiece, Common Sense.

Paine was always straining at the leash (and often slipping it). Richmond was not that kind of man, but his political instincts and personal temperament did make him sympathetic to the Americans. When he engaged the rising artistic talent George Romney to paint his portrait, he posed himself in somber dress, reading a book, rather than in bright satins with his dogs, the vogue at the time. He looks like he would be more at home with the American colonists than among the embroidered and bewigged grandees of George's court. In October 1775, as this portrait was being painted--and as the situation in the colonies continued to deteriorate--debate began in Parliament on what was called the American Prohibitory Bill, which would cut off the colonies from trade with Britain. Under the law of nations, a trade embargo is an official act of hostility--which Richmond pointed out: "I think it a most unjust, oppressive, and tyrannical measure. I perceive, my lords, that this Bill is a formal denunciation of war against the colonies."

The rhetoric reached a new level in America in early 1776, when Paine published Common Sense, directly arguing for American independence from British rule. The book sold 120,000 to 150,000 copies in the colonies in its first year--this in a population of about 2 million free people. Written in a plain, vigorous style, it laid out the case against monarchical government and hereditary succession, emphasizing the natural rights of individuals and the inherent flaws of the British system. When John Adams returned to the new Continental Congress, a month after Common Sense was published, his to-do list included "Declaration of Independency."

Richmond saw, perhaps more clearly than anyone, that the conflict with America was not simply a problem of public order but a wide-ranging constitutional crisis. The question of how to incorporate the Americans into the British system of government forced intellectually serious people like the Duke to think hard about British sovereignty and constitutional order, and about representation--what it was, how it should work, what role it should play in a system of governance. Leaving America aside, how should representation function in Britain, where the House of Commons was a decayed institution controlled by the few? How could "the people" make their voices heard in a constitutional monarchy? Universal male suffrage would be one of Richmond's answers.

He closely followed events in the colonies. On February 6, 1778, Benjamin Franklin and two other American representatives signed the Treaty of Alliance and the Treaty of Amity and Commerce with France. That country's entrance into the war--against Britain and on the side of America--changed everything. Later that month, before Britain had learned about the agreements and before the United States had ratified the treaties, the House of Lords would debate a set of bills, called the Conciliatory Bills, designed to entice the colonies to cease hostilities--the first serious British peace offer since the outbreak of the war. Richmond was skeptical that the bills themselves were fit for purpose. He was, according to William Cobbett's parliamentary account of the debate, "convinced, that nothing solid was intended by the peace bills"; rather, they were "framed with a design to divide America on one side, and to keep up appearances with those who supported the measures of government here at home." Richmond proposed as an alternative that Britain recall its troops from America--a sign of respect--and enter into favorable trade agreements with the Americans before the French could. His proposal did not pass. The Conciliatory Bills did.

And, as Richmond had predicted, they failed to conciliate. The Americans rejected the peace offer. They were committed to independence. The Duke now proposed that Britain send commissioners to the colonies and "arm them with powers to declare America independent, if they chose it." This, he believed, was the only way to avoid a war with France, as well as the best method "to secure the friendship and commerce" of the colonies in the future. In making this argument, Richmond became the first member of the House of Lords to propose acknowledging American sovereignty.

The Duke had been glad to accept the Revolution, but in the end, he and Paine took divergent and irreconcilable paths. Richmond remained loyal to the British monarchy all his life, but he was equally loyal to the British people and promoted popular sovereignty, embodied in an expanded idea of representation, as essential to the constitutional order. Like the political philosopher Montesquieu, Richmond revered the British constitution, with its balance and its separation of powers among the three estates of monarch, aristocrats, and commoners. His involvement over several decades in rousing the people--to support Wilkes, to support parliamentary reform--made popular sovereignty real in Britain for the first time in the modern era. His unusual gift was to be able to see through the chaos of his age to what his society would ultimately need for durable stability and health: in other words, to envisage the political system that Britain enjoys today. The superb eyes noted by that admiring contemporary are a metaphor.

For his part, Paine became the advocate for a secular republicanism through and through, achieving wide renown and becoming the personification of the revolutionary spirit. He threw his support fully behind the French Revolution, whose terrors made onetime allies such as Burke and Richmond, and indeed most of Britain, recoil. Paine's break with Richmond would ultimately become bitter and personal. The disagreement was fundamentally about whether popular sovereignty required republicanism or could be made compatible with monarchy.

But relations were not yet fully ruptured in 1787, when the parchment Declaration now in the West Sussex Record Office was delivered, I believe, into the hands of the Duke. Paine had been in Philadelphia in 1787, around the time of the convention, and he was close to James Wilson, the man who had ordered copies of the Declaration made. Paine sailed for France from Philadelphia--returning to Europe after 13 years--just weeks before the convention started, and eventually made his way to England. Paine likely brought the parchment as a gift for his earliest patron. What better memento could there be?

From the December 1859 issue: Thomas Paine in England and in France

The gesture would have been in character: Paine was a courier of revolutionary talismans. He visited Paris frequently in the months after the French Revolution began, and in March 1790, the Marquis de Lafayette gave him the key to the Bastille, with a request that he pass it along to George Washington. Paine brought the key back to England, where he entrusted it to John Rutledge Jr., the son of a former governor of South Carolina and delegate to the Constitutional Convention, to carry back to the American president.

You will find it hanging on the wall in the central hall at Mount Vernon to this day.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Secrets of a Radical Duke."
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Retribution Is Here

The president's threats of revenge are no longer bluster.

by Jonathan Lemire




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

If the secret to understanding a strongman is to identify his greatest weakness, one place to start with Donald Trump is his obsession with his own eventual obituaries. Trump knows that they will mention his history-making presidencies, his ostentatious wealth, and his unusual charisma--but he also is aware that when he dies, people will remember his conviction on 34 felony counts, and that there is nothing he can do about it. Even now, White House officials have told me, Trump rages about how his guilty verdict is sure to be mentioned way up high in his obituaries.

Trump's fixation on all of this leapt to mind today when I heard that he'd called for the arrests of the governor of Illinois and the mayor of Chicago--not just because it explains Trump's psychology, but also because this obsession is one of the driving motivations of his revenge crusade, which is now escalating dramatically.

It bears pausing on the starkness of these facts: The president of the United States today demanded the jailing of two elected officials who belong to the opposing political party. Trump did not offer evidence that Governor J. B. Pritzker and Mayor Brandon Johnson had committed a crime, nor did he even suggest what charge either man would face, though the outburst presumably stemmed from their opposition to Trump sending the National Guard to Chicago to protect ICE officers.

Read: Portland's 'war zone' is like Burning Man for the terminally online

This, of course, is hardly the first time Trump has urged the incarceration of his political foes. (This is the man who led "Lock her up" chants at his rallies, after all.) But what makes this moment so significant is what happened a short time later, in a courtroom just outside Washington, D.C. There, former FBI Director James Comey was arraigned on charges of making false statements to Congress. Trump's threats are no longer bluster. The guardrails of his first term are gone. He is instead surrounded by enablers, including a pliant attorney general. The federal government is taking legal action against those whom Trump wants punished. Retribution is here.

White House aides scoffed to reporters in the first months of this administration that the talk of vengeance was an overblown media creation and that Trump was instead focusing on matters such as tariffs and resolving global conflicts. They acknowledged that during a signature campaign speech, Trump had flat-out declared, "I am your retribution," promising his supporters that he'd strike back at those in power who they believed had oppressed them or curtailed their freedoms. He would simply right some wrongs, his aides claimed, by, say, pardoning the January 6 rioters--and yes, yes, all of them, including those who'd violently attacked police officers. Even as those around him, led by his aide Stephen Miller and others using Project 2025 as a playbook, began to challenge powerful institutions--such as law firms and universities--that they believed had long worked against conservatives, the president's aides insisted that talk of revenge was just hyperbole.

Yet after the passage of the so-called One Big Beautiful Bill Act and the revival of the Jeffrey Epstein scandal, things changed, one current and two former White House officials, as well as one outside adviser, told me on the condition of anonymity to discuss private conversations. Trump couldn't get some die-hard MAGA supporters to stop dwelling on his ties to the disgraced sex offender. The signature Republican legislation proved unpopular. The economy, whipsawed by tariffs, was displaying warning signs. Trump's poll numbers began to slip, and the GOP was in danger of losing the midterms--which alarmed Trump and fueled some of his most extreme moves. With Republican control of Congress in danger, Trump began focusing more on retaliation.

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

Trump has long ruminated about the criminal and civil charges that were brought against him after his first term in office. He now privately acknowledges that they were a political gift, believing that the charges reeked of government overreach and made him look like a martyr to his supporters, the outside adviser and one former official told me. He has told advisers that, in retrospect, every day he spent at the defense table in a Manhattan courtroom during a trial for falsifying business records was a political advertisement. The case yielded a conviction, but that was the only trial he faced before last year's presidential election (after his win, he faced no real punishment and was able to make the other cases vanish). But in the moment, he was terrified of being convicted and still seethes at the humiliation he faced.

He has fumed for months to aides and outside allies about the injustices he believes he has faced, but often, his rants--or social-media posts--have not contained explicit instructions, leaving it up to officials to determine how, or whether, to carry out his wishes, one current and one former aide told me. But one Truth Social post late last month was shocking in its directness. In what appeared to have been intended as a private message to Attorney General Pam Bondi, Trump directly called for the prosecution of Comey as well as of Senator Adam Schiff of California and New York Attorney General Letitia James. All three had crossed Trump: Comey had helped steer the initial steps of the Russia investigation; Schiff was among the leaders of Trump's first impeachment; James was behind a civil case that resulted in a $500 million penalty for the president. Comey was indicted just days after Trump's message, in a case brought by a replacement federal prosecutor after the original attorney balked and was forced out. Another prosecutor reportedly resigned rather than bring charges against James.

The normal barriers between the White House and the Department of Justice were obliterated. And Trump made his motivation plain, writing in the message to Bondi: "They impeached me twice, and indicted me (5 times!), OVER NOTHING. JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

Trump has never much cared for the principles of the criminal-justice system. In the 1980s, he added to his then-growing fame by calling for the execution of the five suspects in the Central Park jogger case before they'd even been convicted. (They were later exonerated.) In his 2016 campaign, he called for the imprisonment of Hillary Clinton for her use of a private email server, though she had not been charged with any crime. In his first term, Trump believed that the Department of Justice was there to serve his whims--he famously asked for his own Roy Cohn, the notoriously ruthless New York lawyer--but was stymied at times by his previous attorneys general, Jeff Sessions and William Barr, and by entrenched department norms enforced by career officials. Trump's wishes for investigations into Clinton, John Kerry, and Barack Obama were denied.

But those obstacles are gone. Trump has insisted that the Department of Justice under Joe Biden was weaponized against him, claims goaded on by aides such as Miller and Russell Vought, who also champion efforts to expand the president's power over all facets of the executive branch. And Bondi's appearance before the Senate oversight committee yesterday was defined by her refusal to answer basic questions about her work--including the Comey indictment--as well as an obsequiousness to Trump that suggested that she was indeed comfortable acting as the president's personal lawyer.

"The firewall between the political side and the DOJ has completely eroded," Senator Sheldon Whitehouse of Rhode Island told me in an email. "And there's the very peculiar parallel that you have a former FBI director coming in to be charged with lying to Congress, yet we have the Attorney General of the United States not being truthful to Congress."

The administration has creatively used other levers of government to punish its foes; see the way it has wielded the threat of cutting off federal funding to universities or federal business with large law firms, or the way it's either toyed with or initiated harassment against individuals--stripping security clearances, triggering IRS audits, revoking licenses, pursuing expensive litigation. The pace has picked up since the murder of Charlie Kirk. Officials have used the assassination as a pretext to act upon plans that were already in the works, some written by Miller, to crack down on what they deem are lefty NGOs and other organizations, including those funded by George Soros.

Read: Fear of losing the midterms is driving Trump's decisions

When I asked what charges Trump thought would be appropriate against Pritzker and Johnson, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson responded in a statement that the men "have blood on their hands," and that "these failed leaders have stood idly by while innocent Americans fall victim to violent crime time and time again."

Trump has aimed to expand presidential power and use it to go after his critics in ways that this country has never seen. He stripped away Kamala Harris's security detail, the Department of Justice is investigating the former CIA director turned Trump critic John Brennan, and the Federal Communications Commission threatened Jimmy Kimmel. In some cases, he wants to inflict on others the charges he himself faced: John Bolton, the president's former national security adviser, had his home raided by FBI agents as part of a classified-materials probe, and Lisa Cook, a Federal Reserve governor, has been accused of mortgage fraud (Trump was previously accused of mishandling classified materials and falsifying property records).

Those close to Trump no longer downplay the possibility of the retribution campaign widening further. And the president himself, following Comey's indictment, indicated that his personal vengeance tour is only getting started.

"They weaponized the Justice Department like nobody in history," Trump said. "What they've done is terrible, and so I would, I hope, frankly, I hope there are others. You can't let this happen to a country."
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Americans Are About to Feel the Government Shutdown

Airport delays and IRS closures are just the beginning.

by Toluse Olorunnipa




As far as government shutdowns go, this one has so far lacked the round-the-clock chaos of its predecessors. There have been no dramatic late-night clashes on the floors of Congress, no steep stock-market plunges driven by panicked investors, no prime-time presidential addresses from the Oval Office. Even the running clocks on cable-news chyrons have disappeared.

But in the reality show that has replaced a properly functioning system of democratic governance, we are fast approaching the moment when a shutdown stops being a subject of political bluster and starts hurting Americans. And as much as President Donald Trump and his allies have tried to direct the damage from what he derisively calls "the Radical Left Democrat shutdown" toward "Democrat things," the pain will soon be felt just as acutely in MAGA country as in liberal areas.

Over the next week, a series of wires in the federal bureaucracy and broader U.S. economy will be tripped. If past shutdowns are any guide, those developments will force Congress and the White House--which so far have spent more time trading internet memes than serious proposals for a settlement--to begin seriously negotiating a way to bring this to an end.

It's not that the government shutdown is going well; it's just not as bad as it will soon be. The nation's air-traffic-control system is already buckling because of staffing shortages: Airports across the country, including Chicago, Las Vegas, Newark, and Washington, D.C., are reporting delays. There's been a "slight uptick" in air-traffic controllers--who must still report to work--calling out sick, Transportation Secretary (and Real World: Boston alum) Sean Duffy said Monday, the same day the air-traffic-control tower at Hollywood Burbank Airport was closed down because of insufficient staffing. Next week, air-traffic controllers and members of the military will miss their first paychecks. With one week left before the extended tax-filing deadline, the IRS this morning furloughed thousands of workers after exhausting prior-year funds. Government programs that have been able to stay afloat using leftover money--including funding that helps provide formula and support for low-income mothers and their babies--are quickly running out of money. President Trump recently suggested that he would move forward with mass layoffs of government workers if there's no resolution by this weekend--and that a lot of the jobs "will never come back." (Furloughed workers are already set to miss their first paycheck on Friday.)

Few Americans have a comprehensive understanding of the "gazillion things that the government does that will start to really bite," Mark Zandi, the chief economist of Moody's Analytics, told me. Nor do people understand how quickly a shutdown can set off a catastrophic chain reaction. "When things you can't even imagine start to break, damage starts to occur. And then, at that point, global investors say, 'Oh, maybe this is something very different than what I've seen in the past.'"

Democrats and Republicans in Congress--who are still getting paid--have made little effort to broker an agreement to reopen the government. House lawmakers have largely stayed out of Washington since passing a seven-week funding bill last month. The Senate has repeatedly held failed votes on the House bill, each time falling well short of the 60 votes needed to send it to Trump's desk. Trump has vacillated between calling the lapse in funding "an unprecedented opportunity" to slash the federal workforce--a threat he has so far not carried out--and, more recently, suggesting that he is willing to cut a deal with Democrats over soon-expiring health-care subsidies at the heart of the stalemate.

Read: Trump's grand plan for a government shutdown

Democratic lawmakers have told me their constituents are pushing them to hold the line, convinced that they must use this rare opportunity to stand up to Trump's norm-defying presidency and fight to keep health-insurance premiums from soaring next year. Republicans, who have repeatedly said that any negotiations must take place only after Democrats vote to fund the government, appear similarly convinced of the righteousness of their position. A White House official, speaking anonymously to discuss internal strategy, told me the president is willing to have a policy debate with Democrats, but only after the government is open--which, as anyone who has read The Art of the Deal could tell you, is not typically how negotiating works.

All of this underscores just how bizarre the current shutdown is. In 2013, when the government closed for 16 days, lawmakers believed that voters would punish those seen as complicit in it. Republicans back then eventually caved when it became clear that the public did not support either their tactics (threatening a shutdown) or their mission (repealing the Affordable Care Act). "Obviously, it's a very different Washington right now," Doug Heye, a Republican strategist who worked in House leadership at the time, told me. Today, nobody fears political fallout, he said.

But today, as millions of Americans face the impending squeeze of the shutdown, that calculation may change. House Speaker Mike Johnson, a Louisiana Republican, acknowledged yesterday that if Congress does not pass a bill to fund the government by Monday, there will not be enough time to process October 15 paychecks for active military troops. But the House, which has not held a vote since September 19, is not scheduled to return until Monday. Johnson also noted that the shutdown is already "resulting in crippling economic losses," he told reporters yesterday, citing a White House report that found a $15 billion decline in gross domestic product for each week the government remains closed.

The federal food-aid program, known as WIC, entered the government shutdown with only enough funding to last for the first seven to 10 days, Georgia Machell, the president and CEO of the National WIC Association, told me. Anything beyond that point "is really going to start putting babies and young children and pregnant women at risk," she said, meaning that sometime this weekend, about 6 million people could start losing benefits. WIC programs on military bases have already closed down, Machell told me. Yesterday, the White House announced that Trump would be repurposing dollars from tariff revenue to extend WIC funding for the foreseeable future.

The move indicates that Trump is aware of the fact that, as president, he will bear much of the responsibility for how the shutdown hurts Americans, even as his administration puts banners on government websites blaming the Democrats for the crisis. When I reached out to the White House to ask about all of this, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson sent me a statement that emphasized "Democrats' radical demands."

Meanwhile, additional knock-on effects of the shutdown will become highly visible in the coming days. The Smithsonian Institution was able to remain open for the first week of the shutdown, using funding from prior years, but is now scheduled to close its museums, its research centers, and the National Zoo on Sunday. Most IRS "operations are closed," the agency posted on its website. The Treasury Department provided furloughed workers with a form letter to give to their creditors, suggesting that financial institutions offer "workout arrangements" for borrowers who might have trouble paying their bills. "At present, we cannot predict when pay may resume for furloughed employees," the letter said.

The private sector has good reason to be spooked, too. In a letter to congressional leaders last month, the U.S. Travel Association said the lapse in government funding could cost the economy $1 billion each week.

Some Republicans have blanched at the amount of waste involved in a government shutdown. The Congressional Budget Office estimated that 750,000 federal workers had been furloughed, and noted that a 2019 law ensured that they will receive back pay once the government reopens. The cost of paying employees who are not working amounts to about $400 million a day. The Office of Management and Budget this week floated the idea of not restoring pay for furloughed workers, Axios reported Tuesday, though congressional leaders have largely dismissed the White House's attempts at a legal justification for such a move. "There's no better symbol of Washington's wasteful spending than paying non-essential bureaucrats $400 million a day not to work," Senator Joni Ernst, an Iowa Republican, wrote in an October 3 letter to Russell Vought, the OMB director and Project 2025 enforcer.

Private companies may soon pressure Congress to act. In 2013, the last time the Pentagon was involved in a shutdown, it took less than a week for Lockheed Martin to announce that it was furloughing 3,000 workers, stating that "the number of employees affected is expected to increase weekly in the event of a prolonged shutdown." This time around, the company has been less clear about its intentions, though a spokesperson did not rule out the potential for furloughs when I asked if any were being planned. "We are working with our U.S. government customers to assess the impact on our employees, programs, suppliers, and business, while supporting essential, mission-critical programs and mitigating the impact to our operations," the spokesperson Cailin Schmeer told me in an email.

More than 40,000 private-sector employees could be put out of work if the shutdown lasts for a month, the White House Council of Economic Advisers said in a report released last week. Although many economists say that the United States will rebound from any hits to its gross domestic product once the government reopens, some private businesses will likely "never recover all of the income they lost," Phillip L. Swagel, the Congressional Budget Office director, wrote last week in a letter to Ernst.

Pete's Diner on Capitol Hill in Washington is one such company. Speaking from a mostly empty restaurant at lunchtime earlier this week, owner Gum Tong told me that business has fallen about 80 percent since the shutdown began. She has tried to avoid laying off employees, many of whom have been with the restaurant for years. "Our bills don't stop when the government stops working," she told me. "I hope this shutdown doesn't last long. Hopefully they can let everybody go back to work, and get on with their own life soon."
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Trump's Costly Cuts to the Civil Service

The administration is culling the best and brightest from the federal workforce for a rounding error's worth in savings.

by Robert P. Beschel Jr.




The Trump administration is threatening to use the government shutdown to permanently reduce the size of the civil service. Its ambitions for these cuts are many, including punishing Democrats by harming their pet projects and curbing "agencies that don't align with the administration's values" and are a "waste of the taxpayer dollar," as Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt warned last week. Yet as a tool to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the federal government, these cuts are risible.

Let's first take the claim that the U.S. federal government is reckoning with problems of bloat. The truth is that even before DOGE took a chain saw to government programs, the United States was actually understaffed relative to other advanced industrial democracies. Federal-, state-, and local-government employees in the U.S. made up about 14.6 percent of total employment in 2023, according to OECD data. This is below the OECD average of 18.4 percent for member countries, and well below that of France (20.7 percent), Canada (20.2 percent), the United Kingdom (17.1 percent), and Australia (15.7 percent).

It bears noting that in the U.S., most public employees--just under 88 percent of all government workers, or about 20.65 million as of August 2025--work for state and local governments. They are our police officers, teachers, firefighters, land-use planners, and transportation engineers. Excluding the military, only about 2.9 million work for the federal government. If you deduct roughly 593,000 postal workers who work for an independent agency, the total civilian federal workforce is currently about 2.33 million. Put differently, in the United States, federal civilian employees number about one in 10 civilian government workers and well below 1 percent of the population.

Stephen Macekura: The government waste DOGE should be cutting

The notion that reducing that group will result in significant savings is also mistaken. The cost of their salaries, near $336 billion annually, may appear impressive, but this is only about 5 percent of the most recent federal budget of $6.8 trillion. Social Security, defense, Medicare, and interest on the federal debt are the main drivers of cost, and much of this spending is mandated either by legislation or the cold, hard fiscal reality of servicing government debt. Of the 27 percent of the budget that is discretionary and subject to annual appropriation by Congress, civilian salaries account for only about 18.6 percent. A 20 percent cut in the federal civilian-wage bill would yield about $67 billion, equivalent to a roughly 1 percent reduction in the government's overall budget. For context, the U.S. Government Accountability Office estimates that Medicare and Medicaid made more than $100 billion in improper payments in 2023.

Republicans from President Donald Trump down have decried the excesses of the public-sector workforce and blamed Joe Biden for it. Some prominent social-media influencers have claimed that the former president increased the civilian workforce by nearly 50 percent. In reality, Biden oversaw an increase of about 4.8 percent. The increase in Trump's first term was 2.6 percent.

After surging to 3.4 million during World War II and crashing to 1.4 million in 1950, the overall size of the federal civilian workforce has remained relatively consistent, fluctuating between 1.8 million and 2.3 million even as the country's population has more than doubled. Spending on civilian personnel in the executive branch has also been fairly stable, between 4 and 7 percent of total federal spending since 2000.

Another persistent bone of contention is whether federal civil servants are overpaid. The average salary across the federal workforce, at $106,382 as of March 2024, does exceed the national average of $63,795. Yet about 92 percent of federal employees work in white-collar positions, and a higher proportion of federal workers possess a bachelor's or an advanced degree (31.5 percent in 2023) than the broader labor force (27.7 percent). Civil-service wages have also grown more slowly, on average, than those for private-sector jobs, and the federal government must compete on the open market for staff in high-demand areas such as statistics and data science, technology, aerospace engineering, medicine, law, and operations research. The federal workforce also tends to be older than the general labor force.

Federal civil-service salaries tend to be more generous than private-sector alternatives for employees with lower educational qualifications, and they flip negative for those with a master's, doctorate, or professional degree. So a postal worker with a high-school diploma likely fares better than she might have in the private sector than, say, a NASA analyst with a Ph.D. in computer science. The benefits associated with federal employment are higher than those in the private sector, although this gap also diminishes with education.

Just as many federal agencies are still coping with deep cuts from DOGE, another round of cuts promises to create dire new costs by compromising essential services and putting lives at risk. The recent floods in Texas, which claimed 138 lives in July, offer a grim example of what's at stake. DOGE had sent packing nearly 600 staffers from the National Weather Service's workforce of 4,200 earlier this year, which left the service without a warning-coordination meteorologist; the person who had handled this crucial outreach with local emergency responders had taken voluntary retirement months before, leaving the position vacant. This meant that no one was making sure that the service's emergency warnings were being received and acted upon on the ground. Of course, many factors contributed to the system failure at the heart of this tragedy, including the event's extreme nature and the local governments' failure to invest in flood-warning systems. But federal-staffing cuts also played a role.

Olga Khazan: We should, in fact, politicize the tragedy

Across government, an estimated 154,000 civil servants have already accepted deferred-resignation packages. The National Park Service has lost 24 percent of its permanent workforce. The IRS has lost 25 percent. FEMA has lost about 9.5 percent of its full-time employees. Reductions of this magnitude would be difficult for any institution--public, private, or nonprofit--to absorb without compromising services. This challenge is made worse by the fact that the government workers most likely to accept early retirement are those with the most essential and marketable skills. Voluntary buyouts tend to ensure that the workers in high demand elsewhere leave first, leaving behind a workforce that is typically less talented and capable. At the IRS, for example, staff reductions have fallen particularly heavily upon auditors and revenue agents, whose numbers were down by 31 percent in the first three months of this year. (It is no small irony that few government investments offer a higher rate of return than tax audits on upper-income filers, which can yield as much as $12 for every dollar spent.) A recent GAO analysis of FEMA found that its cadre of experienced managers was halved after the departure of 24 senior executives from January to June this year, just before hurricane season.

The rapid, deep, and often ham-handed nature of these cuts has led to frequent mistakes and missteps. Some have made headlines, such as the decision to fire and then rehire the staff charged with guarding America's nuclear stockpile. Others have gone unnoticed but are no less pernicious. Air-traffic controllers remain employed, but other safety staff such as the mechanics and technicians responsible for servicing radar, landing, and navigation equipment have been let go. ICE staffing has surged, but immigration judges have been culled.

Given the many lessons now being learned the hard way, quite a few of these cuts are being quietly undone. Hundreds of federal workers turfed by DOGE are now discreetly being brought back. Yet many cuts are not so easily reversed. It takes about two years of Federal Aviation Administration training to become a radar technician, for example, and at least several years more to become an air-traffic controller. Other agencies face similar constraints in their efforts to onboard staff, particularly in areas that require substantial training or skills that are in high demand elsewhere. Most departments aspire to a steady intake of recruits and a pipeline of senior staffers. Major cuts disrupt this effort and can create both gaps and demographic bulges that can take decades to resolve.

This is not to argue that the federal government's approach to staffing and services shouldn't be reformed. Practitioners and academics from across the political spectrum have advocated for ways to streamline processes, improve and rebalance skills, and upgrade IT systems. It should be easier to sideline or terminate poor performers and promote high achievers. Yet such improvements require a scalpel. The administration's proposals are a wrecking ball.

Annie Lowrey: The American people deserve DOGE

Government agencies have done their best to cope and deliver for the American public despite the cuts. Many staffers are working longer hours and performing tasks on top of their regular duties that are outside of their training, such as National Park Service scientists who suspended their duties in order to clean toilets during peak summer months. Metrics showing declines in performance and customer service have even been scrubbed from government websites. It won't be long before crucial agency missions begin to fail. This won't matter to those for whom the goal is vengeance and demolition. (As Grover Norquist once famously quipped, he wanted to shrink the government to the point that it could be drowned in the bathtub.) But it is sure to matter for the rest of us.
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The Black Loyalists

<span>Thousands of African Americans fought for the British--then fled the United States to avoid a return to enslavement.</span>

by Andrew Lawler




The man who would come to be called Harry Washington was born near the Gambia River, in West Africa, around 1740. As a young man, he was sold into slavery and endured the horrors of the Middle Passage. In Virginia, he was purchased by a neighbor of George Washington, who then bought the young man in 1763 for 40 pounds. After working to drain the colony's Great Dismal Swamp--one of George Washington's many land ventures--he was sent to Mount Vernon to care for the horses.

Then came war. With General Washington in Massachusetts leading the Continental Army, Harry Washington, like thousands of other enslaved people, abandoned the plantation, risking torture and imprisonment, to join the British cause. In exchange for his freedom, he enlisted in what was known as the Ethiopian Regiment.

Virginia's royal governor, Lord Dunmore, had created a base to oppose the rebels near the port of Norfolk in the summer of 1775. Encouraged by the large numbers of enslaved people who sought sanctuary behind British lines, he published the British empire's first emancipation proclamation in November, granting liberty to any person in bondage, owned by Patriots, who would take up arms for King George III. These recruits--Harry Washington among them--formed the empire's first Black regiment. Together with Dunmore, they launched what would amount to the biggest slave insurrection in the nation's history until the Civil War. Their uniforms bore the motto "Liberty for Slaves"--a tart retort to the "Liberty or Death" slogan favored by Patriots.

The prospect of freed Black men armed and trained by the British terrified white Patriots. George Washington, who had been a close friend of the royal governor before the war, now referred to him as "that Arch Traitor to the Rights of humanity." He worried that Dunmore and his multiracial army (which also included regiments of British redcoats and white Loyalists) were fast becoming his own men's "most formidable Enemy." The Continental Congress made it the first mission of the U.S. Navy to crush Dunmore's troops, and later sent General Charles Lee--second only to Washington in rank--to defeat them. Both campaigns failed.

In May 1776, as the representatives in Philadelphia remained divided over whether to declare independence, the Virginia delegation--convinced that Dunmore's alliance with Black Americans made negotiation with Britain impossible--broke the deadlock, unanimously urging separation from the mother country. Within months, a combination of Patriot artillery, smallpox, typhus, and drought forced Dunmore and his surviving soldiers and their families to retreat from Virginia to New York City. There, Harry Washington and others joined the successful British invasion of the city and were absorbed into the Black Pioneers, a military construction unit founded by British General Henry Clinton. Washington then went on to serve in an artillery unit in Charleston, South Carolina.

By the war's end, some 20,000 Black Americans had served as active members of the British military--about three times as many as had fought as Patriots--and many tens of thousands more had fled plantations to support the King's cause by cooking, cleaning, and caring for livestock.

Their motives for allying with the British, then the world's foremost slave traffickers, were clear: Emancipation was not on the Continental Congress agenda. "Slaves are devils," one Virginia Patriot wrote, "and to make them otherwise than slaves will be to set devils free." For their part, British leaders like Dunmore did not necessarily oppose slavery or consider those in bondage to be their equal, but many were willing to back mass liberation as a tool to crush the rebellion. The unlikely alliances they forged set in motion a series of events that would, in time, help undermine the foundations of slavery on both sides of the Atlantic.

Dunmore had made his decree without approval from London, but it was never repudiated. This encouraged General Clinton to issue his own in 1779, though he declined to arm Black men. That same year, the British commandant of New York, David Jones, proclaimed, "All Negroes that fly from the Enemy's Country are Free--No person whatever can claim a right to them." Not every British military leader agreed: When British General Lord Cornwallis invaded the South, he refused to consider freeing Black allies, much less arming them. Nevertheless, thousands volunteered to assist in the fight against their owners.


In 1775, Virginia's royal governor, Lord Dunmore, published the British empire's first emancipation proclamation. (Wikimedia)



The British loss at Yorktown in 1781 was a catastrophe for the many Black Americans who now found themselves facing the prospect of being forced back into slavery. Some 10,000 scattered across four continents. They built the largest North American settlement of emancipated people, in Canada; melted into German city-states; eked out a precarious living on the streets of London; endured the brutality of Australia's convict colony; and established the first home in Africa for people freed from bondage.

The story of the Black Loyalists and their postwar diaspora highlights an irony long ignored: Thousands of those with the biggest stake in securing liberty ultimately had to flee a country founded on the premise that all are created equal.

Almost as soon as Cornwallis surrendered to George Washington at Yorktown, marking the end of major military operations, victorious white Americans sought to recover what they considered their stolen property. Washington retrieved seven people who had fled Mount Vernon. Thomas Jefferson recovered five people, some of whom he later sold at auction. Virginia Governor Benjamin Harrison fruitlessly sought the return of Emanuel, "a good Barber"; Tabb, "a good cook"; John, "a house carpinter"; Gloucester, "a good Ship Carpenter and caulker"; Charles, "a house carpenter and Saw miller"; Dennis, a "very artful. Brush maker"; and Nedd, "an exceeding fine sailor but a great Rogue."

Cornwallis looked the other way when a few favored Black Loyalists boarded the Royal Navy warship Bonetta for transport to New York, which was still under British control. Other officers went further, evacuating large numbers of Black Americans, despite bitter protests by Patriot slave owners. During the British withdrawal from Savannah, Georgia, and Charleston in 1782, about 10,000 Black Americans sailed away. Scanty records make it difficult to determine their identities, their destinations, or even how many had been freed during the conflict. Some likely remained the property of white Loyalists who fled the young nation after their defeat. At least 3,000 Black Americans arrived in British-controlled St. Augustine, "and more are daily coming," the governor of East Florida wrote. Others landed in Jamaica or the Bahamas, where many were trapped in bondage on pineapple and sugar plantations (slavery was still legal in much of the British empire). A British investigation found that a few unscrupulous officers had sold free people into bondage, though the authorities forbade the practice.

At least 400 refugees reached England, where slavery was not legal but life was difficult nonetheless. A Quaker may have been referring to them when he observed in 1785 "the almost naked and miserable negro, prostrate at many a corner" in London. At least one Black American, John Caesar, was found guilty of theft and sent on the first fleet of ships bearing convicts to Australia, where he became a legendary figure who refused to bow to his jailers.

Several dozen Black Americans, mostly young men who had served as drummers in mercenary Hessian units, made their way to Germany as free men. Their fates are difficult to track. One "prospered, married well, and had the gracious Landgrave himself"--a nobleman--"as a sponsor at his child's baptism," a historian writes. When another died in the city of Kassel, his corpse was dissected in the town's anatomy theater, "proving to the astonished witnesses that under the black skin he was just like a white man."

By late 1782, New York was the sole American port still under British control. George Washington's army was encamped about 60 miles north on the Hudson River as Harry Washington and thousands of his fellow Black Loyalists crowded into tenements and refugee camps across the city. Whether they would be surrendered to the victorious Patriots and returned to slavery or find freedom in some distant land remained uncertain.

On November 30, 1782, American and British negotiators were in the final hours of completing a peace treaty in the drawing room of a Paris mansion when Henry Laurens, a wealthy South Carolinian planter, appeared at the door. Laurens had been captured in 1780 while crossing the Atlantic and imprisoned in the Tower of London. A year after being exchanged for Cornwallis, he arrived in Paris. Laurens was aghast when he learned that the Americans--Benjamin Franklin, John Jay, and John Adams--were poised to sign a document that made no provision for the recovery of the men and women the Patriots had held in bondage.

"Mr. Laurens said there ought to be a stipulation, that the British troops should carry off no Negroes, or other American property," Adams wrote in his diary. "We all agreed. Mr. Oswald"--Richard Oswald, the lead British negotiator--"consented." That consent was no surprise, given that Laurens had served as a slave-purchasing agent for Oswald, a Scottish merchant who had built a fortune as a major slave trader and plantation owner. Adams noted that the treaty was then "signed sealed, and delivered, and we all went ... to dine with Dr. Franklin."

Word of the last-minute addition arrived in North America in early 1783. On April 15, the Continental Congress ordered General Washington to arrange for "the delivery of all Negroes and other property of the inhabitants of the United States in possession of the British forces." Harrison, the governor of Virginia, made a personal plea to the general. "I observe by a clause in the articles we are to have our negroes again," he wrote. "I have thirty missing, many of which I understand are dead, but there are still some that are very valuable." He promised to cover the cost of their return to his plantations, insisting that "my well being depends on their being recovered."

By then, rumors were spreading that the commander in chief of the British forces, Sir Guy Carleton, would override the treaty by evacuating Black Americans. Panicked enslavers decided to act. On April 28, George Washington asked a New York-based merchant to locate and return some 20 enslaved people who had escaped Mount Vernon during the war, including Harry Washington. Boston King, a freed South Carolinian then living in the city, recalled in his 1798 memoir that "we saw our masters coming from Virginia, North Carolina, and other parts, and seizing upon their slaves in the streets of New York." Such seizures, although likely limited by the presence of British troops, terrified Black Loyalists.

George Washington, meanwhile, demanded a meeting with Carleton. He aimed to fix a date for the British withdrawal and insisted that the British return the Patriots' enslaved property. Carleton responded that the American's demand was "inconsistent with prior Engagements binding the National Honor, which must be kept with all colours." Citing the Dunmore and Clinton proclamations, he explained that the Black Loyalists were already free. He would not allow them to be returned to bondage and subjected to severe punishment or perhaps even execution by their former owners.

Washington ended the meeting abruptly. That night, in a letter to his British adversary, he warned that he was prepared to "take any measures which may be deemed expedient, to prevent the future carrying away of any Negroes." The implication was that the Continental Army was prepared to march into New York City to recover people whom they considered Patriot property. Carleton stood firm, responding that as a British official, he had no right "to prevent their going to any part of the world they thought proper," and adding archly that any "breach of the public faith towards people of any complection" reflected poorly on the new nation.

Writing to Franklin in Paris, Elias Boudinot, the Confederation Congress president, said that the British move "has irritated the Citizens of America to an alarming Degree." Members of Virginia's assembly, which was made up mostly of slave-owning planters, recommended halting the release of British prisoners until Carleton reversed course. In Philadelphia, James Madison decried the British general's decision as "a shameful evasion." There was even discussion of reactivating the Continental Army, as Washington had hinted in his letter to Carleton. But Congress decided not to challenge the British, fearing, as one member put it, that "a renewal of hostilities might be the consequence." Amid much grumbling, the idea was shelved.

American enslavers hoped that King George would force Carleton's compliance with the treaty provision, but the monarch gave the general's interpretation his enthusiastic approval. The British secretary of state concluded that it was "certainly an act of justice due to them"--Black Loyalists--"from us." An internal British-government memo accused Washington of acting in the matter "with all the Grossness and Ferocity of a Captain of Banditti."

Black Loyalists were grateful to learn that Carleton was not planning to leave them at the mercy of the Patriots. In the summer of 1783, they lined up outside Fraunces Tavern to request permission to leave New York. When their turn came, the men and women stood before a panel of British officers in the tavern's Long Room--the same room where, a few months later, General Washington would give his farewell address to officers following the British evacuation of the city and the war's official conclusion.

At the end of July, Harry Washington and Boston King, along with his wife, Violet, boarded L'Abondance, a French cargo ship that had been captured by the British. Along with 3,000 others, they had received certificates of freedom signed by Brigadier General Samuel Birch, granting them permission "to go to Nova Scotia, or wherever else." They would not allow themselves to be enslaved again.

In a clearing carved out of dense forest in southwestern Nova Scotia, a striking modern building of glass and steel houses the Black Loyalist Heritage Centre. The museum commemorates what once was the largest free Black community outside Africa, made up of displaced Americans. Most of their descendants long ago moved away, but a restored church and school remain, along with battered house foundations hidden in thick foliage.

The 410 passengers on L'Abondance landed nearby, at the port of Shelburne. The Indigenous Mi'kmaq had long lived there, but British officials were eager to repopulate an area that was sparsely settled after the eviction of Acadians--descendants of French colonizers--in the 1750s. Lured by promises of free land, copious provisions, and no taxes, white American Loyalists were flocking to the site, and many brought their human chattel, who would remain enslaved in their new home.

The emancipated Black refugees, who also were promised British support, immediately encountered indifference from the authorities and outright hostility from the white Americans. Most were denied sufficient land and supplies; they were forced to seek menial work for low wages, which angered unemployed white residents. Less than a year after the Black refugees arrived, in July 1784, a mob attacked and destroyed nearly two dozen of their homes on Shelburne's outskirts. "Some thousands of people assembled with clubs and drove the Negroes out of the town," one Nova Scotian reported. Only the arrival of British troops halted the brutality. Many displaced residents retreated to a Black settlement across the harbor, called Birchtown after the man who had certified their freedom. But interminable winters, inadequate rations, and continued white wrath made survival an ongoing struggle.

On Nova Scotia's west coast, in the town of Annapolis Royal, Thomas Peters encountered similarly desperate conditions. Peters, who was born in Africa, had been enslaved in North Carolina. He had made his way to New York in 1776 and joined the Black Pioneers. With his wife, Sally, and their two children, Peters took part in the exodus to Nova Scotia in 1783, and soon emerged as the leader of his community's 200 Black Loyalists, scraping by as a millwright while awaiting his promised acreage.

In 1790, still waiting, Peters, then 52, sailed to London to put forward the grievances of his people. Any Black man traveling alone by ship risked re-enslavement by a rapacious crew, but Peters arrived safely with his petition, and through the abolitionist Granville Sharp was able to get it to British government officials.

Sharp had spearheaded a 1787 effort to create a Province of Freedom on the West African coast, recruiting members of London's poor Black community. More than 400 settlers, including freed Black Americans, had landed in St. George's Bay, about 500 miles south of the Gambia River, to found Granville Town. But conflict with local peoples, most of whom had recently converted to Islam and resented the Christian invaders, soon led to the settlement's dissolution.

Sharp and his fellow abolitionists Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce were now attempting an approach that offered commercial as well as moral benefits, wooing investors with the promise that a West African colony of free Black people would prove of "great national importance to the Manufactories, and other Trading Interests of this Kingdom." Shortly after Peters's arrival, they had overcome fierce opposition from slave interests to create the Sierra Leone Company. Although they'd had little success enlisting settlers for this new venture, Peters was excited to hear of their plans, and his enthusiasm reinvigorated the stalled project.

He returned to Nova Scotia with the task of persuading Black Loyalists to once again relocate, this time across the Atlantic. Thomas Clarkson's younger brother, John, a naval officer in his 20s, accompanied Peters as the company representative. While Peters went to the province's west coast, Clarkson sailed down the east coast to drum up recruits in Birchtown. He was shocked to find the people there "kept in the most abject state of servitude."

On a rainy late-October day in 1791, hundreds of people crammed into the Methodist chapel to question Clarkson. They knew of the disaster that had befallen Granville Town; they wanted assurances of land, provisions, and no annual rent in their prospective new home. Clarkson sympathized. "People will not consider how often they have been deceived and how suspicious they are in consequence," he wrote, "and how necessary it is to be open and candid with them." This time, he insisted, would be different.

Some of the Black Loyalists remained unconvinced. Stephen Blucke, a former Black Pioneers officer and a leading citizen of Birchtown, denounced the plan and predicted "utter annihilation." Still, 514 of the town's residents signed up within three days, with more expected to join; Peters gathered 132 others.

In December, Harry Washington, Boston and Violet King, and hundreds of others gathered in Halifax to prepare to emigrate. Clarkson, not Peters, would lead the voyage. The Nova Scotia governor, who had given his blessing to the venture, called Clarkson "a fit person, to have the charge of the said Free Blacks."

On January 15, 1792, 1,196 passengers, each with a document guaranteeing their right to a plot of land in Africa, boarded 15 ships and set sail.

The settlers, a mix of ardent Baptists and Methodists, came ashore in Sierra Leone in March 1792 singing "The Year the Jubilee Is Come." Harry Washington and Thomas Peters were some of only a handful of passengers who had seen Africa before. Most had parents and grandparents born in North America. The historian Ira Berlin has written that these newcomers brought to West Africa a peculiarly American brand of "evangelical Christianity, commercial capitalism, and political republicanism." They called their coastal settlement Freetown.


John Clarkson's sketch of the 15 ships that sailed from Nova Scotia to Sierra Leone in 1792 (The New York Historical)



Less than 20 miles upstream stood the notorious British slave-trading fort on Bunce Island, which remained in operation. The colonists also had to navigate relations with the Indigenous peoples in the area, much as their predecessors in Granville Town had. But the primary tensions were between the Black settlers and their managers, an eight-person governing council of white men. John Clarkson, who had been named governor, had only a single vote. But although Clarkson had limited power, Peters was excluded from governance altogether. Within weeks, with supplies dwindling and no land allotted, the colonists chafed under "the obnoxious arrogance of their rulers," according to Anna Maria Falconbridge, who was married to the colony's surgeon and wrote the first history of the settlement.

On Easter Sunday, a month after landing, Peters confronted John Clarkson with a petition outlining the settlers' grievances. Perceiving this as a direct challenge to his authority, Clarkson ordered the town's bell rung and declared publicly that "one or other of us would be hanged upon that tree" before the dispute was settled. The assembled crowd, spooked by this sudden ultimatum, declined to back Peters, who stalked away in disgust.

Peters's sudden death two months later, likely from malaria, removed the biggest challenge to Clarkson's rule. But on the day he died, the settlers presented the governor with two petitions, including one insisting that Black men serve as peace officers. "We can have rules and Regulations among ourselves," they argued, while still honoring British law. Clarkson negotiated a compromise, but he was locked in his own disputes with company directors in London, who demanded immediate financial returns. He sailed for Britain at the end of 1792, promising to advocate for the settlers.

In London, however, the company refused to abide by the pledges Clarkson had made in Nova Scotia. He was dismissed, never to return to Freetown. Still, Black settlers continued to send him letters in subsequent years requesting his intervention on their behalf--a tragic testament to the trust they placed in him long after he had moved on, as well as a sign of their mounting desperation.

The council in Sierra Leone, meanwhile, ignored the pleas for land by Black settlers, who continued to fight for their dignity. "We have not the Education which White Men have," a 1793 petition stated, "yet we have feeling the same as other human beings." That summer, the settlers Cato Perkins and Isaac Anderson, veterans of Dunmore's regiment, sailed to London to present the complaint to the company directors, asking for "nothing but what you Promised us." The directors refused to consider the petition.

Freetown's Black settlers eventually organized their own legal system and elected an assembly; the white overseers refused to recognize it. And so, in 1800, the heads of 150 families, likely representing about half the settlement's homes, met to announce that their law system would soon go into effect, essentially declaring independence from the white-controlled government. One of them was Harry Washington. When the colony's marshal attempted to arrest the faction's leaders, Washington retreated to the outskirts of town with 40 or so others.

The British quickly put down the uprising and captured the rebels. Thirty-one men were tried for "open and unprovoked rebellion." Two were hanged. Others, including Washington, were banished to the far shore of the Sierra Leone River. Washington was named the head of this group, but the paper trail ends there. His final fate is unknown.

The Sierra Leone Company did not survive the turmoil, and the British government took over Sierra Leone in 1808, a year after Parliament outlawed the slave trade. The new governor was appalled to find a colony of "runaway slaves" filled with "absurd enthusiasm" in their religion and "wild notions of liberty" in their politics. They displayed, he added, "everything that is vile in the American."

Relations between the British rulers and Black settlers remained tense. After 1819, the Royal Navy used Freetown as a base for its anti-slaving campaign, a relocation center for those intercepted on slave ships, and, soon after, the capital of British West Africa. Occasional rebellions were brutally suppressed. Only in 1961 did Sierra Leone's Black population gain independence.

Today, citizens in Sierra Leone and Nova Scotia continue to honor their Black American roots, but elsewhere the diaspora that followed the American Revolution has been largely forgotten. It ought not to be; the unlikely alliance between British military leaders and enslaved Americans, in fact, helped plant the seeds for broader emancipation.

Individuals like Washington and Peters demonstrated that those who had been enslaved were as willing to fight and die for the British empire as any other redcoat, chipping away at entrenched notions of racial inferiority. And in Nova Scotia and Sierra Leone, they boldly demanded equal justice, representation in government, and a measure of prosperity. After imposing its 1807 ban on the slave trade, Britain abolished slavery throughout the empire in 1833.

In the young United States, enslavers did not soon forget what they saw as Britain's theft of their property. But American abolitionists such as John Quincy Adams would come to view Britain's wartime proclamations as important legal precedents in their own struggle to end lifetime servitude.

A Massachusetts lawyer named Benjamin Butler had also studied the British documents. When the Civil War began in 1861, he was made commander of Fort Monroe, near Norfolk, which remained in Union hands. Shortly after Butler arrived, three enslaved men who had been ordered to dig trenches for the Confederates sought refuge at the fort; General Butler declared them spoils of war and refused to hand them over to the enemy. "Out of this incident seems to have grown one of the most sudden and important revolutions in popular thought which took place during the whole war," wrote two of President Abraham Lincoln's secretaries.

Senator Charles Sumner of Massachusetts privately lobbied Lincoln to emancipate and arm Black Americans, but the president feared this move would incur a court challenge from white northerners. Sumner, however, insisted that the edicts made by British leaders like Dunmore during the Revolution provided the necessary legal cover.

This argument eventually persuaded Lincoln. His famous 1863 Emancipation Proclamation was, like those made some nine decades before, tentative and conditional. This time, however, it sounded the death knell for the American institution of slavery.

"Hats and bonnets were in the air, and we have three cheers for Abraham Lincoln," Frederick Douglass wrote after witnessing a reading of the decree in New York City. "And three cheers for about everybody else." Those cheers should sound for Black Patriots who fought for American independence, as well as for exiled Black Loyalists like Harry Washington, who helped pave the way for a nation more willing to uphold its most vaunted ideal.



Support for this article was provided by the British Library's Eccles Institute for the Americas and Oceania Philip Davies Fellowship. It appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "The Black Loyalists."
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Why Did Benjamin Franklin's Son Remain Loyal to the British?

One of the most influential and ardent Patriots couldn't persuade his son to join the Revolution.

by Stacy Schiff




On the whole, the Founding Fathers, those towering patriarchs, fared poorly when it came to sons. George Washington and James Madison had none. Thomas Jefferson's only legitimate one died in infancy. Samuel Adams also outlived his. With the exception of John Quincy Adams, no other son of a Founder rose to his father's stature. The unluckiest of all may have been Benjamin Franklin, who, in the course of a deeply familial contest, lost a cherished son the hardheaded way: to politics.

The two were for years each other's closest confidant. As one associate noted, William Franklin had, by his late 20s, become his father's "friend, his brother, his intimate and easy companion." Franklin raised his son with all the advantages he had not enjoyed. Where he had only briefly attended school, William studied with a private tutor. He kept a pony. He signed no indenture papers.

Similarities surfaced early. Around the time he turned 15, William ran off to join the crew of a ship docked in Philadelphia, from which his father retrieved him. Franklin could hardly argue with the dash for freedom, having made his own at 17. He too had longed, as a youth, for the sea. Shortly after his escapade, William was allowed to enlist in the British army. The concession seemed to affirm that he in no way suffered from the brand of "harsh and tyrannical treatment" that Franklin had known as a boy, treatment he thought might explain his later aversion to arbitrary power. He was, and knew he was, an indulgent parent. He once counseled a friend to give a child all he wanted, so that the child would develop a pleasant countenance. William was exceedingly handsome.

William's military career ended in 1748, with the conclusion of King George's War. While studying law, he over the next few years stepped into a string of political posts as his father vacated them. Father and son joined the same clubs and supported the same charities. They performed electrical experiments together and campaigned for office together. They were nearly shipwrecked together when, in 1757, they sailed to London, where together they visited the British Museum and watched David Garrick play Hamlet. (A fiancee of whom Franklin disapproved was left behind, soon forgotten by William.) William made business calls on his father's behalf when Franklin found himself confined, by a months-long illness, to bed. He took his dictation. Oxford conferred an honorary doctorate on Franklin in 1762 for his electrical discoveries. Farther back in the same procession marched William, then in his early 30s, who received a master's degree.

Read: Ben Franklin's radical theory of happiness

Deeply grateful for his father's "numberless indulgencies," William in 1758 professed himself willing to follow him to America, or to go to "any other part of the world, whenever you think it necessary," and he did. The two traveled around the British Isles and to the continent, from which they returned in time for the 1761 coronation of George III. (William alone obtained a special ticket that allowed him to join the procession, all the way into Westminster Abbey.) They visited Northamptonshire, where Franklin filled in some blanks in the family history. He returned to that visit later when he began his Autobiography, which masquerades as a letter to William.




Friends commented on how much the two men resembled each other in manner and bearing. There could be no tributes to the other side of the family; it was common knowledge in Philadelphia that Franklin's wife was not William's mother. If William knew her name, he was among the few who did. For all intents and purposes, he seemed to have been the love child of Ben Franklin and Poor Richard. His mother's identity frustrates us as much today as it did the 18th-century gossips, who turned her--especially in the thick of an election season--into an abused handmaid or oysterwoman, left by Franklin to beg in the streets. She was likely a household servant for whom Franklin provided, having arranged to raise their son himself.

The stain of William's birth reared its head in London only when--at a surprisingly early age--he was named a royal governor. He was too young to have made enemies of his own, but his father's weighed in loudly. For years William would face down cracks about his "exalted birth." As a rule, royal governors were gentlemen, if not always gentlemen with experience. Franklin was not on hand when William married that fall in London, but he was very much on hand for William's 1763 New Jersey inauguration. He had reason to feel proud: The son who had grown up above a Philadelphia print shop, the keeper of his secrets and his political alter ego, was now "His Excellency William Franklin, Esq., Captain-General, Governor and Commander in Chief in and over the province of New-Jersey, and territories thereon depending in America, Chancellor and Vice-Admiral in the same." William looked forward to "an easy agreeable administration." In an office that did not count among his father's hand-me-downs, he came into his own, proving an especially able governor, if one who continued to submit reports to his superiors first to his father, for editing.

From the February 1871 issue: The story of Dr. Franklin's famous book

In 1764, Franklin returned to London as a colonial agent. An ocean away, William remained expert at guessing which essays in the press were his father's at a time when "An Admirer of Truth and Goodness," "Timoleon," and "Undeniable Facts" counted as bylines. If The London Chronicle reminded the arbiters of colonial affairs of "the lasting power of resentment on the human mind," William was quick to recognize the hand behind it.

When rumors flew in the colonies that Franklin had personally designed the Stamp Act, William refuted the charges. When his half sister fell in love, William stepped in, on his father's behalf, to attempt to head off what seemed a disadvantageous marriage. (He was unsuccessful. The purported fortune hunter became his brother-in-law.) Franklin's most intimate letters--the reports on the compliments that puffed him up, the hints that he might expect an appointment in the British administration, the violent longings for home--went to William. With no other man was Ben Franklin ever so naked on the page.

A spark of discord flared in 1773, after Franklin mailed a packet of confidential Crown correspondence to Boston, to sensational effect. Not for a minute did the royal governor of New Jersey believe his father capable of retailing stolen letters of his fellow Crown officers; he was appalled to discover him behind such a morally dubious transaction. As Franklin explained once his secret was revealed, he had hoped the documents might temper colonial animosity toward London. He did not mind throwing a royal governor--at least a Massachusetts royal governor--under the bus. He had come around to the belief that Parliament "has no right to make any law whatever" for the colonies. He knew William disagreed but would not attempt to convert him. He hoped only that William would act with integrity, leaving his constituents happier than he had found them.

That was before Franklin was hauled before the Privy Council to answer for the stolen letters and--in a quirk of timing--take the blame for the destruction of the tea in Boston Harbor, in which he had played no role. He had believed himself impervious to censure. A brutal, public evisceration proved him wrong. His first instinct, days later, was to suggest that William resign in solidarity. Given Franklin's disfavor in London, William could expect no promotion. (William had been angling for a more lucrative post in Barbados. For years, Franklin had subsidized New Jersey's royal governor, his salary insufficient to meet his needs.) Two weeks later, Franklin changed his mind. Surely the Crown would expect a resignation. He preferred to deprive it of that satisfaction.

The advice hardly mattered, as William had not the slightest intention of resigning. He did assure his father of one rule of colonial physics; with the London drubbing, Franklin's American popularity soared to new heights. William permitted himself to vent a little about the absurd entity that called itself the Continental Congress. The split screen opens around this time: William was shocked that Boston had no interest in reimbursing the East India Company for the 342 chests of tea the town had launched into its harbor. By September 1774, Franklin was arguing that Parliament should reimburse the company's loss, with the monies it had extorted from the colonies. Then, as if out of the blue, came a poisoned dart. "But you," Franklin wrote to his son, "who are a thorough courtier, see every thing with government eyes."

By the time he replied, in late December 1774, William had cause for anger. He was fresh from having buried his stepmother. Her disappointment in not having seen her husband in a decade, William reported, lips pursed, "had preyed a good deal on her spirits." He could not understand why his father remained abroad. Franklin would change no minds in London, where he was regarded with "an evil eye" and where he risked arrest. Would he not be more useful quieting the turbulent spirits in America? William assumed the paternalistic role, reminding his father of his responsibilities; it was the older generation that had been radicalized. However lunatic Franklin might think the London administration, surely he had to admit that there was equal lunacy in America. This was, William ultimately acknowledged, "a disagreeable subject, and I'll drop it."

As he finally sailed for Philadelphia in 1775, Franklin composed the longest letter we know him to have written, a 196-page behemoth that catalogs the raised and dashed hopes of his final London months, during which he labored--in a tour of drawing rooms and a round of covert discussions, with sweet words and in "cool sullen silence"--to work out an Anglo-American compromise. He reported on the searing insults and abject flattery; the hints of bribes; the contempt for a people understood to be "the lowest of mankind, and almost of a different species from the English of Britain"; and his conviction, in the end, that the House of Lords appeared "to have scarce discretion enough to govern a herd of swine." This account he addressed to the son whom he had not seen in a decade. As Dr. Franklin wrote on the high seas, Governor Franklin was secretly passing every scrap of intelligence he could gather on the activities of the Continental Congress to London. Franklin disembarked to the news that shots had been fired at Lexington and Concord.

There was an additional wrinkle. Illegitimate children seemed to run in the family. With Franklin sailed William's 15-year-old son, Temple, born in London. Neither William's wife nor the rest of the family knew of his existence. Initially William hoped he might introduce Temple as the son of an unfortunate relative whom he had agreed to raise as his own. Franklin preferred the direct approach. "I brought over a grandson with me," he baldly informed his sister. There is no record of how William's wife greeted the news of the instant stepson with the polished manners, who impressed even his hard-driving grandfather. Franklin had taken charge of Temple's education, a statement that spoke volumes, as did the fact that Franklin billed William for the expenses.

Along with much of America, William waited to see on which political side his father would land. Franklin remained so tight-lipped that some wrote him off as a British spy. The reserve persisted for some time, though William had his suspicions, as would any close reader of that 196-page letter. More than anything, he wished that his father would retire from all public affairs. He warned him that if Franklin intended "to set the colonies in a flame, he would take care to run away by the light of it," a friend later recalled.

When finally it came, the confrontation was loud. At William's stately New Jersey home that summer, the two men quarreled so violently that they roused the neighbors. Franklin warned William that his position would soon prove uncomfortable, as William well knew. As early as June 1775, he anticipated arrest. His legal authority seemed at an end. His militia no longer reported to him. He begged London to observe strict secrecy with his correspondence, every shred of which could prove his undoing. Despite the dangers, he assured London that nothing would induce him "to swerve in the least from that loyalty and duty, which I owe His Majesty which has been the pride of my life to demonstrate upon all occasions."

Not for the first time, a tussle broke out over the word patriotism. In America after 1775 an honest patriot subscribed to American independence. In the mind of the New Jersey royal governor, those individuals were "pretended patriots," "desperate gamesters," "banditti," and delusional dupes. "A real patriot," William informed his disgruntled legislature, "can seldom or ever speak popular language. A false one will never suffer himself to speak anything else." Those lines figured in his last address as governor. As his father read drafts of the Declaration of Independence, William was carted off, to jeers and insults. He refused to answer questions, railed that the Continental Congress had usurped the King's authority, and attempted escape. Under heavy guard, he reached Connecticut on July 4, 1776. He left behind a wife nearly out of her wits with fright.

As the son of a leading Loyalist and the grandson of a leading Revolutionary, Temple turned overnight into a sort of walking embodiment of civil war. To deliver word from his stepmother, he requested Franklin's permission to visit his father in prison. It was denied, but not, as Temple parried, because Franklin feared that his grandson might share dangerous intelligence. At his address, William could make little use of such information even if Temple happened to impart it, Franklin dryly observed. Temple might retire any political suspicions; Franklin was acting solely from "tender concern" for his welfare. He belonged, Franklin chided, at school rather than rambling about Connecticut. Or so Franklin wrote on September 22. He was soon to have a better idea.

William meanwhile remained recalcitrant. For collaborating with British officers while on parole, he was transferred to solitary confinement in a filthy cell. He felt buried alive, in the company of rats. He preferred to be taken out and shot. After three months he appealed, in moving terms, to George Washington. William could hardly eat or sleep. He was "one of the most miserable wretches breathing." His wife's failing health was paramount in his mind. Might he be granted permission to visit her? He assured Washington that his father, too, would be grateful were he to grant William's request. The two men differed in their political convictions, "yet it has not lessened his natural affection for me, any more than it has mine for him, which I can truly say is as great as ever." If Franklin knew of the appeal, he made no effort to intervene. By the time William emerged from prison, he looked his father's age. He was also a widower.

William did not share Franklin's gift for "cool sullen silence." When the time came to discuss a prisoner exchange, he made for a poor candidate, as he seemed unlikely to desist from launching counter-Revolutionary raids. His stubborn loyalty is easier to explain than is Franklin's stubborn anger. A royal governor for 13 years, William had finally clambered out from under Franklin's shadow. His father's politics had spoiled the earlier love affair, from which the London trip had removed him. William may have been unwilling to submit to a second sacrifice. It could not always have been easy to be Ben Franklin's son; a little rebellion may have brought relief. William had moreover swallowed an early, heady dose of Anglophilia. Only one Franklin had processed into Westminster Abbey with George III.


Before the war divided father and son, the two joined the same clubs, supported the same charities, and conducted electrical experiments together. (Universal History Archive / Getty)



The royal governor of New Jersey had moreover heard enough about base-born bastards. Respectability mattered to him in a way it did not to his iconoclastic father, whose rags-to-riches story appeals more to us than it did to the Philadelphia elite. William initially resisted arrest because he refused to answer to an illegal assembly but also because his inquisitors had failed to treat him as a gentleman. The assault on his authority was an attempt to "filch from me my good name," he howled in 1776. That name was "of more value than all other considerations," as he later explained. For it he maintained always an outsize regard; his father tended to let the insults fall where they might. Having arrived at last at an exalted status, nothing would pry William from it. He had risen above dishonor. Where Franklin well knew he had difficulty submitting to his superiors, William prided himself on his devotion to the King. While Parliament drafted the 1774 Intolerable Acts, he insisted--as he alone among Crown officials needed to do--that "no attachments or connections shall ever make me swerve from the duty of my station."

From the earliest days of his governorship, William professed himself willing to risk his life in His Majesty's service. And by 1775, he had begun to feel more validation from the British administration than from his father. The tragedy was that for all his eloquent tributes to the Crown, he remained Ben Franklin's son, suspect, for different reasons, in both camps. Or as Lord Howe's secretary put it while William languished in prison, "His father is and has been every way his misfortune."

Both men availed themselves of substitutes. When Franklin sailed to France in late 1776 to secure aid for the Revolution, he did so with Temple in tow. He needed a trusted secretary. Temple was excellent, bilingual company. A European education was at the time superior to an American one. The exchange also constituted a bit of underhanded score-settling, as Franklin acknowledged. He had, he wrote several years later, rescued a valuable young man from the clutches of the Tories, instilling in him honest republican principles. "It is enough that I have lost my son," Franklin cried, in a rare nod to the emotional toll, for which he enlisted an equally rare exclamation point. "Would they add my grandson! "

William was long in learning of Temple's departure and flabbergasted when he did. Christmas Eve 1776 found Temple at Versailles, the ideal messenger for a sensitive, exploratory overture to the French minister of foreign affairs. Having raised an Englishman, Franklin over the next years inadvertently raised a Frenchman, which is what happens when you send an impressionable adolescent with a carriage and servants on an overnight mission to Versailles.

No word passed between father and son over the next nine years. Friends evidently intuited that it was best not to mention William to Franklin, though occasionally someone blundered ahead. Family members tiptoed around the awkwardness by referring to William, when necessary, as "Temple's father." Franklin's Parisian friends universally spoke of Temple as Franklin's son, erasing the intermediate generation. So as not to muddy either the political or familial waters, Franklin discouraged Temple from any contact with his father. Comfortable at Versailles, devoted to his grandfather, Temple ably acquitted himself of his duties. Franklin had great ambitions for the teenager, on whom he doted. He seemed to understand that he had been granted a do-over. He did not intend to get this one wrong. "The doctor," the Marquis de Lafayette would note, introducing Temple to General Washington, "loves him better than any thing in the world."

Franklin had his work cut out for him in Paris, where Congress expected him to appeal to a monarchy for assistance in establishing a republic. Surrounded by spies, at odds with his colleagues, forced to proceed by stealth in a second language and an unfamiliar culture, Franklin had difficulties enough without having to hear of his son's Loyalist activities. Those reports came his way all the same, especially when William made a noisy 1782 return to London. Given the prison time, he was no longer simply a Loyalist. He was a Loyalist hero. Franklin claimed that he made it a fixed rule never to confuse private and public resentments and the evidence is largely on his side. When the time came to negotiate a peace in 1783, however, no one argued so vehemently against compensating the Loyalists for their lost American properties as the sole commissioner with a Loyalist son. If the people whom Franklin preferred to call royalists--he believed the true Loyalists to have been those who had fought for American liberty--were to be compensated for their losses, surely the Americans should be too? Coolly conflating the personal and the political, he cited the destruction of his library, carried off by the British officer who had occupied and looted his home. He happened, as Franklin surely knew, to be an associate of William's.

Franklin relented a little in 1784, hinting that he would welcome renewed contact with William now that the countries had settled their differences. William was surprised, having concluded from his father's "total neglect and inattention" during his prison years that the relationship was over. Leaping at the overture, he offered to come to Paris. He himself had buried all his American hatchets at the signing of the peace. He hoped "to revive that affectionate intercourse and connection which till the commencement of the late troubles had been the pride and happiness of my life." (The line rhymes with the 1776 "pride of my life" tribute to George III.) William believed he had acted purely out of duty to his sovereign. Given the same circumstances, he would comport himself no differently. He was forthright: "If I have been mistaken, I cannot help it. It is an error of judgment that the maturest reflection I am capable of cannot rectify." He hoped they might each forget the past. He refrained from any mention of his father having spirited off his son.

From the November 2005 issue: Free and easy

Franklin agreed to the mutual amnesia, though not before hurling a few thunderbolts. Nothing had ever hurt him so much as the abandonment in his old age of his only son, who had gone so far as to take up arms against him "in a cause wherein my good fame, fortune and life were all at stake." He could have understood had William remained neutral. But "there are natural duties which precede political ones," stressed the man who had defied his parents and missed his wife's funeral and both children's weddings. Consciously or not, he echoed William's 1774 words: It was a disagreeable subject. He would drop it. He preferred William not come to Paris, but--bowing to Temple's ardent wishes--Franklin would send Temple to London. He submitted operating instructions. Franklin intended Temple to study law. William was to supply him with his old law books. He should introduce him to no improper company. He could confide any and all family matters in Temple. They had no secrets. Temple appears to have had at least one: Franklin seemed unaware that the 24-year-old left behind in Paris a (married) mistress, pregnant with his child.

Franklin often could not remember to be angry. He shied from open confrontation. He found disputes as useless as they were unpleasant. Most of all, he reminded feuding relatives, he disliked family feuds. He insisted that he preferred immortal friendships to immortal enmities. Both he and Poor Richard advocated always for forgiveness. But he could not, or would not, fold William back into his affections. The embarrassment and dishonor, the sense of betrayal--all words he avoided, preferring to detour around what was for him the greatest casualty of the war, which had cost him his best friend--ran too deep. He continued to believe there was not a man on Earth who could justly say that Ben Franklin had wronged him, wholly overlooking the one in London. He could brook dissent--he corresponded with any number of friends who saw the Revolution differently--but not by someone who shared his name.

Long after he had signed the Treaty of Paris, establishing America's existence, Franklin remained implacable on the subject of Loyalist compensation. A hired assassin, Franklin conceded, "has a right to his pay." But surely his employers should compensate him rather than his victims. He loaded his anger into an unpublished fable, writing off the royalists as a fratricidal "mongrel race," lines he could not have written without realizing that his own son belonged to that genus. To the end of his life, the resentment burned bright. "We are commanded to forgive our enemies," he reminded one correspondent, "but we are nowhere commanded to forgive our friends."

There was a brief 1785 reunion in Southampton, as Franklin prepared to sail to America. It was probably not much helped that he could have read, days earlier, that William continued to petition the Crown on behalf of the Loyalists. Franklin was affectionate in person but also adamant that William assign his American properties to Temple, to settle his debt to him for the years of subsidies. William balked. The properties were worth twice as much. He assumed he was being penalized for his politics, as he indisputably was. He was wounded; the transaction drove home that his father "preferred my son's interest to mine, and that I held not an equal place in his affections." For the sake of family harmony, he agreed all the same to his father's terms. Franklin afterward went silent, refusing to answer his letters. Temple explained that he was offended still by William's bristling at his terms. On the rare occasion when he referred to William, Franklin explained that they were estranged and that William kept aloof, which was untrue. Father and son never saw each other again.

When Franklin's will was read in 1790, William discovered that he had essentially been disinherited all over again. The first item was a rebuke for the wartime part he had played against his father, a part, Franklin added revealingly, of "public notoriety." William was struck by Franklin's "shameful injustice" but also furious for practical reasons, having made little progress with the British administration in securing reparations. To prove his loyalty to the King and to put an end to a rumor that he and his father had hedged their bets, he had submitted Franklin's pitiless letters to him, now lost. Not only had there been no collusion, but he had placed his duty to his sovereign over "the wishes of a revered parent." In the process he had forfeited every shred of his father's affection.

Having claimed damages of PS48,000, William received PS1,800, along with a pension that barely covered his London expenses. (When his sister came to visit, he regretted that he did not have room to put her up. There had been multiple guest rooms in the New Jersey mansion, far more lavish than Franklin's Philadelphia home.) Temple returned to London after Franklin's death but preferred Paris, where he settled after siring a second illegitimate child. (The first had died in infancy.) Franklin's son and grandson quarreled. William wrote Temple out of his will, substituting his granddaughter. William was more hurt, he claimed, than he had ever been. He did not relish the idea of "dying at enmity with one so nearly connected." He and Temple never reconciled.

Aside from his supersize 1775 letter, Franklin left only one other piece of sustained writing. Though he added to his Autobiography nearly until his death, he never carried the story of his life beyond the late 1750s, when he was still a loyal British subject. William, too, endures as a devoted subject, if one who fades from view in the book's later sections. The "lasting power of resentment on the human mind" figures nowhere in Franklin's pages, the most popular autobiography in America and a clear-eyed ode to tolerance and reason. Franklin had ample opportunity to revise the work, and he did. He never touched the first words, which remain "Dear Son."



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Dear Son." When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The American Experiment

At 250, the Revolution's goals remain noble and indispensable.

by Jeffrey Goldberg


The Pennsylvania Magazine had a brief run: It was published monthly from January 1775 to July 1776. The Declaration of Independence appeared in its last issue, in a regular section called "Monthly Intelligence." (Photograph by Rythum Vinoben for The Atlantic. Document courtesy of the John Carter Brown Library.)



"A magazine, when properly conducted, is the nursery of genius; and by constantly accumulating new matter, becomes a kind of market for wit and utility."

Thomas Paine made this (true) statement in 1775, in the first issue of The Pennsylvania Magazine, for which he served as editor. In this same manifesto, he had unkind words for the magazine's older cousins. "The British magazines, at their commencement, were the repositories of ingenuity: They are now the retailers of tale and nonsense. From elegance they sunk to simplicity, from simplicity to folly, and from folly to voluptuousness."

Paine, though enamored of the new American style of magazine making, resigned his post after less than a year because the owner refused to give him a raise. His premature departure allowed him time to write Common Sense, so a skinflint publisher inadvertently aided the cause of freedom.

The John Carter Brown Library, a treasury of American history on the campus of Brown University, holds the complete run of The Pennsylvania Magazine, and on a recent visit I became preoccupied with the July 1776 issue, the last one ever published. It is richly idiosyncratic. One article discusses the most effective way to prevent scurvy at sea ("one ounce and an half of the juice of oranges or lemons," mixed with grog), and a lengthy exhortation warns women that their hairpins could kill them. "How little do our ladies imagine, when they surround their heads with wire, the most powerful of all conductors, and at the same time wear stockings, shoes, and gowns of silk, one of the most powerful repellants, that they prepare their bodies in the same manner, and according to the same principles, as electricians prepare their conductors for attracting the fire of lightning?"

Hidden near the back of the magazine we find a set of documents, collected under the rubric "Monthly Intelligence." These documents include the newly written constitutions of Virginia, Connecticut, and New Jersey, as well as ... the Declaration of Independence.

I personally might have given the Declaration more of a boost. This was the July 1776 issue, after all, and I must imagine that the decision by the united colonies to declare independence from King George III counted among the more important news events of the month. I asked Karin Wulf, the historian who leads the library, why the editors might have buried the Declaration. She speculated that they took seriously the format of their monthly book. "It's true that we think of the Declaration of Independence as a broadside publication, not something to run up against the New Jersey state constitution," she said. But editors, even then, were "committed to the structure and order of the magazine, and that's where a document like this belonged."

Entirely plausible. And yet, I would argue--noncontroversially, I hope--that the Declaration, and what it stood for, deserved better placement. And a big, clanging headline.

The Atlantic in your hands does not make the mistake of downplaying the Declaration, or the events of 1776. You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or uncritical in our approach, but we are indeed motivated by the idea that the American Revolution represents one of the most important events in the history of the planet, and its ideals continue to symbolize hope and freedom for humankind.

You have no doubt noticed that this issue commemorating the 250th anniversary of the founding of the United States comes not long after the 249th anniversary. We are publishing this at the end of 2025 for a number of reasons: This month marks the launch of an Atlantic project meant to explain the meaning of the Revolution and its consequences, which we will carry through all of next year. We wanted to place ourselves, in the coming discussion, ahead of the curve (and ahead of our more voluptuous competitors). We also recognize that the American experiment is under extraordinary pressure at the moment, and we think it important to do anything we can to illuminate the challenges we face.

And one more, specific reason as well: Last year, in conversation with the great documentarian Ken Burns about his forthcoming series, The American Revolution, I realized that a companion issue of the magazine would be appreciated by our readers, and be useful to the general public--especially to people who are worried about the staying power of the American idea. The documentary, which will be broadcast on PBS in six parts beginning on November 16, is accompanied by a fascinating article written for this issue by Burns and his co-directors, Sarah Botstein and David Schmidt. In it, they describe the difficulties of putting on film a war fought before the advent of photography, and they suggest that the Revolution is so enveloped in myth that it would take a lifetime to make clear its stakes. (The three directors, expert documentary makers all, actually needed only 12 hours to capture the shocking complexity of the period.)

In pursuit of illumination, we have assembled in this current issue an extraordinary range of writers. Here are just a few: Rick Atkinson tells us the complicated truth of King George (there is more to him than mere madness); Annette Gordon-Reed looks at America's unmet promise; Stacy Schiff examines the civil war within the Franklin family; Caity Weaver learns to fire a musket; John Swansburg, who led the team that edited this issue (our largest in years), revives Rip Van Winkle; George Packer makes the case for an enlightened patriotism rooted in the ideals of 1776; Fintan O'Toole asks what the Founders would make of America today; and Jake Lundberg, The Atlantic's in-house historian and archivist, writes about Lincoln and the way in which he called upon the spirit of 1776 to remind his fellow Americans of the work still before them. "As the nation fractured, Lincoln summoned the Revolution as neither empty hypocrisy nor mindless triumph," Lundberg writes, "but as an unfinished project whose noblest values could redeem the past and heal the present."

The project is still unfinished, and troubled, but it remains a project worth pursuing. That is the argument of this issue.



Thank you to the British Library, which opened its doors to us, including the doors to King George III's (suitably majestic) 65,000-volume private collection, and supported research. Thank you as well to the John Carter Brown Library, which shared artifacts from its remarkable collection of Americana. 



This editor's note appears in the November 2025 print edition.
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No One Gave a Speech Like Patrick Henry

How he roused a nation to war

by Drew Gilpin Faust




Patrick Henry is generally treated as a second-string Founding Father. He didn't write--or even sign--the Declaration of Independence. He didn't write the Constitution. Instead, fearing that it allocated too much power to a centralized government, he did all he could to defeat it. He was not a Revolutionary military hero. He did not explain lightning, invent bifocals, take Paris by diplomatic storm, or write an autobiography that has become a classic in American literature. Henry did attend the First and Second Continental Congresses, but made little mark. After 1775, he remained in his home state of Virginia, where he would serve five terms as governor. He did not again take up national service.

What Patrick Henry did above all was talk--and get talked about. He astonished his listeners as the most compelling public speaker they had ever encountered. He was, John Adams proclaimed, the Demosthenes of his age. Thomas Jefferson hailed him as "the greatest orator that ever lived." In the opinion of Edmund Randolph, the country's first attorney general, Henry's eloquence "unlocked the secret springs of the human heart, robbed danger of all its terror, and broke the keystone in the arch of royal power." Many of his contemporaries agreed that he made the Revolution possible with words that rendered it both desirable and inevitable.

He certainly had no rhetorical rival among the other Founders. George Washington was frightened of public speaking, and trembled visibly during his first inaugural address. When a speech was required of him, Jefferson customarily spoke so softly that he could scarcely be heard. Benjamin Franklin offered copious advice on rhetoric to others, but himself preferred print to oratory. His most famous "speech"--urging unity at the Constitutional Convention in 1787--was a written text that he gave to another delegate to read aloud. James Madison, in spite of his brilliant legal mind, was a nervous speaker, with a shrill and off-putting voice.

Henry reminds us of how our inability to hear the past before the advent of audio recording has left us with an incomplete and even distorted understanding of history. He lived in an era when the spoken word had not yet been overtaken by the power and reach of print. This was a time--and Henry was a figure--we can only poorly understand if we do not recognize the centrality of oratory.

An assiduous scholar has located nearly 100 responses by individuals who heard Henry's speeches, so we at least have secondhand access to the impact of his words. We can't retrieve his voice, but we can find accounts of how it made audiences feel. As one contemporary explained, there was "an irresistible force to his words which no description could make intelligible to one who had never seen him, nor heard him speak." On a trip through Virginia as a young man, the future president Andrew Jackson sought out the orator he had heard so much about. "No description I had ever heard," he reflected, "no conception I had ever formed, had given me any just idea of the man's powers of eloquence." Patrick Henry had become a tourist attraction.

We can't even read Henry's most important speeches. The potency of his rhetoric derived in no small part from its extemporaneity. He left no texts or notes of his Revolutionary-era addresses, and observers described being so swept up in the moment that they were unable to document his performances. "No reporter whatever could take down what he actually said," the Virginia judge Spencer Roane remembered. "Much of the effect of his eloquence arose from his voice, gesture, etc., which in print is entirely lost." Today, Henry's legacy is left chiefly to schoolchildren tasked with memorizing and reciting a reconstruction of his "Liberty or Death" speech of 1775, pieced together by his biographer William Wirt from witnesses' testimony two decades after his death.

Henry clearly possessed a particular genius. But his gift took on great significance because of the time and place in which he was able to use it. The rhetorical style that Henry embraced to advocate for the Revolution was a revolution in its own right. Casting himself as a "plain man," he ignored prevailing conventions of classical oratory that foregrounded carefully reasoned addresses influenced by the teachings of Cicero and Quintilian. Instead Henry regarded the human heart, not the mind, as the appropriate target for his words. His intended audience was not just the small world of learned men, but the far larger one of ordinary citizens--many with meager, if any, education--whom he sought to move as much as persuade. "Your passions are no longer your own when he addresses them," George Mason, the Virginia planter and politician, observed. Henry's was a popular and democratic, rather than elite, rhetoric. At the same time, his critics saw it as potentially--and dangerously--demagogic. Edmund Randolph explained that Henry was "naturally hailed as the democratic chief."

Embracing Henry was, in the minds of many Virginia aristocrats, a bit like supping with the devil. Jefferson admired him extravagantly, but belittled him as well, deploring his coarse appearance and vocabulary, his seeming lack of learning. But that vulgarity was exactly what Americans needed as they sought to mobilize against British rule. Henry was, in Jefferson's view, vulgar in the sense of "offensive to elevated taste." But he was also vulgar in the sense of "pertaining to the common man." Virginia's Tidewater aristocrats accepted the first in order to leverage the latter. They needed a people aroused in support of independence, even as they understood what empowerment of the people might ultimately imply for their own status and control. In 1824, Jefferson confessed that it was "not now easy to say what we should have done without him." Henry's speeches transformed both political discourse and American politics.

Whereas the scions of Virginia's elite resided in brick mansions in the Tidewater, Henry came from the more rugged Piedmont region of the interior. His father was a well-educated landowner and enslaver, but lacked the refinement and status of the Byrds or Carters or Randolphs. Henry had a haphazard education, and at about the age of 10 left school to be tutored by his father. He at first scrambled to make a living, working as a store clerk, toiling in the fields as a farmer, and running a tavern before finding his way to the law--not through formal education but after a series of individual examinations with prominent jurists.

His Piedmont home provided a different sort of education. In the 1740s, a series of religious revivals swept through the Virginia backcountry, sparked by the preaching of the extraordinary itinerant English evangelist George Whitefield, then carried forward by a Presbyterian minister named Samuel Davies, who, as one observer noted, turned Henry's Hanover County into "the suburbs of Heaven." Henry heard Whitefield preach in 1745, when he was only 9 years old. After his mother became a devoted adherent of evangelical Presbyterianism, sermons and religious rhetoric became a central part of young Henry's life. She took him regularly to hear Davies and made him repeat the essence of each sermon on the way home. Henry was transfixed by the power of Davies's words and always acknowledged the minister's influence.

Davies represented a phenomenon that extended well beyond Virginia. Whitefield had traveled close to 5,000 miles up and down the Atlantic Seaboard, speaking to substantial crowds on some 350 occasions. His tour had sparked revivals throughout the colonies, with preachers such as Jonathan Edwards in Massachusetts and Gilbert Tennent in New Jersey, as well as Davies in Virginia, building on his message after his return to England. As the first colony-wide, American experience, this Great Awakening was a harbinger of things to come. But it represented more than an initial example of intercolonial connection. The message of the new evangelical preaching was one of the heart and the emotions, not just of learning and reason. It offered the hope of salvation to all its listeners, regardless of education or social standing. It was an implicit and sometimes explicit challenge to privilege and status.

In Virginia, the wave of conversions in the 1740s was followed by a second surge of evangelical fervor in the 1760s, once again in areas near Henry's home, but this time focused among Baptists and even more democratic in its implications. Authorities regarded these eruptions, chiefly coming from lower-class and uneducated white people, as a threat to the social order that required suppression and even arrests. Henry was an active defender of the right of Baptists to preach and assemble and was even said to have ridden an extra 50 miles on one occasion to offer his legal services to a group of Baptists jailed in Spotsylvania County for disturbing the peace.

From his experiences in Hanover County as the son of an evangelical mother, Henry brought rhetorical influences and democratic impulses to his public life. His voice became one dedicated to conversion--though in the realm of man, not of God. Henry rapidly established himself as a country lawyer. His courtroom successes created widespread demand for his services as well as a considerable stream of income. His extensive speculation in lands in western Virginia and Ohio contributed to his growing wealth, and he acquired more than 60 enslaved workers. Henry's oratory would establish him as a voice of the people, but economic and social circumstances placed him among Virginia's privileged gentry.

The speech that vaulted Henry into political prominence came during a 1763 court case that was known as Parson's Cause. Voicing the resentment of ordinary Virginians against the clergy of the established Anglican Church, Henry advanced arguments well beyond the tenets of prevailing law. Instead, he successfully appealed to the jury with abstract--and inspiring--principles of local self-determination in the face of what he characterized as monarchical tyranny. Henry's rhetoric foreshadowed positions he would soon take against presumptions of British power. Just two years later, as a new member of the House of Burgesses, he proposed what came to be known as the Virginia Resolves, instigating the colonies' unified opposition to the Stamp Act. Henry soon became one of the earliest advocates for American independence. His success as a lawyer and as a political speaker derived in no small part from his tactic of elevating specific issues into the transcendent realms of justice and virtue. He inspired his audience with a changed understanding of what was at stake, casting his arguments as matters of life and death.

Henry delivered his legendary "Liberty or Death" speech on March 23, 1775, at the meeting of the Second Virginia Convention in Richmond's Henrico Parish Church. The colonies were already well on their way to war with England, which would begin just a month later at Lexington and Concord. The First Continental Congress had the previous fall created a Continental Association committed to resisting British incursions on American rights, and Virginians were assembling to prepare for the conflict that was coming to seem inevitable. The decision to meet in Richmond, a modest town 50 miles beyond the reach of the royal governor in the capital of Williamsburg, was itself an indication that the representatives recognized the boldness of their actions.

Yet many members of the Virginia gentry remained nervous about what lay ahead and uncertain whether preparation was simply prudent or would in itself escalate differences and make reconciliation with Britain impossible. These men of status, reputation, and means were not yet ready to risk their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor. It would be Patrick Henry's job to get them there.

Some 120 Virginians, including such worthies as Jefferson and Washington, gathered on a hill high above the James River, crowding into the pewboxes of the wood-framed church, the largest structure available in a town that had only recently grown to 600 souls. After lengthy discussion ultimately approving the work of the Continental Congress, Henry rose on the fourth day of the convention to ask the clerk to read a set of resolutions proposing that "this Colony be immediately put into a posture of defence." The time had come for "embodying, arming, and disciplining" a Virginia militia, he maintained. When cautious delegates objected to such a public declaration of military mobilization as unduly provocative, Henry responded with his famous speech.

The text that schoolchildren have declaimed and aspiring orators have studied since the early 19th century was derived from recollections that the distinguished jurist St. George Tucker provided to Wirt, Henry's biographer, sometime between 1805 and 1815. Tucker was present at the convention to hear Henry speak, and judged that "nothing has ever excelled it, and nothing has ever equaled it in its power and effect." The version he provided for Wirt and for posterity rests upon the accuracy of his memory of a day more than three decades earlier. Historians have sparred for more than two centuries now over the reliability of this rendering. William Safire, the late journalist, presidential speechwriter, and authority on language and rhetoric, offered the measured assessment of an informed critic: "My own judgment is that Patrick Henry made a rousing speech that day that did conclude with the line about liberty or death; that a generation later, to respond to the wishes of his friend writing a biography of the patriot, Judge Tucker recalled what he could and made up the rest. If that is so, Judge Tucker belongs among the ranks of history's best ghostwriters." A unique ghostwriter whose work followed rather than preceded the text.


March 1775: Patrick Henry gives his most famous speech, a month before the fighting at Lexington and Concord. (Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty)



Henry customarily appeared in public in simple, sometimes even stained, rustic clothing--caring, a contemporary remarked, "very little about his personal appearance" and on occasion seeming as if he had come fresh from the hunt. For a gathering of the colony's most prominent citizens, Henry likely chose more respectable clothing: a plain dark suit appropriate to his presentation of himself as an ordinary man. At odds with expectation and elite fashion, Henry usually wore a shabby, unpowdered wig. Observers described how Henry impressed audiences with his look of severity, his piercing blue-gray eyes in constant motion beneath thick, dark eyebrows. He held his long, thin frame in a pronounced stoop, and the tendons of his neck conveyed his intensity, standing out "like whipcords," one witness recalled, as he began to speak.

Critics frequently commented on the "homespun" character of Henry's language, and Jefferson dismissed Henry's voice and pronunciation as common and unrefined. John Page, who served on Virginia's Privy Council while Henry was governor and was later governor himself, confirmed that Henry habitually employed such coarse usages as yearth for "earth," naiteral for "natural," and larnin for "learning." He used common words to appeal to common men.

Henry was known for beginning his speeches with understatement. It was his pattern to lull his listeners into moderating their expectations by holding back on his passion and rhetorical display. Henry opened his remarks to the 1775 convention calmly, with deference to "the very worthy gentlemen" who had just spoken in support of caution and with an apology for any disrespect his expression of differences with them might seem to imply. Henry's words were intended to appear not only as a winning act of goodwill but also as a means of establishing his humbleness before the elite Virginians from whom he wished to distinguish himself.

Yet Henry's humility was in no sense meekness. He intended to offer his sentiments "freely and without reserve," and overcome any "fear of giving offense." Silence and decorum, he insisted, would not be gestures of respect but acts of treason. Henry had quickly moved from polite deference to defining "the magnitude of the subject" at hand--"nothing less than a question of freedom or slavery." He had transported his audience and his argument into the domain of the existential. For the members of the Virginia gentry who sat before him, there could be no more palpable contrast than the one they experienced and enforced every day: the rights they prized and enjoyed enabled by the bondage of the 40 percent of the Virginia population they enslaved. The very force of the paradox made freedom seem all the more precious. They lived as perpetual witnesses to the meaning of liberty denied.

From this opening, Henry pivoted to the framework of evangelical religion as he cautioned his audience about the dangers inherent in "illusions of hope." They must be shaken out of their complacency to seize their own "temporal salvation." Like Jonathan Edwards, who used the image of a spider dangling over a flame to beseech his congregation to "consider the fearful danger you are in," Henry invoked both Old Testament and New, the Book of Jeremiah and the Gospel of Mark. Were his listeners like those who, "having eyes, see not, and having ears, hear not?" he demanded. He insisted that Virginians must act, "whatever anguish of spirit it may cost." Don't believe any conciliatory gestures, he warned, for Britain, like Judas, will deceive you: "Suffer not yourselves to be betrayed with a kiss."

Henry issued a cascade of rhetorical questions--partly to clarify Britain's nefarious intentions, but also, more important, to compel his listeners to interrogate their hopes and acknowledge them as false. We don't know whether any of his questions evoked a verbal response from the delegates. Did they shout "No!" when Henry asked, "Are fleets and armies necessary to a work of love and reconciliation?" or "Shall we resort to entreaty and humble supplication?" Perhaps. The convention seemed to reflect something of the call-and-response characteristic of evangelical and enthusiastic religion. But Henry's questions certainly demanded soul-searching from the individuals subjected to his challenge. With the rising cadence of his injunctions--"Ask yourselves ..."--he not only confronted but connected with each of his listeners. In the role of exhorter--a term often used in this era for evangelical preachers--he addressed his audience less as a convention than a congregation. Having destroyed the grounds for illusion--"Let us not, I beseech you, sir, deceive ourselves longer"--he proceeded to provide answers to his questions in a call to action: "We must fight."

From the February 1888 issue: Patrick Henry

In a series of declarative phrases that recounted the fruitlessness of the colonies' efforts to "avert the storm," Henry made repeated use of anaphora and parallel constructions to unite his audience in the pounding rhythm of his words. "We have ... we have ... we have." "If we ... if we ... if we." As a young man, Henry had become known as an accomplished fiddler and often played at local dances, luring people onto the floor with his musical virtuosity. Now he invited the delegates to the Second Virginia Convention to join him as he performed his oratorical dance.

He returned to a barrage of questions that challenged his listeners to imagine the future--and the choice that was theirs to make. Would they wait, irresolute, "until our enemies have bound us hand and foot?" Or would they recognize that with God's blessing "in the holy cause of liberty," they would be invincible? "War is inevitable"; the alternative to action was "chains and slavery." Henry could have chosen no more threatening or motivating an image.

By establishing the premise that war was unavoidable and by raising the dread specter of enslavement as the inescapable outcome of inaction, Henry recast Virginians' choice as no choice at all. Yet a few voices from the floor still called out "Peace! Peace!" Henry launched his peroration with a direct response, invoking the authority of Jeremiah: "Gentlemen may cry, 'Peace! Peace!'--but there is no peace." Henry embraced the full theatricality of his oratorical genius. First, exaggerating his characteristic stoop, he crossed his hands as if enchained. But then he suddenly propelled himself upward to his full height, hurling his arms apart as if throwing fetters to the winds. Henry was speaking with his body as well as his tongue. In triumphant tones, he declared: "I know not what course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty--" He paused to let the word echo. Then, raising his right hand as if he held a dagger, he cried, "Or give me death!" And he thrust his hand to his heart.

Some observers remembered a paper cutter in his hand, and one of whalebone with a very complex provenance is displayed as the object in question at the Patrick Henry National Memorial, a museum at his last home and grave site, in Charlotte County, Virginia. Whether or not he used a prop, Henry was able to transform a theoretical British threat into a real and tangible assault on his own body. Like a convert testifying at a revival gathering, Henry was making a bold personal and public commitment to his faith in the "holy cause of liberty."

The delegates sat silent. Henry had defeated any rational basis for opposition to resistance by claiming that the war had already begun, and that there was thus no argument to be had at all. But their silence did not represent just a quiet acquiescence to the force of his reason. His words were too serious and of too much import to be greeted with cheers and huzzahs. The delegates were emotionally spent by what he had required of them--with his relentless interrogation of their courage and integrity, with his repeated reminders of the crucial line between freedom and slavery, and with the shock of the performance of a life-and-death moment before a staid deliberative body. Henry had made revolution seem not just inevitable but necessary; he had converted the delegates to his cause, with all the risks and costs it would entail. They now had the privilege and burden of a new and daunting responsibility. In their silence, they recognized that sobering reality--and the dangerous path before them.

A little more than a year after Henry inspired and propelled Americans into military conflict, the "thirteen united States" proclaimed themselves a nation. The Declaration of Independence was put to a vote of the Continental Congress not as the handwritten parchment manuscript we can all see in our mind's eye. It was written to be read aloud; Thomas Jefferson marked the document to indicate his desired phrasing and pauses. The Declaration was first delivered as a speech.

Speech caused and then defined the Revolution. Speech became the engineer of consent. A trope emerged in the early years after the Revolution: describing the United States as a nation "spoken into existence."

More than a century ago, the eminent historian Carl Becker defined the stakes of the American Revolution. The two paramount issues, he wrote, were the question of home rule (separation from Britain) and the question of who should rule at home (the character of a new American government). Patrick Henry's oratory represented the intersection--and apotheosis--of these two imperatives. There was no more eloquent advocate for independence. But Henry's ability to galvanize support for the American cause rested on his success in rousing those who had not before been welcomed as full participants in political discourse and action. His oratory embodied the transfer of authority not just away from the King, but into the hands of the newly created citizens who were soon to be promised that all were created equal. Americans would not of course be even politically equal for many generations to come. Property ownership as a requirement for voting was only gradually abolished in the years leading up to the Civil War; women did not gain the right to vote for more than a century; African Americans were not truly enfranchised until the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

Yet Henry's oratory set the emerging nation on a path toward these unfolding freedoms. His words--his appeal to heart as well as mind, to music as well as reason, to the transcendent as well as the temporal--made revolution seem imperative. The new nation would have no king, no standing armies to enforce the government's will. In 1806, John Quincy Adams observed that power and authority in the new American nation rested on the "arms" of "persuasion." Patrick Henry was the Revolution's consummate persuader.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "No One Gave a Speech Like Patrick Henry." 
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As Money Rushed In, ICE's Rapid Expansion Stalled Out

Immigration arrests have declined and jail overcrowding is worse despite billions in new funds.

by Nick Miroff




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

Few provisions in President Donald Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act were as thrilling to immigration hard-liners as the $45 billion it provided to supersize the ICE detention system. Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials had long complained that a lack of jail space constrained their ability to deport more people. The bill gave ICE enough money to nearly triple its detention capacity to more than 100,000 beds--a "once-in-a-generation opportunity," the White House called it.

But in the three months since the bill was signed, the agency has added little to that capacity. The lack of beds may be limiting ICE's ability to expand its enforcement; the number of arrests it's made peaked in June and has declined in the months since. The agency's focus on partnerships with state governments has done little to add capacity, despite driving up costs. And overcrowding has worsened in short-term holding cells at ICE processing centers, where detainees, attorneys, and immigrant advocates report abysmal conditions.

Lawmakers who visited the Baltimore center in August said detainees were spending as long as eight days in bare-bones cells designed for 12-hour stays. In Georgia, Virginia, and California, attorneys say immigrants have been forced to sleep on concrete floors without showers or bedding for days. Last month, a district court judge in New York City ordered immediate improvements to the processing center at a federal building in Lower Manhattan, where secretly recorded videos showed packed holding cells and men sleeping beside toilets.

The lack of detention space has slowed Trump's immigration crackdown at a moment when it was primed to accelerate. From January to June, the average number of detainees per day in ICE custody rose 43 percent, to more than 57,000. But since July, when the funding was approved, the detainee population has increased only about 5 percent, to roughly 60,000, the latest statistics show.

The stream of social-media clips showing masked federal agents kicking down doors, raiding Home Depot parking lots, and pulling people from their car have kept up the appearance of an ever-expanding campaign. ICE's own data show that the agency's buildup stalled over the summer.

Eight current and former officials at ICE and the Department of Homeland Security told me that they blame Corey Lewandowski, the longtime Trump-world figure who is a "special government employee" at DHS and functions as the unofficial chief of staff to Secretary Kristi Noem. Lewandowski has operated as a gatekeeper for Noem, especially since June, when the department implemented a new policy requiring her to sign off on any contract exceeding $100,000.

Read: Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement

With 260,000 employees and an annual budget of $62 billion, DHS has thousands of contracts in that range--including things like Coast Guard vessels, Border Patrol equipment, and TSA software--and deals with private-prison companies that have facilities with tens of thousands of beds that they say could be operational within weeks. Ever since Trump was elected, companies like the Geo Group and CoreCivic have been quickly expanding and promising their investors fat profits.

DHS's new contracting rules have produced "chaos," according to the current and former officials I spoke with, who requested anonymity because they were not authorized to speak to reporters or feared reprisals from the administration. Most of them support the president and his mass-deportation plan, but told me they were dismayed that ICE seemed to be losing altitude right after securing the funding they'd always dreamed of.

"There's extreme frustration that the president's agenda--when it comes to ICE beds, and therefore deportations--is not going to happen," one former DHS official told me. "The White House worked for months to get the reconciliation bill over the finish line. Why did you just lobby Congress for months saying you needed the money if you don't intend to spend it?"

There's a jarring disconnect between what I've been hearing from supporters of the president who are disappointed with ICE's pace, and the images on social media each day: sobbing families torn apart in courthouse hallways; a commando-style night raid on a Chicago apartment building; and masked federal officers smashing car windows, slamming people to the ground, and targeting bystanders who dare to question them. The Trump administration has made a show of force by sending National Guard troops to reinforce ICE teams in Los Angeles; Washington, D.C.; and Chicago. But a closer look at ICE data shows that the intensity of ICE enforcement nationwide has essentially leveled off.

In May, Stephen Miller and Noem told ICE's top leaders that they should be making 3,000 arrests a day nationwide to meet the president's goal of 1 million deportations a year. ICE data show that the number of immigrants arrested by ICE per month peaked at 31,590 in June, but that, since then, arrests have been down about 11 percent.

ICE deported about 350,000 people during the 2025 fiscal year, which ended September 30--the highest mark in a decade, but well below Trump's goal.

In an interview, Lewandowski acknowledged that ICE's numbers had flattened out this summer. But he said he and other Noem advisers have spent the past few months focused on cost-saving measures that required hardball negotiations with detention contractors. "I understand that the private companies, who have made an incredibly good living off the backs of the U.S. taxpayers for a long time, are not happy," Lewandowski told me.

He insisted the approach is working. "We are asking all vendors to provide the best value," he said. "They've all come back and said, 'You know what? We can do better. We can do better because we understand.'"

Ryan Gustin, a spokesman for CoreCivic, told me in an email that his company has maintained "an open line of communication" with DHS and ICE officials as they "explore all options available to them to address the increasing demand for detention services and capacity." The company announced two new ICE contracts last week, Gustin noted, for a 2,560-bed detention center in California's Kern County, and a 1,033-bed facility in Leavenworth, Kansas. The company, whose stock price has doubled since September 2023, told investors that it expects $200 million in combined annual revenue from the sites.

Alexandra Wilkes, a spokesperson for a trade-industry group that represents private detention companies, said in an email that Geo and others "have a long-standing record of providing private sector solutions to the federal government that are priced to be fair and reasonable while providing value for the American taxpayer."

Some of the former officials who expressed to me frustration with Lewandowski and the slowdown are former ICE officials with ties to the for-profit detention companies that have ready-to-open facilities they're eager to fill. CoreCivic told investors in August that it has about 30,000 beds available for ICE, and Geo said it has roughly 10,000.

But Noem and Lewandowski have prioritized agreements with Republican governors offering detention space at state-run prisons. In addition to the Florida-run facility known as "Alligator Alcatraz," ICE has announced additional sites and come up with other cartoonish names for them: the "Cornhusker Clink" (Nebraska), "Speedway Slammer" (Indiana), "Deportation Depot" (Florida), and "Louisiana Lockup," the latter in an abandoned wing of the notorious Angola prison.

Read: Why Trump loves megaprisons

Those contracts have provided the agency relatively few beds--several hundred here and there--in contrast with the privately run facilities with capacity for thousands of detainees. "Why are they signing these contracts with these governors for small potatoes?" one frustrated official grumbled to me.

Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for DHS, told me that Noem sought deals with state governors and others because the for-profit detention companies are trying to "take advantage" of the government.

"Secretary Noem isn't going to let the American taxpayer get ripped off," McLaughlin wrote in an email. Noem, she said, "found innovative, cost-effective solutions" through deals with states that provide more flexibility "so that we aren't locked into decades-long contracts when bed space need is eventually slowed." McLaughlin claimed that these efforts have saved taxpayers more than $12 billion.

Former officials I spoke with disputed those claims, noting that ICE has long had the ability to terminate contracts when it no longer needs detention space. Two officials critical of Lewandowski said they thought the partnerships with states were a play to boost Noem's profile among GOP leaders as a potential vice-presidential pick for 2028.

"I want to see the administration succeed," a senior administration official told me, "and we can't succeed if we're playing all these fucking games."

Lewandowski called those claims "absurd," and told me that Noem "already knows all those governors," from her time as governor of South Dakota.

DHS last year said its average daily cost was $165 per ICE detainee. The contracts that ICE signed with private companies for new detention sites this spring appear to be roughly in the same cost range. Delaney Hall, a 1,000-bed facility run by the Geo Group in Newark, is projected to cost ICE about $165 per detainee per day, records show. The company's North Lake detention center, which opened in June in a remote county in Michigan, costs about $130 a day. A Tennessee facility run by CoreCivic that opened last month is about $160 a day.

Those rates are significantly lower than the amounts DHS appears to be paying through its most recent contracts at state-run facilities. The commissioner of the Indiana Department of Corrections told state lawmakers last month that DHS will pay $291 a day at the "Speedway Slammer," while guaranteeing that the facility has a minimum of 450 detainees. The average cost of a bed inside the tents at "Alligator Alcatraz" is $245 a day, records show.

DHS has not released the details of its contract with the Louisiana Department of Corrections, but two ICE officials told me its rates were even steeper. Lewandowski said those costs reflected a need for a higher level of security. "The price per person may be higher, but the people who are being housed in Angola are the worst of the worst," he told me.

DHS did not provide a comparison of the rates it's paying the states versus the private companies.

Several top DHS officials have deep ties to Louisiana, and Lewandowski was hired as a consultant for Louisiana Governor Jeff Landry's 2023 campaign. Lewandowski told me he has disclosed all of his financial assets to the department and recused himself from any discussions that raise a potential conflict of interest. He said he plans to remain an adviser at DHS as long as Noem and Trump want him. Lewandowski's critics in the administration often cite rumors of an extramarital affair between him and Noem. "It's bullshit," he said. "I don't know why you would raise the issue. It's sexist. It's a low blow to someone who has achieved incredible success on her own."

The for-profit detention companies that receive federal contracts from ICE have long been criticized by liberal groups and many Democratic lawmakers. When President Joe Biden took office, he ordered the Department of Justice to end its use of the private firms, though the directive excluded immigration detention. Over the years, the Geo Group, CoreCivic, and others have filled their executive ranks with retired ICE officials who maintain close ties to the agency and senior DHS leaders.

ICE officials I've spoken with have often told me they prefer working with for-profit companies over state-run facilities. The private companies tend to be more flexible and less bureaucratic, they say, treating ICE like a customer rather than another government agency. If ICE officials need to make sudden changes to detention capacity or services, for example, the private companies are usually more responsive, as long as ICE keeps cutting checks.

By law, immigration detention is administrative and not intended to be punitive. But the Trump administration has been trying to encourage more immigrants to self-deport to avoid the grim conditions in ICE detention. Trump has also appeared to delight in making ICE facilities as intimidating as possible, but his plans for a prison camp for 30,000 ICE detainees at the Guantanamo Bay Navy Base have been on hold, along with his threats to send thousands of detainees to a megaprison in El Salvador.

Read: No one was supposed to leave alive

MSNBC reported last month that the Trump border czar Tom Homan accepted a $50,000 cash payment in 2024 from FBI agents pretending to be businessmen interested in detention contracts. Homan, who started a consulting business after retiring from a career at ICE, has not denied taking the money but told Fox News that he didn't do anything illegal. The White House has backed him, calling the FBI investigation--shut down by Trump officials--a politically motivated scheme to "entrap" Homan.

Three former ICE officials I spoke with said Homan has been frustrated with Noem and Lewandowski over the contracting slowdown, but he has mostly remained on the sidelines because his past consulting work has created so many potential conflicts.

Lewandowski told me the ICE detention network is now poised to resume its rapid expansion, and he pointed to ICE data showing that deportations have nearly tripled since January. Top ICE officials spent the past several months consumed by a more pressing White House mandate to recruit, hire, train, and deploy 10,000 new ICE officers by the end of the year, he said. The agency has received 175,000 applications so far, Lewandowski said, and has overhauled ICE-academy courses to cut training times roughly in half. The new hires will help relieve officers who have been working overtime. "We have put an enormous strain on our workforce," Lewandowski said. "Now we're seeing some reinforcements."

The Trump administration implemented a new policy on July 8 that restricts the ability of immigration judges to release ICE detainees on bond while they're fighting deportation, another strain on ICE capacity. DHS officials have turned to the Pentagon for help setting up "soft-sided" ICE jails to hold detainees in giant tents. This summer the Department of Defense, which the administration now calls the Department of War, signed a deal for a 5,000-bed tent site at Fort Bliss, near El Paso, awarding a $1.26 billion contract to a company with no website and whose business address is the owner's modest home in suburban Richmond, Virginia. The Washington Post, citing an unpublished copy of an internal report by ICE inspectors, reported last month that the site, known as Camp East Montana, accumulated 60 violations during its first 50 days of operations, including failures to monitor detainees' medical conditions, insufficient access to legal counsel, inadequate recreation space, and broken toilets. DHS denounced the Post story as "false" and "fearmongering clickbait."

Seventeen detainees died in ICE custody during the 2025 fiscal year, up from 12 the year before, agency data show. Most of the deaths were linked to medical emergencies, according to ICE records, but at least three detainees took their own life. The agency says it provides comprehensive medical care to all detainees. Immigrant advocates and attorneys dispute that.

Read: The ICE workforce has never been so miserable

As the pace of detentions has outstripped the opening of new facilities, the problems have rippled through the system. In August, ICE detainees in Georgia reported 20-hour daily lockdowns, verbally abusive guards, soiled mattresses, and "inhumane" conditions. Some of the grimmest accounts are from the holding cells in ICE field offices, designed for stays of 12 hours or less, but where immigrants have been staying for days on end--awaiting transfer to an ICE detention center--without soap, showers, clean clothes, and other basics. The cells keep their lights on 24 hours a day, and detainees typically receive little more than a silvery plastic blanket to keep them warm.

In a September 17 ruling in New York, U.S. District Court Judge Lewis Kaplan ordered ICE to take immediate steps to improve access to meals, basic hygiene products, mattress pads, and other supplies at the cramped holding cells in Lower Manhattan.

"ICE has forced these detainees into facilities that are too small to accommodate the numbers, that never were intended to hold people overnight, that are unequipped to feed them properly, and that, more broadly, are not capable of housing the detainees in a humane manner," Kaplan wrote.

One former ICE official I spoke with said he expected multiple lawsuits in the coming months over conditions at overcrowded processing centers. "And they will have legitimate lawsuits," the official told me. "Everyone inside ICE knows they'll be right."
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Democrats Still Have No Idea What Went Wrong

The party's progressives seem to think the problem is not with their platform but with voters.

by Jonathan Chait




Updated at 10:54 a.m. ET on October 8, 2025

On a recent panel of progressive activists analyzing what went wrong in the 2024 election, the author, activist, and failed political candidate Qasim Rashid spoke with confidence about the way forward for the Democratic Party. The problem, he insisted, was not that Democrats had strayed too far from public opinion but that the party had grown too solicitous of it. "Saying the right thing timidly," he proclaimed, "is less effective than saying the wrong thing loudly."

Rashid's argument was anything but timid, and it certainly played well in the Washington, D.C., room where the progressive donor network Way to Win was holding a confab called Persuasion 2025. Yet Rashid meant for this event to be more than just a pep talk among allies. His call for a confident, undiluted progressive platform is "how you see people flip red seats to blue," he said.

Rashid's track record as a candidate does not quite bear out this confident assessment. He has run for office three times, falling short every time. In 2020, he lost his race for Congress by 16 points in a district Joe Biden lost by four. He went on to found a firm specializing in "relational messaging to inspire and mobilize communities to advance economic justice, social equity, climate action, and protect our democracy." It's called, unironically, Just Win.

The purpose of this conference was to reassert the left's strategy for regaining control of the Democratic Party and, at least in theory, a national governing majority. Yet beneath the bold proclamations, one could detect an undercurrent of defensiveness. After almost a decade of nearly unchallenged supremacy, the progressive movement's hold on the party is no longer certain.

Read: The anti-Trump strategy that's actually working

At the end of the Obama era, most Democrats (myself included) saw liberalism's ascent as nearly inevitable. Accordingly, they saw little cost in getting ahead of where public opinion was obviously headed. When Senator Bernie Sanders challenged Hillary Clinton from the economic left in 2016, she replied by outflanking him to the left on social issues while breaking with the Obama administration's moderate positions on trade (she opposed President Barack Obama's Trans-Pacific Partnership) and education (she backed away from his support for charter schools and other reform measures).

In 2020, nearly the entire presidential field raced leftward. Sanders, having seen Clinton's supporters attack him on race and gender, incorporated identity politics into his messaging. Senator Elizabeth Warren competed to be seen as no less progressive than Sanders, and other Democrats tried to keep up with them both. Progressive activist groups served as referees, rewarding candidates who endorsed their ever-growing list of policy demands. Debates turned into contests over who could treat undocumented immigrants more generously or promise a more sweeping domestic agenda. Biden, whom most Democrats and reporters alike had left for dead, won the race largely because he, as the only well-known candidate who had not abandoned the Obama legacy, occupied the ideological ground where most of the party's voters remained.

In that context, Kamala Harris's promise to the ACLU that she would support taxpayer-financed gender-transition surgeries for prisoners and detained migrants received little attention--it was just one more edgy, leftist policy commitment in a campaign that consisted of little else, and her floundering candidacy soon dropped out of sight.

This promise seems to have played a large role in Harris's doomed presidential campaign five years later. Harris, whose position on the ticket was itself a sop to activists who had demanded a Black, female vice president, was already an awkward fit as the default Democratic nominee. Her defeat forced moderate Democrats to reckon with the ways progressive activists had not just driven the entire field leftward but also pressured Harris to adopt a position so toxic that it inspired the Trump campaign's most effective ad. This lone commercial, with its potent tagline--"Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you"--moved viewers by an estimated 2.7 points, a shift larger than Trump's margin of victory in most swing states.

Moderate Democrats have since staged a counteroffensive, complete with a new think tank (the Searchlight Institute), a moderate caucus (Majority Democrats), and an organizing conference (Welcomefest, which held its first gathering in 2024 but attracted far more attention this year). What unifies these various outfits is that they all blame progressive interest groups for relentlessly pushing Democrats to adopt positions well to the left of what the general public wants.

Persuasion 2025 was the leftist retort. Representative Greg Casar, a progressive Democrat from Texas, rebuked all who "blame progressive organizations for the Democratic Party's problems." Jenifer Fernandez Ancona, a co-founder of Way to Win, called for an "alignment of party and movement forces," which apparently means bringing Democrats closer to progressive positions, rather than avoiding positions and rhetoric that alienate a majority of the electorate.

Numerous speakers warned against throwing any progressive constituency "under the bus," a phrase that has become a term of art in the factional battle. It stands for the idea that Democrats should not retreat from positions taken on behalf of allies, however unpopular they may be. No compromise with the electorate was the conference's standing order.

This doctrine might sound irrational to anyone who recognizes that winning elections demands the support of that very electorate. But progressive activists have developed a coherent, if not persuasive, argument for it.

Read: Democrats don't seem willing to follow their own advice

First, they deny that polls showing any left-wing positions as unpopular convey meaningful information. Anat Shenker-Osorio, a progressive strategist, roundly dismissed the relevance of polling as "pollingism," and rejected the very notion that politicians can win support by heeding public opinion. "We know that humans are in fact irrational creatures," she explained from a panel at Persuasion 2025.

What's more, where voters do support regressive positions, Democrats should dismiss this as a kind of false consciousness. As various speakers argued, working-class voters facing economic stress tend to lash out at vulnerable targets. "When people are psychologically insecure, they are incapable of being welcoming to people who are different than them," the activist Erica Payne said. "This is about money. Money, money, money, money, money, money, money."

Attempting to disarm right-wing attacks by abandoning positions that are unpopular with these and other voters is not only unnecessary, but also futile. "You cannot feed your opposition's narrative," Shenker-Osorio argued. She is even more absolute on her website: "Conventional wisdom says to meet people where they are. But, on most issues, where they are is unacceptable."

Rapidly transforming the American public's beliefs is a daunting task--all the more so if you dismiss their current values as unacceptable. The Democratic Party's pragmatic wing has been pleading to broaden the tent, ideally before the Trump administration stamps out all opposition. The party's progressives seem determined to reeducate the public rather than compromise for their votes. This is a seductive approach if the goal is ideological purity. It is a problem only if the party hopes to win elections.



This article included the magazine The Argument as an example of the moderate Democrat counteroffensive. The Argument is not formally aligned with the Democratic Party.
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The Project 2025 Shutdown Is Here

It's become another avenue to turn power into partisan gain.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire




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

Thirty-four days into the previous government shutdown, in 2019, reporters asked President Donald Trump if he had a message for the thousands of federal employees who were about to miss another paycheck. "I love them. I respect them. I really appreciate the great job they're doing," he said at the time. The following day, caving after weeks of punishing cable-news coverage, he signed legislation to reopen the government, lauding furloughed employees as "incredible patriots," pledging to quickly restore their back pay, and calling the moment "an opportunity for all parties to work together for the benefit of our whole beautiful, wonderful nation."

Doesn't really sound like the same guy, does it? This time, it took Trump less than 24 hours to turn a shutdown into a weapon wielded against the civil servants he once praised and the opposing party he has long derided. The administration has targeted Democratic districts, announcing holds on more than $25 billion in projects in Massachusetts, Minnesota, Oregon, and elsewhere, with more cuts believed to be on the way. Trump has threatened to fire government workers en masse, casting the lapse in funding that led to their furloughs as an "opportunity" to further decimate their ranks and gut agencies he doesn't like. Officials have defied ethics guidelines, with blatantly partisan out-of-office messaging and banners blaming Democrats for the shutdown splashed across government websites.

This is what happens when a partial closure of the government meets the president's second-term campaign to expand his powers and punish his enemies. The dynamic has created widespread uncertainty, as some Republicans blanch at the brazen norm-busting and some Democrats begin to reconsider how much pain they're willing to bear in what they hoped would be a fight over health-care subsidies.

Russell Berman: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

The president has shown no willingness to retreat, even as millions of federal workers and military troops are now working without pay or staying home. "I have a meeting today with Russ Vought, he of PROJECT 2025 Fame, to determine which of the many Democrat Agencies, most of which are a political SCAM, he recommends to be cut, and whether or not those cuts will be temporary or permanent," Trump wrote this morning on Truth Social, referring to the director of the Office of Management and Budget. "I can't believe the Radical Left Democrats gave me this unprecedented opportunity." Compare that with Trump's comments a year ago, during a presidential debate, when he said: "I have nothing to do with Project 2025. I haven't read it. I don't want to read it purposely. I'm not going to read it."

Democrats have quite obviously taken note of Trump's more aggressive tactics now that he's president again, as has anyone paying attention. Last time around, Senator Mark Warner of Virginia told us, "there was none of this kind of activity, because there were people inside the White House who put guardrails on him." Now those people are gone, and Trump has "people like Russ Vought, who's whipping up a frenzy," he said.

When we asked him whether Trump's actions would lead the Democrats to reconsider their strategy of trying to force Republicans to negotiate before reopening the government, Warner would say only that he was "not going to predict" what would happen next. But at one point, he openly speculated about whether the federal workers he represents may eventually ask the Democrats to fold.

"I think we had to bring the fight--it's about health care. But it's spurred on by the fact that there are so many norms and laws that have been broken, and there's so few times that you can actually join the fight," he told us, adding that many of his constituents have encouraged him to stay in the fight, at least for now. "Now, but I'll be the first to admit it: Will they still say that if this goes for two or three weeks? I don't know."

Even before the shutdown began yesterday, Trump-administration officials had begun working the levers of government to inflict pain on the Democrats. Vought appeared to be directing much of that activity. Two senior White House aides told us that Trump, though at times reluctant to elevate the fame of his staffers, likes Vought in the role of a "bad cop" and sees his eagerness to slash the bureaucracy as a potentially useful bargaining tool. Senate Majority Leader John Thune also warned Democrats about what they have unleashed, telling Politico that the party has effectively handed "the keys" of government to Vought.

Yesterday morning, the OMB director announced a freeze on $18 billion in federal grants for infrastructure projects in New York City, a move that New York Democrats blasted as nakedly partisan. Later that day, Vought announced that the government was canceling more than $7.5 billion in grants for green-energy projects. He listed all of the states that would be affected, including Democratic strongholds such as California and Illinois. (No state that Trump won last year will be affected.) The Department of Energy said in a statement that the cancellation of the 321 projects resulted from "a thorough, individualized financial review" and suggested that more projects will be reviewed for potential termination.

Vought has said that the shutdown will open the door for agencies to send out significant "reduction in force" notices, known as RIFs, and make permanent reductions to federal-agency staff. White House officials said those notices could begin going out imminently. But on a group video call yesterday, some federal workers at the Department of Health and Human Services were told that leaders had received no information about impending RIFs, according to a person on the call who requested anonymity to disclose internal communications.

Such layoffs would represent a major escalation and a departure from how previous shutdowns have been handled, Abigail Andre, the executive director of the Impact Project, which has been tracking the fate of federal workers during Trump's second term, told us. "Best case, it's a very serious threat," she said a day before the shutdown. "Worst case, it's thousands and thousands of more federal workers fired." Trump's post this morning suggested that he has not yet made up his mind on how many government jobs he wants to eliminate during the shutdown. (Federal-employee unions have already filed a lawsuit challenging the president's authority to conduct mass layoffs during a lapse in funding.)

Katherine J. Wu: The HHS officials being paid six figures to do nothing

The president previewed the political nature of the push in the hours before the shutdown began, saying on Tuesday that a closed government would allow him to "do things" to Democrats that would be "bad for them and irreversible by them." He said to reporters at the White House, "We'd be laying off a lot of people that are going to be really affected, and they're Democrats; they're going to be Democrats." Had there been any ambiguity about his plans, he also said that the shutdown would allow his administration to "get rid of a lot of things that we didn't want. And they'd be Democrat things."

Although upwards of 600,000 federal employees have been furloughed, some were drafted into the partisan battle just before they were sent home. At the Small Business Administration, furloughed employees were told to adjust their out-of-office message to say that they would not be working "for the foreseeable future because Senate Democrats voted to block a clean federal funding bill," according to a copy of the email we reviewed.

A banner on the Department of Agriculture's main website says that the page will not be updated "Due to the Radical Left Democrat shutdown," echoing similar notes on the websites of other departments, including Treasury, Housing and Urban Development, and State. Critics have fumed that the messages violate Hatch Act regulations that limit the political activities of federal employees who work with taxpayer-funded programs. "There's no question that it violates things like the Hatch Act and probably more," Max Stier, the head of the Partnership for Public Service, a nonpartisan group that aims to strengthen the federal bureaucracy, told us.

Bobby Kogan, the senior director of federal budget policy at the Center for American Progress, a left-leaning think tank, told us that the Trump administration's "profoundly corrupt" actions make Richard Nixon "look like someone who revered the law."

When we reached out to the White House press office for a response to such criticism, we received an automatically generated response. "Due to staff shortages resulting from the Democrat Shutdown, the typical 24/7 monitoring of this press inbox may experience delays," the email, signed by the White House press team, said. "As you await a response, please remember this could have been avoided if the Democrats voted for the clean Continuing Resolution to keep the government open." (The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson responded to us later, saying that "Democrats have chosen to shut down the government" and echoing the political attacks Trump has made core to his messaging.)

Some Democrats have said that Trump's actions have only increased their resolve to ensure that he is not rewarded for what they see as bullying behavior. "Time to stiffen our spines and demand that we only fund a government that obeys the law," Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut, a Democrat, wrote on X yesterday. But at least some Democrats have broken ranks, with three senators voting on Tuesday in favor of the continuing resolution that would fund the government for seven weeks without making the changes to health-care law that their party has sought.

Not all Republicans support what Trump and Vought are doing by freezing congressionally approved funding in Democratic districts. Senator Kevin Cramer of North Dakota, a Republican, told Semafor that Vought is "less politically in tune than the president" and that "being aggressive with executive power in this moment" carries political risks. Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina told HuffPost that the Trump administration's power moves could "create a toxic environment here," jeopardizing any possibility of a deal to end the shutdown.

Democrats, for their part, remember that Trump took the brunt of the blame for the three shutdowns during his first term. Several pointed to a Washington Post poll released today that indicates that more people blame Trump and Republicans for the shutdown than Democrats. Many Democrats think that those numbers will only get worse for the president, particularly if his administration goes through with the promise of mass layoffs that he's been taunting Democrats with. More broadly, many in the party have taken note of Trump's falling approval ratings--and, they believe, growing authoritarian instincts--and are casting this moment as ripe for a fight that they can win.

The situation suggests a prolonged battle that leaves no participant unscathed, Stier told us. "It seems as if the answer will be that there will be so much pain that eventually one side or the other will determine that they need to withdraw," he said. "But there will be so much collateral damage from that fight that we'll all suffer. And that's just bad for a country."

Katherine J. Wu and Russell Berman contributed reporting.
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How Ukraine Turned the Tables on Russia

Russia assumed time was on its side, but a new Ukrainian strategy is yielding surprising results.

by Robert F. Worth


Ukrainian soldiers at a command post in the Kharkiv region review video footage from a drone.



Updated at 4:36 p.m. ET on October 8, 2025

Two Russian soldiers emerged from the woods and walked slowly down a dirt road, seemingly unaware that they were being monitored from the sky. By the time they raised their rifles to fire at a buzzing Ukrainian drone, it was too late: The drone had dropped a bomb that exploded with a bright-orange flash on the ground between them. But as the smoke drifted clear, the soldiers got up and staggered into the trees. The first strike had failed.

I watched all of this on a screen from a Ukrainian command post about 10 miles back from the front line.

"We know the two wounded Russians are in those trees," said the Ukrainian commander alongside me, a powerfully built man of 39 who goes by the call sign YG. He didn't look happy. The Russians probe the front line every day in small groups, and his job is to stop them while doing all he can to protect his own, far more limited supply of soldiers. But drones were not his only weapons against these two.

Ukraine is fighting a war of attrition. Any hopes that might have been raised by President Trump's red-carpet diplomacy with Vladimir Putin have expired, and it is impossible to spend more than a few minutes near the front line without being confronted by Ukraine's greatest vulnerability: lack of soldiers. Yet I came away from a recent trip to Ukraine believing that the country may actually be able to achieve its military goals.

Despite Russia's demographic advantage, its efforts to envelop Ukraine's formidable fortress belt--a string of strategic cities and logistics hubs in the country's northeast--have had little success. Capturing the belt would take several years of hard fighting, given Ukraine's recent success in damaging Russia's oil pipelines and rear bases. Putin tacitly acknowledged Russia's failure by demanding that Ukraine voluntarily cede the entire region in August, an idea that no one took seriously.

All of the officers I met with, during a week in northeastern Ukraine, told me that the key to keeping the Russians at bay lies in finding better ways to compensate for Ukraine's desperate shortage of manpower. Part of the answer is drone technology, which has done a great deal to help Ukraine protect itself in an uneven fight. But commanders are now taking a range of other measures to minimize casualties, including more careful use of artillery, more precise troop movements, and better rotation plans. "Our main purpose is to not let direct contact happen, so Ukrainian troops don't have to engage," one local commander told me.

When I was last in the country, nine months ago, Ukraine appeared to be in real trouble: Its weapons pipeline was lagging and Russia was grinding forward on the front lines with what Ukrainian infantrymen called "meat waves" of seemingly expendable soldiers and mercenaries. Now there appears to be a new confidence that Ukraine is reorienting its institutions for a long war, learning quickly from the battlefield and continuing not just to inflict steady losses on the enemy but also to limit its own. "Russia cannot win unless we in the West totally quit," Ben Hodges, a retired general who commanded U.S. Army forces in Europe, told me. Time, which has until now favored the Russians, may be shifting to the Ukrainian side.



When I visited YG's command post, a branch of Ukraine's 66th Mechanized Brigade, he told me he had been forced to delay an evacuation of three wounded soldiers from the front because he didn't have enough men (one of the soldiers had to have an arm amputated as a consequence). He didn't want to risk any more lives. After we saw the two Russian soldiers survive the Ukrainian drone strike and then hide in the woods, I noticed the frustration on YG's face. He suspected that the soldiers were concealed in a dugout in the trees, a possible base for deeper incursions into Ukrainian territory. He asked one of his subordinates--they were seated at desks beneath a wall of screens showing parts of the front line--to contact the drone pilot in question and chastise him for not aiming more carefully.

Read: Ukraine's new way of war

YG then called in artillery strikes. We watched as the first one struck about 20 yards from the trees where the Russians were hiding. The second landed on the opposite side but almost as far away, leaving a visible crater in the earth. It was time to send in an assault team.

The closest Ukrainian soldiers were several kilometers from the site, and the Ukrainians did a careful reconnaissance before sending four men on foot. An elite Russian drone unit was hunting for targets.

Eventually, the Ukrainian infantry team emerged on our screen. The soldiers were making quick, cautious dashes from one patch of tree cover to the next, staying out of sight as much as possible. Their route had been laid out in advance and divided into sections, YG told me; they had a designated time to reach each landmark programmed into their phones, and reconnaissance drones monitored their progress.


A soldier is treated at a stabilization point in the Kharkiv region, where the injured are cared for before being sent to hospitals. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



All of this caution formed a stark contrast with the obvious recklessness of the two Russians I had seen earlier. "They send guys knowing they will be targeted, as decoys," YG said. "Some troops they see as disposable. The better-prepared ones attack somewhere else. This caste system of the Russian army also applies to evacuation. If a low-level guy is wounded, 99 percent they will not pick him up." Not long before, YG said, he had overheard calls from a wounded Russian soldier pleading in vain to be evacuated; in the end, the soldier amputated his own leg.

I had to leave YG's command post before the assault team reached its target. The following day, I asked a spokesperson for the unit what had become of the two Russian soldiers in the trees. He seemed uncertain which soldiers I was referring to, which isn't surprising; that part of the front line sees about 43 assault actions by Russian forces every day, and about 100 glide bombs a week, YG had told me. "I'm not sure," the spokesperson said, "but I think those Russians are not alive anymore."

YG had pointed out something else to me: Some of the soldiers seated in desk chairs under the screens were set to head out to relieve the drone crews in the field. "Rotation is a way of conserving manpower," YG said. This is especially important for infantry soldiers, whose job is the most physically demanding and who can be out for 50 days or more. "If they know they are not stuck there, it helps," YG said.

Some of these measures may sound rudimentary, but they are not taken systematically across the battlefield, partly because Ukraine doesn't have enough well-trained commanders, Mykhailo Zhyrokhov, a Kyiv-based military analyst, told me. In some cases, he said, soldiers have deserted from one unit to another "because they know the commanding officer there is using manpower in a more responsible way."

Even the locations of the command posts I visited reflect the imperative to minimize casualties. They were mostly in private homes, where they couldn't easily be identified from the air, and they were designed so that they could be evacuated almost instantly if their location was discovered--as had happened recently with one of the units I visited. The commanders always have the next location scouted out in advance.


The battalion commander of the 13th Brigade of the National Guard of Ukraine, call sign Staryi (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



Members of the military drove me to their bases in ordinary civilian cars, not military vehicles, which can be spotted from above and targeted. I saw very few officers or soldiers in uniform in Ukraine, because the Russians will use drones to chase and kill a single person. Even far from the front line, soldiers tend to dress casually--presumably because of the risk of spies or saboteurs.

Read: Ukraine's most lethal soldiers

Ukraine is also becoming dependent on ground drones: remotely driven robots that run on wheels, tracks, or even legs. Used for resupplying and evacuating troops, these drones often travel more than 10 miles without stopping but are vulnerable to changes in terrain; each trip involves dozens of people behind the scenes. A battalion commander at another outpost, who uses the call sign Staryi, told me that soldiers being evacuated by drone also need to be familiar with the machines. Recently, he told me, a soldier with injuries to his arm and his head was being evacuated by a ground drone when the machine unexpectedly stopped. The soldiers monitoring him from the air weren't sure if he was still conscious (he had suffered a blast injury). But to their surprise, the wounded man got off the drone, pushed it until it started again, and hopped back on.

Staryi's command post outside Kharkiv looked less like a base than like a tech-industry office, with long-haired young men in T-shirts hunched over screens and sipping espresso drinks. A day earlier, I had met a first-person-view-drone pilot who looked like an adolescent gamer, with a near-skeletal physique and a nerdy grin. He did a demonstration for me in an open area that his brigade uses for target practice, making the drone flip and spin with a skill that was beautiful to see. He had killed about 200 Russians in the preceding year, one of his fellow pilots told me. That is the kind of rate Ukraine will have to maintain in order to survive as a nation.

The drone war's weird intimacy is startling to witness up close. When a drone operator zooms his camera in on trees by the front line, the magnification is so powerful that you can see a single leaf trembling in the breeze. It is hard to fully take on board the reality that what you are seeing is happening in real time and that a few keystrokes can lead to the death of whoever is hiding among those trees.

One afternoon, I sat on a couch with Lieutenant Leonid Maslov, a former lawyer who leads a drone-reconnaissance unit, as he scanned for potential targets with a MacBook on his lap. It was raining, and his deputies kept glancing around, unsure whether what they were hearing was thunder or an air strike.

"They're trying to spot infantry," Maslov said, as the camera zoomed in on a gap in the trees. "Maybe somebody will die now." He let out a big, hearty laugh.

Maslov's screen showed 30 little boxes, each of them a camera feed or a live map. One revealed a dozen little yellow dots hovering near the front line: enemy reconnaissance drones. A year ago, Maslov said, there would have been about 50 of them, including several right over our heads. That changed when Ukraine gained the ability to take them out with cheap attack drones.

After 15 minutes of scanning, we hadn't located any new Russian soldiers, so Maslov showed me footage of some of his unit's recent exploits. In one, a Russian tank charges along a dirt track, sending up clouds of yellow dust. A Ukrainian drone sails down from the sky and strikes it, sending up a plume of fire and smoke.

"You see that?" Maslov said. "The tank's hatch is closed. Three Russians are getting slow-cooked."

I flinched a little at the callousness, which I heard a lot of in eastern Ukraine. The reasons for it aren't hard to find: This is a place where Russia routinely bombards civilian homes. Anyone in Ukraine can hear (or read) the Russian state media that portray Ukrainians as rats, hyenas, and filth, and that has had an effect. Once, at a cafe in Izium, I saw a young woman in a T-shirt that had an image on the back of a masked man holding up a severed head in one hand and a knife in the other. Below were the words Kill the Russian. No one is the least bit surprised by this kind of thing.


A destroyed church in the village of Mala Komyshuvakha served as a Russian field hospital during the occupation of the Kharkiv region. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



"We hate them for the fact that we have lost our compassion," Andrii Bazarnyi, the presiding doctor at a field hospital near Kharkiv, told me.

The hatred is a reminder that, for Ukrainians, this war is elemental. Scarcely anyone I met seemed to have any doubt that their way of life would be destroyed by a Russian victory, which would in all likelihood result in their killing or imprisonment.

How much longer can Ukraine maintain the fight? No one has a clear answer. In Kyiv, I asked a recruitment officer, and he seemed to wince a little. "We just mobilized a group of 30 men," he said. "A few of them fled the country, some others said they were sick, others claimed injuries. In the end, only eight made it to the training center." But, he said, the people who enlist before turning 25--the age when Ukrainians can be drafted--make very dedicated soldiers.

I put the same question to YG.

"We've been at war with the Russians for 300 years," he said. "We can hold on for a while longer."



This article originally stated that the Ukrainian soldier with the call sign Staryi is a drone-unit commander. In fact, he is a battalion commander.
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Anti-Semitism Is Poison for the Palestinian Cause

No good will come to the pro-Palestinian movement from any association with violent attacks.

by Hussein Ibish




Two years after Hamas's attack on southern Israel, anti-Semitic violence seems to be on the rise throughout the West. On Yom Kippur, a man drove a car into a crowd outside a synagogue in Manchester, England, then got out and stabbed members of the congregation before he was also killed. On June 2 in Boulder, Colorado, an Egyptian national threw Molotov cocktails at protesters calling for the release of Israeli hostages, killing one of them. Such incidents have grown more frequent as the Israeli military's deadly operation in Gaza grinds on.

All hate crimes are reprehensible. Supporters of the Palestinian cause should recognize that attacks against Jews are also highly damaging to their movement. That's true even though such attacks are typically the work of deranged or hyper-radicalized individuals, not organizations, and do not represent the Palestinian national movement as a whole.

Many figures not only on the Israeli right, but also in the West, argue that the Palestinian people and their cause are inherently hateful and prone to anti-Jewish violence. This is analogous to declaring that "Zionism is racism," despite the numerous divergent strands of Zionism. The truth about the Palestinian movement is of course far more complex, but the simplistic narrative has gotten a boost from Western populists, including those whose own ranks include openly anti-Semitic factions.

Read: The pro-Israel right is shifting the definition of anti-Semitism

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has explicitly linked the quest for Palestinian statehood to anti-Semitic violence: He argued that the recent recognition of Palestinian statehood by several Western countries "rewards Hamas terror, hardens Hamas's refusal to free the hostages, emboldens those who menace" Jews, and "encourages the Jew-hatred now stalking your streets." A persistent trope on the American right holds that Palestinians teach their children to hate Israel and Israelis--even though a comprehensive study of more than 3,000 Palestinian and Israeli textbooks found that, although both are highly nationalistic, neither routinely dehumanizes or demonizes the other side.

No good will come to the Palestinian cause from any association, however misconstrued, with violent attacks such as the one in Manchester. For this reason, supporters of the Palestinian cause have to be careful not just about what they do but about what they say. Uttering, promoting, and in some cases even tolerating anti-Israel rhetoric that crosses the line into anti-Semitism does double damage: It can help fuel violent attacks, and it creates the impression that the broader Palestinian and pro-Palestinian community supports such action.

Read: America's anti-Jewish assassins are making the case for Zionism

For the past two years, students on American college campuses have mounted a formidable movement against the Gaza war. The protests were inspired by concerns of humanitarianism and justice. But at Columbia, for example, that passion spilled over into hatred. In April of 2024, Khymani James, a student protester at the university, said in a video that went viral that "Zionists don't deserve to live." The student movement should have immediately excommunicated him. He rightly apologized, but then, in an act of breathtaking moral and political stupidity, he and his student group retracted the apology.

Campus protesters in the United States unwisely adopted slogans that were open to misinterpretation. "Globalize the intifada" was one; "From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free" was another. Activists explained "Globalize the intifada" as a call for a generalized uprising against the international order in the name of Palestine--an agenda likely meaningless to most Palestinians struggling to remain in their homes in the West Bank, or simply to stay alive in Gaza. The movement's critics pointed to the history of intifada-related violence against Israeli Jews and cast the slogan as a call to arms against Israeli institutions and Jews all over the world.

"From the river to the sea" was even more ambiguous. The second part of the slogan, "Palestine will be free," suggests to a suspicious Jewish or pro-Israel mindset that the speaker is calling for only a Palestinian future in this land. But many people who use this slogan are in fact calling for a single democratic state, to include Jewish Israelis. They would be far better advised to conclude the slogan with "everyone, everyone will be free."

The Palestinian national cause can indeed be a magnet for anti-Semites looking for excuses to censure Jews or Israel, such as David Duke and Candace Owens. Such disingenuous opportunists should be shunned and condemned. (Some of us did exactly this in 2010-11, with regard to a writer calling himself Israel Shamir.) Denouncing an unquestionably brutal Israeli war in Gaza is not the same as denouncing all Israelis, Jews, or Zionists, but the line dividing the two can sometimes be dangerously fine. A student group adopting a "Zionists are not invited" policy, for example, crosses it, veering from political opposition to exclusionary bigotry.

The pro-Palestinian movement in the West needs to decry anti-Semitism for what it is: the ultimate poison for the Palestinian cause. Threatening and terrifying Jews or Israelis will not help persuade the state of Israel to agree to allow Palestinians citizenship in any state, let alone one of their own. Nor will it win support from the all-important United States. Rhetoric that tips into anti-Semitism, whatever its intent, contributes to rising violence--and to an indefinite Palestinian future of statelessness and conflict.

Combatting anti-Semitism might seem like a diversion from the more urgent work of opposing war and occupation, especially after two years of unspeakable carnage in Gaza--but this issue is far too important for the pro-Palestinian movement to ignore.
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Anything Could Happen in Iran

At most, Iran can hope to wound America or Israel when attacked. But its own weapons can never win a war.

by Arash Azizi, Graeme Wood




Four months ago, Israel bombed Iran for 12 days, in a campaign whose grand finale was the apparent destruction of three Iranian nuclear facilities in strikes by the United States. Last week, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany decided that bombing was not enough. They triggered the United Nations' crippling "snapback" sanctions, as American hawks had been demanding for years. Iranian officials had tried to avert these sanctions. When sanctions came anyway, those officials minimized their effect by saying that Iran had survived sanctions before. But these are bringing new kinds of pain. Japan has already suspended dozens of Iranian assets. Even Turkey, traditionally a close economic partner, is complying. The Iranian rial has sunk to a historic low.

The combination punch of berubblement and economic devastation is making Iran desperate. Although it still has options, all of them are bad.

Iran's previous nuclear strategy was slow-and-steady enrichment of uranium, paired with languorous and protracted negotiation with the United States. It struck a nuclear deal with the Obama administration in 2015, then watched the Trump administration withdraw in 2018. The strategy of negotiation has failed Iran and left it with no bomb, humiliated in battle, and facing immiseration.

Iran could surrender its nuclear ambitions. Call this the Libya option, after Muammar Qaddafi's renunciation of his nuclear program in 2003. The limits of the Libyan option's appeal are evident when one considers Qaddafi's fate, which was to be deposed, poked in the backside with a piece of steel, and shot in the head.

From the October 2025 issue: The neighbor from hell

More appealing is the relative calm of North Korea, whose combined nuclear and conventional deterrent shows no sign of weakness. States that go nuclear tend to survive. For a North Korean option to work, however, Iran would actually have to get a bomb. Its nuclear scientists would have to report for duty, despite ample evidence that Israel and the United States can find them and kill them, using motorcycle-riding hitmen, drones, bombers, and methods so exotic that even years later, the nature of the attack is not well understood. If these undaunted scientists succeed, the result for Iran will be isolation and poverty (Pyongyang is quiet, but it is still Pyongyang), and the permanent withholding of any carrots Tehran might once have hoped to acquire through negotiation. The only thing worse than not having the bomb might be having one.

Another option would be to go short of nuclear--to go ballistic. One of the perils of the 12-day war, for Iran and Israel alike, was what it threatened to reveal about their respective military capabilities. The first days of the conflict revealed that Iran was naked and defenseless against Israel's air attacks and intelligence services. Iran's imported weaponry and aging fighters were irrelevant. In fact, only one element of Iran's defense strategy worked.

During the war, Iran fired about 500 ballistic missiles. That number is reckoned to be a significant fraction of its total stockpile: 12 days of war didn't fully deplete its arsenal, but a few dozen more days might have. Its onslaught against Israel worked well enough, as the many videos of fearsome fireworks over Tel Aviv show. Israel's defenses intercepted a significant number of the missiles overhead. But enough slipped through to show that Iran can overwhelm those defenses and by sheer volume destroy targets of its choosing.

Iran's foreign-sourced weapons failed, but its own arms industry (one of the few functional institutions that it did not inherit from the Shah's regime) has produced drones and missiles that have saved it from collapse. Its Khorramshahr 4 carries a 1,500-kilogram payload, shoots within 12 minutes, and can hit a range of 2,000 kilometers. Iran's drones are probably its most notable industrial export and are in regular use by Russia for its assault on Ukraine. Tehran now operates a drone factory out of Tajikistan, using it to supply Russia.

Even so, Iran's drones and missiles will never match those held by its primary adversaries. At most, Iran can hope to wound America or Israel when attacked. But its own weapons can never win a war.

That means Iran may feel compelled to seek help from outside. The Iranian foreign ministry's official slogan is "Neither Western nor Eastern"--a reflection of the old revolutionary goal of providing an alternative to Washington and Moscow. But in recent years, Iran has turned decisively to Russia and China and dreamed of a grand anti-Western Eurasian coalition. Even the less-ideological nationalists think Iran should stop trying to placate the West, and instead build up ties with Arab countries, Brazil, or India. Responding to the European snapback, President Masoud Pezeshkian said that Iran will now prioritize BRICS and Shanghai Cooperation Organization.

This approach is desperate. Beijing and Moscow treat Iran less like an ally and more like a cheap date. Neither Russia nor China have proved reliable for Iran. They are hostile to its Islamism (they crush it within their own borders), and even if Iran became completely pragmatic, both China and Russia have higher priorities than friendship with Iran. Russia values its ties with Israel at least as much as those with Iran. China does more trade with Iran's Arab neighbors than with Iran and has more investments in Israel. Russia gladly accepted drones from Iran in its Ukraine war but did nothing for Iran during the 12-day war. Iran relies on China to buy its exported oil. Neither Russia nor China has sold Iran its best military hardware. If they did, the next war with Israel would be an intelligence bonanza for the United States, which could then see exactly what the latest generation of Chinese weaponry can do.

Read: The lesson of Israel's success in the air

As for Brazil and India: Snapback means that more countries are forced to choose between friendship with Iran and friendship with everyone else. Iran would be a bizarre and masochistic choice. Even close Iranian allies such as Iraq have to observe the sanctions in some form. When India tried building a port in southeastern Iran to rival a nearby Chinese-built port in Pakistan, it faced so many restrictions that it effectively had to give up and leave.

Lacking military solutions, Iran might decide to go for a historic compromise. It would acknowledge that it has lost its anti-Western crusade, stop its "Death to America" and "Death to Israel" obsessions, and meekly shift toward becoming a normal, boring country, more Indonesia than North Korea. Much of Iran's ruling elite hopes for this path. Accepting the end of the Islamic revolutionary project would be easy for this group--they have long been cynical about it--but they are searching for a way to do so that lets them stay in power afterward.

Soon before his death in 2017, Ayatollah Rafsanjani, a founding figure of the revolution, proposed postwar West Germany and Japan as models for Iran. These countries accepted their defeat at war and gave up their missiles to get a chance at economic development instead. Rafsanjani lost the internal power struggle to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei before dying a mysterious death. But his ideological kin, such as former President Hassan Rouhani, are waiting in the wings, hoping to get their way when the 86-year-old Khamenei finally dies. The challenge facing these reformers is bringing along enough of the economic and military elites with them, and convincing them that an ideological surrender would be their best chance of avoiding all-out war and preserving their wealth and status.

The first three of these options--go nuclear, go ballistic, get closer to China and Russia--have the virtue, to the hard-liners at least, of prolonging the Islamic Republic's puritanical domestic rule, and not demanding that they admit defeat. (The official Iranian position remains that it did not lose the war, and that Israel gave up the fight because Iran forced it to.) The last option has the virtue, to everyone else, of changing the fundamental character of Iran, and bringing peace and possibly even prosperity. In other words: Anything could still happen.
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How Not to Get a Progressive Party off the Ground

The British left needs a strategy that can win elections instead of throwing them to the right.

by Arash Azizi




In early September, Zarah Sultana made a bold announcement. "Labour is dead," the 31-year-old socialist member of Parliament told a crowd of hundreds gathered in Newcastle. She had left Britain's ruling party only in July, pledging to "co-lead" a new left-wing party with Jeremy Corbyn, a former Labour leader who was expelled last year. More than 700,000 Britons have signed up to the mailing list of the provisionally titled Your Party. Among the party's goals are redistributing wealth, taxing the very rich, making rail and energy publicly owned, standing up to fossil-fuel giants, and ending arms sales to Israel.

Sultana was perhaps too quick to declare Labour's demise, but she had reasons to forecast it. Although he won a landslide victory last year, the Labour leader Keir Starmer has already disappointed many supporters. In polls, he has fallen behind the right-wing Reform UK of Nigel Farage. As progressives have done with center-left leaders elsewhere, many would-be supporters have deemed him to be insufficiently pro-Palestine. Additionally, he has cut welfare benefits and centralized control of the party. Dozens of councilors around the country have left Labour since last year. In Newcastle, Sultana shared the stage with Jamie Driscoll, a popular regional mayor who left the party in 2023 after Labour passed him over as a candidate for mayor of the North East.

And yet, for all the buoyancy onstage, Sultana's party was already riven with deep divisions and suffering from self-defeating impulses familiar to observers of the American progressive left. If Your Party means to empower the British left rather than delivering elections to Labour's rivals to the right, it has some soul-searching to do.

Read: The Gaza left and the gender left

The rifts within the new party were present from the start, but on September 18, they became embarrassingly public. That morning, an email went out to Your Party's mailing list, asking those interested to sign up as members by paying a monthly fee of five pounds (or an annual fee of 55 pounds). Sultana soon declared on social media that more than 20,000 members had paid up within hours. The long wait appeared over. The new party was up and running--and then all hell broke loose.

About half an hour after Sultana's announcement, Corbyn sent an "urgent message" to the party's supporters, declaring that the earlier email they had received was "unauthorized" and asking supporters to ignore it and cancel any payment they had made. Corbyn's message was signed by nearly all the members of a group he'd co-founded, called the Independent Alliance and consisting of Corbyn, Sultana, and four other MPs, all of whom are Muslim men of South Asian descent who ran Gaza-focused campaigns. Sultana, who is also of Pakistani Muslim background, joined it only in July and was the only member not to sign. Corbyn and his allies are now clearly shunning her.

Sultana hit back, complaining that a "sexist boys' club" was interfering with her vision for an "open, democratic and member-led organization." The public meltdown devolved into legal threats and recriminations on both sides. Upping the ante, Sultana swiftly introduced a bill banning landlords from serving as MPs. This appeared to be a jab at Adnan Hussain, an ally of Corbyn's who runs real-estate companies. Hussein has espoused socially conservative views, including on trans people, and voted against decriminalizing abortion after 24 weeks and for taxing private schools, all stances controversial on the left.

The kerfuffle within Your Party has spawned endless jokes, memes, and obvious schadenfreude among its rivals. And the civil war shows little sign of abating. On X, two prominent Your Party supporters in Wales said they were "appalled" by the infighting and attempted to distance themselves from both sides. A group of two dozen activists called Our Party have made a bid to take over Your Party from both Corbyn and Sultana. "It's time to hand over the reins," the group has said, demanding the MPs give way to the members. Corbyn has since reopened the online membership drive; the party's outlets declared that those who had signed up before will also count as members. Sultana has tepidly supported this bid but been conspicuously absent from Your Party's recent social-media posts.

The episode reflects poorly on Your Party's leadership, but that's not the only obstacle the project is up against. Britain's first-past-the-post system makes any nationwide third party difficult to muster. Back in the 1920s, even the Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin called on his British supporters to affiliate with the Labour Party instead of fighting it. Most Marxist groups in Britain have spent at least some years inside the Labour Party, hoping to change it from within.

Conversely, history is littered with failed leftist attempts to oust Labour as the main party of the British working class. In 1996, Arthur Scargill, the leader of the mine workers' union, left Labour to establish the Socialist Labour Party. It never got more than 0.2 percent of the vote. In 2004, the opposition to the war in Iraq, together with Trotskyists and Muslim community leaders, formed the Respect Party. Former Labour MP George Galloway won an East London seat on that party's ticket in 2005, with the enthusiastic support of much of the British far left. But Respect never gained another seat, and its Trotskyist and Muslim-focused wings soon split apart (the Respect leader and former Birmingham councilor Salma Yaqoob is now a key Sultana ally). Several other efforts before and since have had similar results.

Your Party suffers from some of the same problems that doomed its predecessors. One is that basing a new party on a single foreign-policy issue is a mistake--whether the Iraq War in 2004 or Palestine now. British workers are unlikely to break century-long ties to Labour over the Middle East. The wrong basis of unity also makes clashes inevitable. This is evident in the Independent Alliance. Despite a shared position on Gaza, many of its founding members have no background in Labour or on the left. One worked with a Muslim advocacy group contesting LGBTQ themes in school textbooks. Another is a former Liberal Democrat who called for troops to break a sanitary workers' strike in Birmingham.

The conflicts within Your Party have something to do with egos and personalities, but they are also rooted in differing political and organizational visions among the party's leaders and those in their orbits. The former Corbyn staffer James Schneider has said that he wants a party of "asset-poor workers, downwardly mobile graduates and racialized people." The penchant for identity politics has become passe on the left and subject to critique. Andrew Murray, a former Communist trade unionist and Corbyn adviser, has decried Schneider's formula as promoting the "political fragmentation of the working class."

An even more crucial disagreement is over the party's relationship to electoral politics. Sultana, Schneider, and others talk of placing the new party at the core of grassroots institutions meant to radicalize British society from below and bring societal change. Sultana has said that the new party shouldn't limit itself to "just electoralism" and has pledged to "change politics forever," bringing about a "politics of fun and joy ... embedding itself in mass culture." Schneider has said that the main task of the party should be to "construct more institutions" and to be "a catalyst for popular organizing and a lever for popular mobilization."

These airy promises suggest an activist mentality that is alien to politics in a parliamentary democracy like Britain's. Running a political party requires flexibility and compromise. As one former Corbyn staffer has argued, "direct engagement in building grassroots institutions ... could distract from this larger, electoral aim."

In fact, a perennial problem for any new leftist party will be its saturation with activists, who have a penchant for lost causes, kooky foreign-policy positions, and narcissisms of small differences. Sultana loves to emphasize how democratic Britain's new party will be. But unless it also has strong leadership around a firm program, all of its energies will be spent on herding the leftist cats who share little besides their disdain for Labour.

Read: The real reason American socialists don't win

Sultana claims that the rise of "fascism" gives her project urgency. She points to the recent enormous far-right rally in London and to the chances of Farage coming to power. But much of her rhetoric, and that of her supporters, attacks "Labourism" and the Labour Party instead. She has called for Deputy Prime Minister David Lammy to be prosecuted by the International Criminal Court, even though the Labour government he is a part of has recognized the State of Palestine.

Your Party could be a gift to Farage if it succeeds in stealing votes from rivals on the left. These include not just Labour but also the Green Party, which recently elected the self-described eco-populist Zack Polanski as leader. Polanski has attracted a number of Labour activists from the Corbyn era, such as the best-selling Marxist author Grace Blakeley and the former Corbyn spokesperson Matt Zarb-Cousin. Unless Labour, the Greens, and Your Party come to an electoral understanding, their candidates will have to compete with one another, and with other parties, over every seat, dividing the left-leaning vote and potentially allowing Reform or the Conservatives to come out on top. Fearful of such an outcome, even those who support Your Party's policies might prefer to vote for Labour as the best shot for defeating the right.

Your Party could avoid paving Farage's path to power if it lowered its ambitions from replacing the Labour Party to being a potential ally to its left. This would mean forging an understanding with Labour, the Greens, or both. The new party might have to limit itself to running only for seats that neither Reform nor the Conservatives could possibly win, for example. But more important, the party would have to stop demonizing Labour and focus its ire on the right-wing parties instead.

Read: Too much purity is bad for the left

Britain's Communist Party adopted such a strategy for most of the 20th century. In Europe, too, many left-wing parties treat center-left parties as potential coalition partners rather than primary adversaries. Murray has encouraged Your Party to learn from this approach rather than seek to replace Labour, given that it won't have "the strength that comes from being a part of the political fabric for 120 years, nor the historic roots and power bases" of the Labour Party.

But convincing activists that their nascent party should commit to being a junior partner in a Labour government will be a daunting task. A writer for the leftist flagship New Left Review has already warned against "a liberal popular-front model that implicitly commits the left to propping up a Labour government, which would be moral and political suicide."

Sultana recently visited New York City, hosted by the local branch of the Democratic Socialists of America, perhaps hoping to learn from the success of the mayoral candidate Zohran Mamdani. A prominent Sultana supporter has even suggested that Your Party should emulate DSA. But as inspiring as Mamdani's rise has been, DSA's shambolic life on the national level should be a cautionary tale for the British leftists. A loose federation of local clubs with no discernible national strategy, DSA has been ineffective on a broad scale. If Your Party wants to avoid a similar fate, it would be well advised to be disciplined and electorally oriented--and to drop single-issue activism, hostility to Labour, and inept, baggage-laden figures such as Corbyn. Only then can it effectively pursue its goals.
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The Reason Not to Boycott Israeli Films

Cinema is a vital source of artistic dissent in a country at war.

by Gershom Gorenberg




A lost boy walks slowly through Tel Aviv's central bus station. Two soldiers pass him, and he turns away to avoid being noticed. Yet there's nothing noticeable about him--brown hair, blue eyes, a chin just beginning to widen into adolescence--except the mix of fear and determination that shows when the camera zooms in on his face. He asks a passerby, perhaps too quietly to be heard, "Do you speak Arabic?," but the man rushes by.

The boy is Khaled, the main character of the new Israeli film The Sea. The day before the bus-station scene, Khaled's class in a West Bank village near Ramallah set out on a trip to the beach, a place that stands for all that is nearly out of reach for Palestinians living under occupation. When the children's bus reached the checkpoint to enter Israel, a soldier told the teacher that Khaled was barred from entering, an inscrutable dictate of the authorities. His classmates were allowed in. Brought home, Khaled decided to set off for the sea on his own, and crossed under the border fence with Palestinian men who work without permits in Israel. Thus begins a harsh yet delicately portrayed version of the classic journey of a boy into a dangerous, foreign world.

The Sea is an Israeli production, even though it is one that blurs the line between "Israeli" and "Palestinian." The first frame of the film acknowledges funding from the Israel Film Fund, a nonprofit funded by the state's Ministry of Culture and Sport. The scenes set in Khaled's village were filmed in the West Bank, the rest in Israel. And it has just won the Ophir--the Israeli equivalent of an Oscar--for best picture, making it Israel's entry for best foreign film at the Academy Awards.

Read: The problem with boycotting Israel

Muhammad Gazawi, from the Arab Israeli town of Qalansawe, took best actor for playing Khaled, and at 14 is the youngest-ever winner of an Ophir in that category. Shai Carmeli Pollak, an Israeli Jew who wrote and directed the film, won for best screenplay. The Ophirs are awarded by the Israeli Academy of Film and Television, which has also received state funding.

With these facts in mind, consider a recent call, on the part of more than 4,500 actors and other film personalities and workers from the United States and elsewhere, to boycott the Israeli film industry. As a means of achieving political change, the boycott is ill-conceived, targeting a vital source of artistic dissent rather than policy makers.

First released on September 9, the boycott declaration commits its signatories "not to screen films, appear at or otherwise work with Israeli film institutions--including festivals, cinemas, broadcasters and production companies--that are implicated in genocide and apartheid against the Palestinian people."

A linked document defines those "implicated" as including, among other bodies, Israeli film festivals that "partner with the Israeli government while it carries out what leading experts have defined as genocide against Palestinians in Gaza." It calls for avoiding all ties with production companies that operate "in Israel's system of apartheid," but allows an exception for those that have endorsed the "full, internationally recognized rights of the Palestinian people." Unstated is whether, to qualify for exemption, a company must affirm the right to a Palestinian state next to Israel or in place of Israel.

My guess is that those who signed the pledge are unlikely to make fine distinctions. The goal is to boycott Israeli cinema. Money that originated in the state budget will make a film an easier target. The Sea may get a pass because Palestinians were involved, and because the central figures in making it have denounced the war in Gaza. Or perhaps not: Advocates of BDS (boycott, divestment, sanctions) have previously called for shunning Standing Together, the left-wing movement of Jewish and Palestinian Israelis that opposes the occupation and calls for ending the war in Gaza.

But even if The Sea is allowed a loophole, the film highlights the basic flaw in the boycott effort. Moviemaking in Israel relies in part on state funding. Yet cinema and television have become the media for engaging large audiences on the most fundamental issues, including militarism and the occupation.

Making films in Israel depends partly on government funds because of the small core market for movies made in a language spoken by a small population. And even in a film telling a universal story, some cultural allusions speak most strongly to the home audience. In Israel, a country of 10 million people, cinema is not a Hollywood-style business. It's an art, dependent on public financing.

State funding for Israeli cinema was mandated by a law that took effect in 1999. Four-fifths of the money goes to film projects; the rest goes to organizations such as the film academy and festivals. The money for movies is allocated indirectly, through independent foundations, such as the Israel Film Fund. Cinema professionals, not politicians, review proposals, listen to pitches, and decide which films to support. Producers still need to raise money from additional sources to meet budgets that are tiny by American standards.

The film law is one reason Israeli cinema has flourished in the past 25 years and repeatedly tackled the toughest questions in Israeli life. Collaborations with foreign companies and grants from independent nonprofits have also contributed.

This year's output also includes Oxygen, about an Israeli mother whose son has volunteered to stay in the army past his discharge date to go into battle with his unit. A millimeter beneath the film's surface is the biblical story of Abraham binding his son Isaac to the altar as an offering. That's a running motif in Israeli art. Anat, the mother, is a schoolteacher who has passed on to her pupils and to her child the ethos of military service in defense of the country. Now, though, she's no longer willing to sacrifice her only son, whom she loves--to paraphrase Genesis--in a war of uncertain purpose. In one scene, real footage of Benjamin Netanyahu appears on the television of Anat's father, who is suffering post-traumatic flashbacks from his own wars. "We are on our way to absolute victory," the prime minister declares--his refrain throughout the current conflict in Gaza.

"You think I'm insane?" Anat asks her father's partner, as she considers how to get her son out of the army.

"Truth is, I think you're the only sane person here," the other woman replies.

Oxygen brings to the screen a question that countless Israeli parents are facing as the war in Gaza continues. It won the award for best Israeli feature film at this year's Jerusalem Film Festival--one of the targets of the foreign boycott effort.

Read: The real reason to recognize Palestine

While the boycott targets Israeli cinema from abroad, quality filmmaking in the country is also under attack from Netanyahu's populist government. Culture and Sports Minister Miki Zohar is the point man. The film law doesn't allow Zohar to set explicit political criteria for financing movies. Instead, he enacted new rules earlier this year for allocating the state film budget among the foundations that, in turn, distribute the funds to productions. Henceforth, the foundations that pick the most commercially successful movies will receive a greater share of the funds. Zohar appears to assume that the public will choose escapism, and that state money won't find its way to movies that ask hard questions. If lots of Israelis pay to see the movies he hates, these hopes will be dashed. After the success of The Sea at the Ophir awards, Zohar declared that he'd cut off state funding for the ceremony. Whether he has the authority to do this is questionable, but the effort to intimidate is clear.

Bizarrely, though, at the same moment that the government seeks to silence Israeli filmmakers, the boycott campaign aims to cut them off from foreign audiences and sources of support. People elsewhere in the world understandably want a way to stop the horrific war in Gaza and end the occupation. Signing on to a boycott is an easy way to show outrage, to perform it.

Yet to change what Israel is doing, you have to change Israelis' minds about it. In some accounts of American history, the novel Uncle Tom's Cabin decisively turned public opinion against slavery, accomplishing what pamphlets and political rhetoric could not. Perhaps no single creative work could influence a country that way today. But contemporary film is a powerful medium, and the stories that appear on-screen have the potential to lead more Israelis to question the country's direction.

If people who create movies believe in their own art form, the performance that matters to them should be that of actors on set. Instead of shunning Israeli filmmakers, they should be working with them, co-producing with them, making sure the industry survives. They should understand that the story of a soldier's mother slowly going mad, or of a Palestinian child lost in an Israeli city, will have far more impact than any boycott.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/10/boycott-israel-movies-protest/684410/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What's Missing From Trump's Gaza Peace Plan

Announcing a peace plan is the easy part. Executing it is much harder.

by Yair Rosenberg




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

Yesterday, President Donald Trump unveiled a 20-point proposal for ending the devastating conflict in Gaza. On paper, it's a mostly sensible deal--and certainly better than the alternative, which is what it should be measured against. Among other elements, the plan would end the war, return the remaining hostages, surge aid into Gaza, disarm and potentially exile Hamas, and provide an eventual pathway toward Palestinian self-government. Crucially, the proposal also repudiates Trump's prior push to "clean out" Gazans in order to build an American resort, reversing an egregious blunder that had fanned the Israeli settler right's dream of ethnically cleansing Gaza.

In short, the Trump plan is a bunch of generally reasonable ideas that have been circulating for years but have not been implemented, because both parties to the conflict have strong reservations about some of them. The question is whether any of that has changed. Trump's proposal has the backing of the European Union, the Palestinian Authority, key Arab states, Israeli hostage families, and the Hamas patrons Turkey and Qatar. At the White House, the plan also received qualified support from Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, who praised it as achieving Israel's war aims.

Yair Rosenberg: The real reason to recognize Palestine 

All of that, however, was the easy part. The hard part is the follow-through. Trump, always the salesman, presented the agreement as a done deal. But the real work has only just begun. Can Trump and his Middle Eastern allies get Hamas to assent to concessions, such as demilitarization, that it has thus far refused? And can the president keep Netanyahu from flipping on the deal if and when it threatens his far-right coalition in Parliament? For this plan to work, Trump will need his friends in Qatar and Turkey, whose countries shelter Hamas leaders, to deliver the terrorist group, and he will need to babysit the Israeli prime minister to ensure he upholds the bargain.

In theory, the president is uniquely situated to accomplish these aims. Trump has enjoyed warm relations with the leaders of Qatar and Turkey, having hosted both recently in the White House. He also has leverage over Netanyahu that no recent American president has enjoyed. That's because, although Netanyahu previously marketed himself in his own country as a bulwark against pressure from liberal American presidents such as Barack Obama, insulating him from their demands, he has presented himself as an ally of the populist Trump. The prime minister even featured the president on massive campaign posters, implying to voters that only he could manage Israel's relationship with the mercurial American leader. With new elections looming in 2026, Netanyahu cannot afford to be at odds with the man whose support is central to his own electoral argument, which is why he had no choice but to back Trump's plan in Washington.

That early buy-in matters, but it is no guarantee that the deal will succeed. Hamas has not yet agreed to the proposal, and may respond with a "yes, and" intended to drag out negotiations and shift blame for their eventual failure to Israel. Netanyahu, meanwhile, will face blowback from the hard-right members of his coalition--who seek to ethnically cleanse, annex, and resettle Gaza--and may try to extricate himself from the agreement if he fears it will collapse his government.

Jon Finer: The West Bank is sliding toward a crisis

As the Israeli opposition leader Yair Lapid put it today, Netanyahu "usually says 'yes' in Washington, when he stands in front of cameras in the White House and feels like a groundbreaking statesman, and the 'but' when he returns to Israel and the base reminds him who's boss." In fact, Netanyahu has a long history of reneging on painstakingly negotiated agreements because of domestic political considerations. But none of those agreements had an American president on the other side. Trump has the power to compel Netanyahu; the question is whether he is capable of paying the sustained attention necessary to do it.

The bleak truth about the Gaza war is that most Palestinians and Israelis have wanted it to end for many months, but their leaders have instead privileged their own ideological interests over the popular will. As Mohammed al-Beltaji, a 47-year-old from Gaza City, told AFP after Trump announced his plan, "As always, Israel agrees, then Hamas refuses--or the other way around. It's all a game, and we, the people, are the ones paying the price." This latest round of diplomacy can hardly be expected to turn out differently. But it would be wrong not to hope.
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The Trumpian Fantasy of WhiteHouse.gov

The administration's confusing, creepy new style

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




Last week, Donald Trump's White House anticipated the impending government shutdown like an album release, placing a massive countdown clock at the top of WhiteHouse.gov. "Democrat Shutdown Is Imminent," read the online home of the People's House, on a black background. Now that the shutdown has happened, a clock is counting upward: "Democrats Have Shut Down the Government," it says, with numbers climbing to mark the seconds, minutes, hours, and days that have elapsed.



This is an unusual use of the White House website. Though WhiteHouse.gov has always been a place to showcase the administration's agenda, it has mostly looked like the website of a mid-size high school. During the Clinton administration, it had the goofy GeoCities look of the day (American-flag GIFs); by the start of George W. Bush's presidency, it had transitioned into a bland informational page rendered in blue, white, and gray, clotted with text. ("President Bush Participates in Signing Ceremony With NATO Secretary General De Hoop Scheffer for NATO Accession Protocols for Albania and Croatia," for example.) It stayed that way, with minor tweaks, throughout the Obama administration, and it was as dry as ever during Trump's first term too. Even as Trump was inciting an insurrection against the United States government, his team did not use the White House website to promote that goal. On January 6, 2021, the homepage still showed information about the new COVID-19 vaccines.



But when Trump returned to office in January 2025, his transition team had a redesign ready to go. The first day, the website was transformed. Visitors saw an auto-playing trailer with an action-movie score--helicopter, jets, eagle, salute, thumbs-up, then a new White House logo in which said house was mostly black. After the video came a landing page with a photo of Trump and the message "AMERICA IS BACK" written in a new, spindly serif font on a dark navy background. Unmistakably, the design evokes the concept of "dark mode," the default app setting for guys who take themselves very seriously and who relish the idea that they may be edgy and cool. (A friend of mine used to react to people putting their phones in dark mode by saying "Okay, Batman.") By the way, the site is no longer available in Spanish.



Read: We're all in 'dark mode' now



Americans don't need the White House website to explain to them the attitude of this administration--Trump's actions and the consequences of them are plain to see. Yet the White House website is a record of an era: Looking back at the Bush years, I was struck by the plainness of the design, but also the gentle and classic expressions of patriotism that were about as jarring as an American-flag postage stamp. If WhiteHouse.gov is a chapter in the story of the second Trump administration, what is it saying?



Not a design expert myself, I asked Pamela Lee, a professor of modern and contemporary art at Yale, to take a look at the site. I told her I thought the dramatic darkening of the page scanned to me as creepy and menacing, but she called this a matter of perspective. "You read it as spooky," she said. "Some folks might come to it and think it represents something serious, somber, and masculine." (Appropriate, maybe, for a return to power.)



The same "dark mode" font treatment and color scheme have been used on the White House social-media pages since the first days of the new administration, marking another departure from the previous anodyne style. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote in March, on X, the White House is now a troll account, borrowing its snide visual language and tone from some of the internet's most cynical spaces and deploying this style to mock and dehumanize people.



These updates are apparently part of a larger project. In August, Trump announced the creation of a National Design Studio led by an Airbnb co-founder and Tesla board member, Joe Gebbia, one of the DOGE figures who was seen as a successor to Elon Musk after Musk's departure from Washington. (One of the National Design Studio's first projects was the website for the Trump Gold Card, a U.S. visa that will be granted only to those who can "make a gift of $1 million" to "substantially benefit" the United States.)



This new team reportedly replaces a group of United States Digital Service and General Services Administration employees, many of whom resigned or were fired during the DOGE cuts earlier this year. It is tasked with modernizing the government's digital services, but it also promises to beautify them. A launch page for the National Design Studio specifically names the Apple Store as a north star. (The White House initially responded to my request for an interview with the new team, but didn't respond to subsequent attempts to schedule one.)



A week after announcing the design studio, Trump signed an executive order titled "Making Federal Architecture Beautiful Again," which states that classical styles emulating ancient Greece and Rome are the new "default" for government buildings. This sounds like a bit of a mishmash, but I can kind of see the vision. It's familiar as one that has been popular in Silicon Valley for years, where a survey might find that the most beautiful things ever created are Apple devices and the Roman empire.



This hybrid look is shared by many "network state" projects that have emerged in recent years. Those projects, which boast funding from the likes of Sam Altman, Marc Andreessen, and Peter Thiel, promise total freedom for people who regard themselves as overly constrained by our current democracy. They tend to combine elements of sleek, modern design with images and references drawn from the distant past, when men were great, spears were shiny, and buildings were intimidating. They like the look of Roman- and Greek-sculpture busts, for instance, but photoshopped with gradient overlays and sci-fi elements. Another tech-world project called More Monuments is currently working on building a 500-foot-tall statue of George Washington in a classical style but made of stainless steel, which they are funding in part with a crypto token called GEORGE; they plan to call it The Colossus of George.



Trump's personal taste is all over the place. He leans more toward the gilded, his own interior-design preference more toward Versailles. But his chosen architect for the gigantic new White House ballroom is a member of the National Civic Art Society, a nonprofit whose goal is promoting classical architecture, and his selection of Gebbia, who went to the Rhode Island School of Design and cites the Bauhaus movement as inspiration, suggests that he is on board with the Apple-meets-Rome combination.



When I spoke with Toby Norris, an art-history professor at Assumption University who contributed to the recent Routledge book Interrogating the Visual Culture of Trumpism, he said he didn't think that Trump had a coherent aesthetic vision. Instead, he sees "a kind of patchwork of all these things that different people who have influence on him have been pushing." The executive order on architecture, for instance, was reportedly "spearheaded" in 2020 by the National Civic Art Society. Trump issued a version of it at the end of his first term but it was invalidated by the Biden administration almost immediately.



When Trump presents the idea of a return to the classical, it's in a populist tone. Both the 2020 and 2025 orders argue that people dislike the Brutalist government buildings of the second half of the 20th century, and that a revival of classical architecture would be a way of giving people what they want. Critics have countered that classical architecture has taken on a more authoritarian reputation over time. It's the architecture of ancient Athens, the birthplace of democracy. "But it's also the architecture of the Roman empire," Norris said. The later classical architecture of Rome was on a grander scale--more imperial and assertive and over-the-top, he told me. "And then people point out that's exactly what Hitler liked," he added brightly.



At the end of the day, the "dark mode" online aesthetic paired with the offline return to a fantasy of the awe-inspiring past is not much more than a vibe--a porridge of references to power and control. When I spoke with Lee, she noted that the right has recently been reaching into the "grab bag" of history and looking for "moments that represented either the golden ages of this or that or kind of cusp moments." And the gloomy website I pointed to seemed, to her, to represent a darkness before a dawn, if ham-handedly.



Whatever the intention, it would probably be easy enough to sell these ideas to Trump simply by calling them beautiful. "Trump uses the word beauty all the time," Norris observed. "It's obviously a sort of talisman for him, this word beauty." People can disagree about what's beautiful, of course. In her 1999 classic, On Beauty and Being Just, Elaine Scarry argued that spontaneous glimpses of beauty are what inspire in ordinary people the pursuit of truth and justice. I guess from another perspective, it could just mean "winning."
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Are You a 'Heritage American'?

Why some on the right want to know if your ancestors were here during the Civil War

by Ali Breland




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

In August, a guest on Tucker Carlson's podcast said something that immediately caught his interest. The United States faces a fundamental rift "between heritage Americans and the new political class," Auron MacIntyre, a columnist for Blaze Media, argued. "Heritage Americans--what are those?" Carlson asked.



"You could find their last names in the Civil War registry," MacIntyre explained. This ancestry matters, he said, because America is not "a collection of abstract things agreed to in some social contract." It is a specific set of people who embody an "Anglo-Protestant spirit" and "have a tie to history and to the land." MacIntyre continued: "If you change the people, you change the culture." "All true," Carlson replied.



That same phrase--heritage American--has been rippling across the right, particularly on the social web. Politicians have started flirting with the idea as well. During a speech at the Claremont Institute in July, Vice President J. D. Vance said that "people whose ancestors fought in the Civil War have a hell of a lot more claim over America than the people who say they don't belong," referring to those on the "modern left" who conceive of American identity "purely as an idea." And here's Senator Eric Schmitt of Missouri at the National Conservative Conference last month: "We Americans are the sons and daughters of the Christian Pilgrims that poured out from Europe's shores to baptize a new world in their ancient faith." America, Schmitt said, is "our birthright. It's our heritage, our destiny." (Spokespeople for Vance and Schmitt did not respond to requests for comment, nor did Carlson or MacIntyre.)



Adam Serwer: J.D. Vance's empty nationalism



The question of who counts as American has been debated for generations, and people have answered it in different ways in various eras--often depending on their own background and ideology. C. Jay Engel, a self-described "heritage American" whom Politico credits as having helped popularize the term, has repeatedly said that he is not a "racial essentialist" and believes that "blacks of the Old South" and "integrated Native Americans" also count as heritage Americans. But he has also argued that "the majority of blacks have demonstrated that they cannot function within the old European cultural standards" and that the concept of heritage Americans affirms "the domination and pre-eminence of the European derived peoples, their institutions, and their way of life."



When I called Engel to ask him about all of this, he told me that he does not believe that genetics are "the chief explanation" for how Anglo-Protestant ideals are transferred from generation to generation--but added that "there is an ethnic or racial correlation" between who embodies such ideals and who doesn't. Our conversation was polite, but strange at times. I mentioned that as a half-Iranian American who was born and raised in the U.S., I share more in common ideologically with the Anglo-Protestant Founders of the United States than I do with Middle Eastern theocrats. "I would also contend that there is something deep inside of you that is attracted to or finds familiar portions of Iranian history," he said, as though I am genetically predisposed to find the conquests of Darius the Great uniquely moving. I don't, and told him as much. "I'm not contending that you can't take someone and raise him within a certain cultural environment and he begins to adopt the taste and all that," Engel responded. "But I do contend that if you bring in massive groups of people over time, it's going to, in a few generations, be a lot culturally different than it would otherwise have been if you never had done that."



Speaking with Engel reminded me at times of MacIntyre, Vance, and others who tend to speak in nativist terms. They frequently appeal to an idea that only some Americans are truly legitimate--and often this means Americans of European ancestry--while leaving room for enough plausible deniability to avoid seeming straightforwardly racist. During his conversation with Tucker Carlson, MacIntyre made the point that although one's Americaness is tied to blood and the land, that "doesn't mean that other people can't be grafted in." In the same speech in which Vance connected American identity to ancestry, the vice president also defended some immigrants. "My lovely wife is the daughter of immigrants to this country," he said, "and I am certainly better off, and I believe our whole country is better off for it."



The far-right writer and podcaster Scott Greer said this plainly. "Liberals look stupid when they freak out over such an anodyne term," he wrote in an August column for The American Conservative endorsing the term. This vagueness is strategically useful, he argued, because "heritage American is more palatable to the public than 'white.'" (In 2018, The Atlantic revealed that Greer wrote under a pen name for a journal run by the white supremacist Richard Spencer. He later apologized and said that his views had "evolved.")

Read: A Daily Caller editor wrote for an 'alt-right' website using a pseudonym

The term also has obvious potency as the Trump administration enacts mass deportations of undocumented immigrants and pursues a project of redefining America more broadly. Immediately upon returning to office, in January, the president signed an executive order to reinterpret the Fourteenth Amendment to ban birthright citizenship, the legality of which is still being debated in the courts. Heritage Americans seems engineered to move the goalposts even further. "A lot of people are asking, 'Okay, we understand mass deportations for illegals. We get that,'" MacIntyre said to Carlson, "'but what about legal immigrants? How does that work? Who is an American, ultimately, right?' And that's really going to be the question of our age."



When Engel and I spoke, he ran through a list of possible immigration restrictions that he would pair with ongoing mass deportations. He seemed to recognize that America can't deport everyone: "We need to be realistic and can't turn back the past," he said. But in politics--especially on the right--new buzzwords can signal what policy goals are coming. Backlash to critical race theory and "groomers" that started online helped galvanize a real-life movement to strip discussions about race and LGBTQ matters from school curricula. The rise of rhetoric about the "Great Replacement"--the conspiracy theory that there is an intentional plot to replace white people with people of color--helped supercharge support for mass deportations among American voters.



Heritage Americans is similarly "a framework that gestures to an intellectual justification for policy," Nicole Hemmer, a historian at Vanderbilt who studies the right, told me. Taken to the extreme, some of these same ideas lead to remigration, the notion that nonwhite citizens who haven't properly assimilated should be deported. Remigration has already gained traction among the nativist right in Europe. President Donald Trump, Elon Musk, and Stephen Miller have already floated the concept as a potential solution to what they see as America's immigration problems, and in May, the State Department announced that as part of a pivot away from refugee resettlement within the U.S., it would create an Office of Remigration.



Over the summer, Trump posted a lengthy message on Truth Social about his desire to put the full force of his administration behind his goal to "reverse the tide of Mass Destruction Migration that has turned once Idyllic Towns into scenes of Third World Dystopia." The president went on: "Our Federal Government will continue to be focused on the REMIGRATION of Aliens to the places from where they came, and preventing the admission of ANYONE who undermines the domestic tranquility of the United States."
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The Most Reviled Tech CEO in New York Confronts His Haters

Avi Schiffmann says he's enjoying the angry reaction to the Friend AI pendant. Is he serious?

by Matteo Wong




If you haven't already heard of Friend, the company that makes a $129 wearable AI companion--a plastic disk, containing a microphone, on a necklace--you probably also have not seen Friend's recent ad campaign. Late this past summer, Friend paid $1 million to plaster more than 10,000 white posters throughout the New York City subway system with messages such as I'll binge the entire series with you.



People hate these billboards. Revile them, even. Across the city, the ads are covered in graffiti criticizing the pendant (it doesn't have eyes, bruh; CRINGE) as well as the idea of AI altogether (AI wouldn't care if you lived or died); some vandals invite you to befriend a senior citizen instead of a chatbot, or volunteer with a community garden--you will meet cool people! Many of the ads have been ripped and torn. The backlash has grabbed far more attention than the product itself, so I wondered: How does Avi Schiffmann, the 22-year-old founder and CEO of Friend, feel about being the most despised tech founder in America's largest city?



To my surprise, he was visiting New York from San Francisco when I reached out to ask about this. He told me that he was in fact in the city to see his vandalized billboards--and he was game to meet me last Wednesday in the West Fourth Street station, where he'd purchased a prominent array of Friend ads in two long entry corridors. That morning, every single Friend.com ad I'd seen in the station had been scribbled over, but only a few hours later, they had all been replaced with new posters. Still, a few were freshly vandalized; when we approached one that said Fuck AI!, Schiffmann, with a Friend device dangling over his black T-shirt, said, "I love it."



As Schiffmann tells it, the backlash was all part of the plan. The ads were meant to work as a canvas and provocation, he told me, because traditional marketing is passe: "Nothing is sacred anymore, and everything is ironic." (He's made the same point on X and in an interview with Politico.) To get attention, you need to be "a little on the nose," he told me, and the images of vandalized Friend ads circulating the web are the best PR that Friend could ask for. "The picture of the billboard is the billboard," Schiffmann said (also recently posted to X). Some of the ads implying that an AI is superior to a human friend--I'll never bail on our dinner plans, I'll never leave dirty dishes in the sink--are clearly meant to goad. In fact, many of the posters, my colleagues and I have noticed, seem to be marked with verbatim messages in similar handwriting; had Schiffmann not only courted the vandalism but also instigated it? He denied any meddling: "Then I wouldn't enjoy it that much."




Friend is Schiffmann's first foray into the AI industry, although he has experience building viral software. When the coronavirus pandemic began, and Schiffmann was still in high school, he rose to fame after creating one of the world's most popular websites for tracking COVID-19 cases; the project was lauded by Anthony Fauci. When Russia invaded Ukraine, just months after Schiffmann had dropped out of Harvard, he created a website to match Ukrainian refugees with hosts. In 2023, his attention turned from crisis response to start-up mode (or perhaps the loneliness epidemic), and he began developing the Friend, then known as "Tab," which he described at the time as a "wearable mom."



Friend debuted in July 2024 with a promotional video that features brief clips of young adults navigating the world with a prototype pendant around their neck. In the final scene, two teenagers sit on a rooftop, apparently on a date. "I just kind of like to come up here to be myself. I've never brought anybody else--I mean, besides her," the girl says, gesturing to her pendant. "I guess I must be doing something right, then," the boy responds. In a time when the world seems to have agreed that Facebook, Instagram, and the social-media era have inflicted anxiety and loneliness on generations of adolescents and young adults, it's hard to see the video as anything other than satire or tone-deaf.



Perhaps it is both. Schiffmann told me that he doesn't think the company's vision is dystopian or that AI companionship will degrade human friendships. "I don't think this kind of 'friend' replaces any relationship in your life," he said; rather, it provides a new category altogether. Schiffmann likened his AI pendant to a therapist, a best friend, and a living journal all at once. Seated on a bench in Washington Square Park, near the West Fourth station--we had fled to avoid some overly loud busking--he paused, contemplating whether to continue. "This is what I said a while ago, and I don't think a lot of people liked it," he began, "but I would say that the closest relationship this is equivalent to is talking to a god."



I was taken aback, though not terribly surprised; Schiffmann had indeed made the same analogy when Friend launched last year. There are so many clearly well-documented problems with AI companions--they confidently present false information as true, may push people toward mental-health crises or even suicide, flirt with children. "For an AI relationship to be real," Schiffmann told me when I objected, "I think it has to have the possibility to lead you astray." He likened the situation to replacing human drivers with self-driving cars, which still get into accidents but less frequently than people do. (This was confusing: Schiffmann had just told me that AI pendants will not replace human relationships.) There's "a lot of responsibility," he continued, but he was confident that it would work out, in part because the AI pendant, by virtue of being trained on all of the internet, has "read every book on how to be a good friend."



Read: The unbelievable scale of AI's pirated-books problem



Friend extends the generative-AI paradigm that ChatGPT sparked nearly three years ago: Algorithms whose ability to talk lucidly about anything, anytime, makes it easy to assign them magical and terrifying properties. As with ChatGPT at its launch, Friend has some serious flaws--reviewers have called it "an incredibly antisocial device" and "unattractive, and clunky to use"--and like OpenAI, the company has spent a lot of money without any immediate hope of making it back. Schiffmann has raised a few million dollars--$1.8 million of which was used to buy the URL "Friend.com"--but only about 1,000 Friend pendants have been activated. By Schiffmann's own admission, the pendant has "plenty of issues," and he does not yet know how to make the business profitable; running the AI model constantly is expensive, but he has no intention of adding a subscription fee. He did say that he'd like to have Friend pendants in Walmart next year.



For now, he's prioritizing what he calls "mindshare": to have as many people as possible thinking about, hating on, and discussing his product. As he tells it, all of this will jam into the zeitgeist the controversial notion that AI can be a "friend," just as ChatGPT cultivated and became synonymous with the allure of chatbots. Friend also has ads all over Los Angeles, and Schiffmann said that Chicago is next. He also said that the company is working on a "feature film" about Friend, although he gave no other details. I could see why he was so game to meet with me and stand in front of one of his posters, on which someone had crossed out almost every word and declared, in red Sharpie, that a friend is A PERSON. As he leaned back to pose, someone passed by and offered a fist bump. "I have no idea who that was," Schiffmann said.



As I listened to his ideas, I kept coming back to Schiffmann's observation that "everything is ironic." Throughout the AI boom, picking apart sincere statements from hyperbolic PR, or just plain trolling, has become harder and harder. When Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, says he wants to build a gigawatt of AI infrastructure every week--a data center that uses as much electricity as a major American city--it is both ridiculous and completely serious. He's capturing mindshare and receiving funding for these efforts, in spite of a lack of clarity about how generative AI will make money or truly serve society. When Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei warns that AI models could replace half of white-collar jobs in a few years, even as his own company keeps marketing those very AI models, he sounds at once grave, naive, and absurd. To outright market an AI "friend," rather than the more measured "companion" or "assistant" or chatbot, is to play with that confusion head-on.



A microphone in a plastic disk on a necklace connected to a chatbot is not a god, but Altman and Amodei both have declared that they are racing to usher in a sort of superintelligence. In a way, Schiffmann has simply said aloud the truth of many AI leaders' grand vision. Meanwhile, the people defacing Friend's advertisements are expressing a much larger, inchoate rage at the broader AI industry, not just these plastic pendants that practically nobody owns. Schiffmann has created spaces throughout the city for millions of New Yorkers to provide their own "social commentary on the topic," as he put it, and for that commentary to then circulate on the World Wide Web.



Schiffmann told me that he was inspired by The Gates, an art installation of more than 7,000 orange steel gates along paths in Central Park that attracted tourists from around the world. Friend's ads can provide a place to "see what the world thinks about AI," he said, which apparently is "fuck this slop." Indeed, Schiffmann was more prone to citing postmodernist aphorisms and artists than famous venture capitalists and tech founders. Of late, he told me, he has been pondering a quote attributed to Andy Warhol: "You have to be alone to develop all the idiosyncrasies that make a person interesting." Warhol, of course, is known for at once satirizing and embodying mass production through his art and his studio, the Factory. Friend and its advertisements, at the moment, can be better understood as installation art than as a business, a performance instead of a product--an attempt to prod public attitudes toward AI, but perhaps not direct them.
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YouTube Bends the Knee

Welcome to the era of Big-Tech capitulation.

by Charlie Warzel




If you measure only in dollars (and not in dignity), YouTube got a pretty good deal. This week, the Google-owned platform paid $24.5 million to settle a lawsuit brought by President Donald Trump after the company suspended his channel six days after the January 6 riot at the Capitol. At the time, YouTube said it was "concerned about the ongoing potential for violence." (Trump's account was eventually reinstated in March 2023.) The terms of the settlement will direct $22 million to the Trust for the National Mall, a nonprofit group that is raising money to finance an addition to the White House. Most creators are lucky if they get a gold plaque from YouTube; Trump's getting a new ballroom.

This is just the latest example of major tech companies bowing to Trump. Earlier this year, Meta and X settled similar lawsuits with Trump over suspending his accounts, paying $25 million and $10 million, respectively. These three companies alone have collectively paid Trump and his associates $59.5 million for the sin of enforcing the rules of their own privately held companies. There's also Amazon, which made a reported $40 million deal with Melania Trump on a documentary project. Plus personal donations to Trump from various tech CEOs, including Apple's Tim Cook, who gave $1 million to his inaugural fund.

All of this amounts to a rounding error for the tech giants--averaged out, YouTube made more than $107 million from ad revenue every single day last quarter--but these are still acts of profound obsequiousness and corporate cowardice. There are any number of reasons they may have chosen to pay up: Perhaps the tech elite have become genuinely red-pilled, fear regulation, or don't want to lose out on government contracts. They have good reason to worry about personal retribution (last year, Trump accused Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg of plotting against him in the 2020 presidential election and said that he would "spend the rest of his life in prison" if he did so again). But in any case, by settling with Trump over these suspensions, the companies are effectively arguing that their content-moderation decisions following the insurrection were wrong. They are also arguing, in effect, that the government has the right to tell business owners what they can and cannot allow on their own platforms--a weak stance generally, and a weak stance on free speech specifically.

This is embarrassing for them, but they get something out of it, too. By settling, the companies can pivot toward dispensing with the work of moderation altogether. The decision to suspend Trump can serve for them as a cautionary tale of what happens when the platforms are forced to make difficult editorial decisions. They're given an excuse to take a lighter touch. They double down on the idea that they aren't truly publishers, which reinforces their long-standing arguments that the owners of social platforms should not be held liable for what happens on the sites they run. And they attempt to do so with a straight face even as they tune their algorithms to alter what content users see.

This is precisely what Meta, X, and now YouTube appear to be doing. In January, Zuckerberg announced a plan to return "to our roots around free expression" by replacing Facebook and Instagram fact-checkers with a system of community notes. Under Musk, X has turned into a white-supremacist-friendly free-for-all of AI slop, Nazi propaganda, and autoplaying murder videos. (Community notes have been useful in some cases, but they're not exactly consistent or fully adequate.) Last week, Alphabet, YouTube's parent company, said it would reinstate the accounts of creators banned for spreading election-denial content and misinformation about COVID. "YouTube values conservative voices on its platform and recognizes that these creators have extensive reach and play an important role in civic discourse," the company wrote in a recent statement to Congress about the decision. The New York Times recently reported that the platform would loosen rules around content, provided the videos "are considered to be in the public interest."

Multiple things are happening here. The first is that demonstrably false beliefs that were once considered fringe or outrageous are now ideological pillars of the current administration: The 2020 presidential election was stolen; vaccines are very dangerous; January 6 was a civil gathering of patriots. This has led many authority figures in Silicon Valley (who were quite vocal at the time about the need to combat disinformation) to feel sheepish about difficult but quite rational decisions made during the pandemic and the aftermath of the 2020 election--a time of mass death followed by a crisis in which the peaceful transfer of power was horrifically disrupted.

The second is that the Big Tech platforms have, for years, begrudgingly agonized over content-moderation decisions. Facebook, as I wrote in January, is the prime example of this posture. The history of the company is of Zuckerberg making reactive, often totally contradictory decisions about what's allowed. Facebook once claimed to be a neutral platform, only to get dragged in front of Congress, where it pledged to "secure elections." For the better part of the 2010s, Twitter struggled to balance a desire for free-speech maximalism with scattershot attempts to quell harassment on the platform. Despite (and partly because of) its staggering size and reach, YouTube has been drawn into far fewer moderation controversies. But many of its largest moderation decisions--like its decision to take down thousands of bizarre child-exploitation videos in 2017--have been reactive, coming after inquiries from news organizations.

To better understand the extent of the messaging shift from these technology companies, it is worth revisiting their reactions after January 6. Alphabet CEO Sundar Pichai wrote in a note to employees just after the riots that "the lawlessness and violence occurring on Capitol Hill today is the antithesis of democracy and we strongly condemn it." Four years later, Pichai stood on a dais to watch Trump take the oath of office.

Testifying before Congress in March 2021, Zuckerberg argued that Facebook did its part "to secure the integrity of our election," and then "President Trump gave a speech," he added, referencing when the president told his supporters, "If you don't fight like hell, you're not going to have a country anymore," and urged them to head to the Capitol building, where lawmakers were certifying the results. "I believe that the former president should be responsible for his words and the people who broke the law should be responsible for their actions." Zuckerberg also attended Trump's 2024 inauguration. Musk didn't own Twitter in 2021, but in a blog post at the time, the company called the insurrection "horrific" and was unequivocal in its justification for banning Trump, noting that his posts were "likely to inspire others to replicate the violent acts that took place on January 6, 2021, and that there are multiple indicators that they are being received and understood as encouragement to do so."

You might notice that these statements and justifications are unusually clear and direct for tech companies and their executives. They aren't full of vague bromides about community or civic discourse. They reflect the gravity of the moment they are describing--a violent mob smashing windows, assaulting police officers, and breaking into the Capitol building to attempt to overturn the results of a presidential election. Twitter's statement--a dispatch from a company that no longer really exists--is perhaps the most revealing in that it connects actions on the platform to real-world harm. By settling their lawsuits with Trump, the companies are insinuating that these statements and corresponding enforcements were part of some kind of collective hysteria. In reality, they were the opposite: a rare moment of clarity--a realization that their actions and inactions have consequences for their users and the world.

The job of content moderation at Facebook, YouTube, or even X scale is extremely difficult, bordering on impossible. It requires a level of monitoring that only finicky and error-prone automated systems can handle. It must take place on a global scale and require immense resources. Even then, the systems and people working inside them will make honest mistakes. Most important, it means having to come up with a set of rigid ideological principles and rules and enforce them consistently, making difficult calls on nuanced edge cases involving high-stakes actors and events. It's grinding work that can require exposing low-paid moderators to the absolute worst of humanity. Sometimes there is no clear, right answer on a given ruling. None of this is easy or fun, but it is the work of governance, of responsibility. It is what the money is for, and it comes with the territory of the heady mission statements that tech companies embrace: organizing the world's information or connecting the world or becoming the global town square. It's precisely the work these companies would rather not have to do.

In her best-selling memoir this year, the former Facebook employee Sarah Wynn-Williams wrote of the company's executives that "the more power they grasp, the less responsible they become." These words are also as good an epigraph for the Trump era as any. Rereading them in light of Big Tech's full capitulation to the current administration makes clear that, although these about-faces are politically convenient, they reflect a broader harmony between the tech platforms and the MAGA movement. So much of Trump's core appeal to his supporters is that he offers permission to behave in his image--to live shamelessly but also to enjoy a life of impunity and operate without having to realize that one's actions have broader consequences for others. It is, in other words, an invitation to simultaneously grow more powerful and less responsible.

Big Tech's MAGA pivot is cynical, cowardly, and self-serving. It is also a perfect match.
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Why This Shutdown May Be Different

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss the fight to fund the government.

by The Editors




Democrats are continuing to use their leverage in the federal-funding process to confront Republicans. Meanwhile, the threat of layoffs looms for many government workers. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined last night to discuss how long the government shutdown could last and more.

This shutdown is not necessarily something that Donald Trump would have chosen, "but he likes a fight," Ashley Parker, a staff writer for The Atlantic, said last night. "He thinks--publicly, gleefully--that it benefits him and Republicans politically." That, however, "still remains to be seen," Parker argued.

The president is also using the shutdown as an "opportunity for the deconstruction of the administrative state," Parker continued. But, she added, "there's some understanding within his orbit that there might be some blowback if they were actually to do that."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Andrew Desiderio, a senior congressional reporter for Punchbowl News; Ashley Parker, a staff writer at The Atlantic; and Toluse Olorunnipa, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Something Weird Is Happening With Halloween Chocolate

Where did it all go?

by Yasmin Tayag




Updated at 11:32 a.m. ET on October 8, 2025

My first thought upon seeing the Halloween-candy display at my local CVS last week was: Ooh, new treats! Then a second thought barged in: These new treats seemed awfully light on the chocolate. The Hershey's Nuggets contained a pumpkin-spice-latte cream. The M&M's were filled with, from what I could tell, berry-flavored peanut butter. And the Ghost Toast Kit Kats were covered not in chocolate, but in a fawn-colored cinnamon coating.

Candy manufacturers release new versions of old sweets all the time, but the timing of these decidedly un-chocolaty varieties is curious: They've all launched within the past two years, as the world supply of cocoa beans has dwindled, causing prices to skyrocket. Making cheap chocolate treats is no longer a cheap endeavor--unless they contain less chocolate.

Novelty is core to the candy business. It is especially important to Gen Z and Millennial consumers--the most candy-hungry demographic in recent years. This group seeks out taste mash-ups, unexpected textures, and flavor "experiences," Carly Schildhaus, the communications director of the National Confectioners Association, an industry group, told me. Nostalgia is trending too: Sweets from the 1990s, such as Gushers and Nerds, are having a moment, as are childhood flavors such as PB&J. Plus, even before the cocoa crisis, plenty of mass-market chocolate candies contained add-ins. Mixing in more, or different ones, gives the impression of innovation, not cost cutting. For example, the vibe of M&M's upcoming Bakery Collection--which includes such flavors as cherry chocolate cupcake, lemon meringue pie, and peanut-butter cinnamon roll--is fun, not frugal.

But candy-industry insiders know that the pressures for companies are twofold. Less chocolaty candies are "certainly a response to cocoa prices," Nicko Debenham, a cocoa-industry expert and the former head of sustainability at the chocolate giant Barry Callebaut, told me. Since 2023, West Africa, where most of the world's cocoa is grown, has had consecutive below-average harvests, owing to bad weather, crop disease, and illegal gold mining on farmland. A global shortage ensued, and the price of cocoa fluctuated wildly, reaching a record high of more than $12,000 a ton last December (in recent history, prices stayed below $4,000 a ton). Cocoa prices have become so volatile that banking on chocolate-based products is now a huge risk for candy makers. Companies are being forced to acknowledge that the cocoa crisis is a long-term threat, Ignacio Canals Polo, a chocolate-industry equity analyst with Bloomberg Intelligence, told me. "Three weeks of bad weather can completely change the dynamics of the market," he said. "If you're a chocolate manufacturer, you have to adjust your portfolio." (None of the candy companies I reached out to for this article returned my request for comment.)

"Cocoa cutting," as one might call it, has turned some sweets into (literally) paler imitations of their former selves. This year, Hershey's rolled out a chocolate-free Cinnamon Toast Crunch version of its classic Kisses; last year, it launched Reese's Werewolf Tracks, which replaced half the chocolate coating with a vanilla cream. Ferrero's newest versions of Butterfinger bars swap the milk-chocolate coating for salted caramel or marshmallow cream. Last year, Hershey's released a white Kit Kat enveloped in vanilla-flavored cream. Non-chocolate versions of these treats have been sold before, of course, but their sheer prevalence in the midst of a cocoa crisis is notable.

Observant consumers have noticed another ploy to use less chocolate: smaller candies. Standard Reese's cups, for example, come in a package of two that weighs 1.5 ounces, but Reese's Peanut Butter Pumpkins, which are typically sold during Halloween but launched this year in July, are sold in individually wrapped, 1.2-ounce servings. Bags of newly launched Kit Kat Counts, a vampire-shaped reimagining of the chocolate-coated wafers, are more than an ounce lighter than bags of their snack-size counterparts. (Last year, even former President Joe Biden complained that Snickers bars had undergone shrinkflation. Mars denied the allegations.)

Should the chocolate crisis worsen, candy companies have an especially springy cushion to fall back on: Gummies--shaped like bears, worms, NBA stars--are growing in popularity, as are other chewy, fruit-flavored candies. Most of the candy giants have thrust these alternatives into the spotlight. Hershey's latest Halloween lineup includes Shaq-a-Licious XL Gummies, which were launched last year, and new Jolly Ranchers Trickies, gummies with intentionally mismatched colors, shapes, and flavors (a pink cherry gummy may, for example, taste of green apple). The Ferrara Candy Company just released a juice-filled iteration of its ultra-popular Nerds Gummy Clusters. Mars, meanwhile, is pushing Halloween variety packs that include Starburst, Skittles, Life Savers, and Hubba Bubba. Freed from the cocoa supply chain, and with a seemingly limitless range of synthetic flavors to choose from, fruity candies are an ideal vector for novelty. (Among Mondelez's new offerings this year are Sour Patch Kids that, uh, glow under black light.)

Although next year's cocoa harvest is looking up, its fate remains uncertain. The current price of cocoa is still more than twice as high as it was in 2022. Still, the future of American candy consumption seems fairly stable. People tend to buy chocolate even when prices fluctuate, Canals Polo said. More pertinently, most trick-or-treaters (and, in some cases, their parents) expect not chocolate specifically, but candy--lots of it, and the more variety, the better. The pastel-green, marshmallow-flavored Witch's Brew Kit Kats for sale at my CVS initially struck me as an unnecessary addition to the world's confectionery lineup, but it seemed unfair to rob my 2-year-old of a core Halloween experience: eating dumb, fun sweets. They were not great, and certainly not chocolate, but that didn't stop me from gobbling them down too.



This article originally misidentified the maker of Butterfinger.
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Pediatricians Can't Bear These Costs

The Trump administration's crackdown is turning a difficult profession into an impossible one for some doctors.

by Katherine J. Wu




Ask most pediatricians about the finances of vaccines, and they'll tell you that vaccines are not a big moneymaker. Providing them might generate some profit, but generally, "the margin you make is exceptionally small," Robert Lillard, the medical director of the Cumberland Pediatric Foundation, told me.



Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., without citing specific evidence, has claimed otherwise--that vaccination generates massive profits for doctors. In a June interview with Tucker Carlson, he put it at "50 percent of revenues to most pediatricians," and said those profits create "perverse incentives" to push shots on their young patients. This description is so far from reality that Rana Alissa, the president of the Florida chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics, told me that any actual vaccine provider would find it laughable. In fact, immunization is a dicey-enough financial proposition that the administration's anti-vaccine policies already are discouraging providers from stocking some immunizations.



Pediatrics is one of the lowest-paid specialties in medicine. Now the Trump administration's approach to vaccines "has made the job of being a pediatrician that much more challenging," Jason Terk, a pediatrician in northern Texas, told me. "Is that going to hasten people leaving the practice? Probably."



Health-care providers purchase roughly half of the vaccines given to children in the United States directly from manufacturers, sometimes paying hundreds of dollars per dose. They don't recoup any costs until they administer those vaccines to privately insured patients, and bill the companies. That's an enormous up-front investment for pediatric practices, generally second only to employees in terms of cost. At Scott Huitink's pediatric practice in Tennessee, his team spends well over half a million dollars a year purchasing vaccines from manufacturers, he told me.



The other half of pediatric vaccines are purchased by the federal government, then distributed to providers across the country through the Vaccines for Children Program to support the immunization of children whose families can't otherwise afford it. Regardless of who pays for the doses themselves, pediatricians' offices must then shoulder the costs of storage and administration: specialized refrigerators, alarms to monitor for temperature issues, highly trained staff. Insurers generally reimburse for some of those costs, but not for unexpected problems--a refrigerator failure, a dropped vial, a dose drawn into a syringe and then declined by a patient's family. Lose just one vaccine, and providers may have to administer dozens more to break even. In one study from 2017, 12 percent of pediatric practices and 23 percent of family-medicine practices surveyed reported that they had stopped purchasing at least one vaccine because the financial risk was too great. (In those cases, they can refer families to local health departments or pharmacies to receive those immunizations.)



Providers have generally counted on consistent vaccine recommendations from the federal government to create relatively predictable demand. But this year, they cannot. President Donald Trump has advocated for Americans to delay or space out vaccines--waiting until the age of 12 to receive a hepatitis-B shot, normally given on the first day of life, or taking the measles, mumps, and rubella shots separately. Kennedy, meanwhile, has touted the debunked claim that MMR vaccines cause autism, and baselessly described COVID and HPV vaccines as dangerous. He has also repopulated the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, or ACIP, with researchers who have little to no experience in vaccine science or have publicly endorsed anti-vaccine views and who are now restricting or removing recommendations for various vaccines.



When reached for comment, Andrew G. Nixon, the director of communications at the Department of Health and Human Services, wrote via email, "Claims that this administration is undermining pediatricians or seeking to reduce childhood care are categorically false. Vaccine policy is guided by gold standard science and radical transparency." The White House did not return a request for comment.



Some of these actions are affecting pediatricians' vaccine purchasing directly. In its first meeting, for instance, Kennedy's ACIP voted to remove recommendations for flu vaccines that contain the preservative thimerosal, following the counsel of an anti-vaccine activist. Most flu vaccines in the U.S. were already thimerosal-free. But Terk, in Texas, told me that about 70 percent of his practice's supply of flu shots contained the compound, which prevents contamination in multidose vials. Switching over to single-dose, thimerosal-free vials eats up far more space in refrigerators, forcing his practice to place more frequent orders of fewer, more expensive doses. Under Kennedy's leadership, the FDA has also restricted the approvals for COVID shots, while the ACIP has substantially softened recommendations for their use--prompting weeks of scramble for pharmacies, doctors' offices, and patients, as they have tried to figure out who is eligible for the shots and whether insurers will cover them.



For a time, staff at Weill Cornell Medicine were having patients sign waivers pledging to pay out of pocket if insurers wouldn't cover COVID shots, Adam Stracher, the system's chief medical officer, told me. That has since stopped, as providers have grown more confident that coverage will come through. (AHIP, the national trade association that represents the health-insurance industry, has pledged to continue covering vaccines, including COVID vaccines, through the end of 2026. But not all insurance plans are expected to fall under that umbrella, experts told me.) Other pediatricians, who might normally place orders for autumn vaccines in the late spring or early summer, waited until Kennedy's ACIP met to discuss the shots in September. Terk, for instance, didn't receive his first batch of shots until the end of September; prior to that, he had to turn away families that wanted the vaccine.



Eliza Varadi, a pediatrician in South Carolina, told me that the murkiness around insurance coverage, coupled with lower demand, has prompted her practice to start ordering COVID vaccines just one box at a time--each a batch of 10 doses--to minimize the potential for loss. "We're very nervously waiting for the claims to go through the insurance companies, to make sure they are being paid," Varadi told me. "We could be okay, or we could lose several thousand dollars." (Providers can sometimes return unused vaccines to manufacturers, but in many cases, only for credit or a partial refund.)



Because neither Kennedy nor Jim O'Neill, the CDC's acting director, has yet signed off on the ACIP's new recommendations for COVID vaccines, states haven't been able to order the shots through the Vaccines for Children program. "The program basically said, 'You can't order COVID vaccines. We don't know when you can. We don't know when you'll have them, or if you'll have them at all. But at this point, all orders will be denied,'" Varadi told me. The lack of availability is now creating a two-tiered system of vaccine access, Deborah Greenhouse, another South Carolina pediatrician facing similar issues, told me. (Nixon did not respond to questions about this disparity, or when states would be able to order COVID vaccines through VFC.)



The downturn in COVID-vaccine purchasing may be bleeding into other shots. As orders of COVID shots have decreased, so have orders for flu and HPV vaccines, Lillard, of the Cumberland Pediatric Foundation, said. (Several pediatric practices in Tennessee purchase vaccines through Cumberland, which runs its own vaccine buying group.) Greenhouse told me she's been encountering far more resistance to the HPV vaccine in recent months, with families citing misinformation they've heard on social media. "It happens several times a week at this point," she said.



In general, demand for vaccines had already fallen, especially since the start of the coronavirus pandemic. At the same time, Lillard told me, the cost of labor and the price tag of many individual vaccines have continued to rise, while payments from insurance companies have remained relatively flat. Now that the federal government has adopted an antagonistic stance toward vaccines, the business of immunization looks even worse. Under these pressures, Varadi expects that more pediatricians will soon decide to stop offering certain vaccines.



By helping to keep children healthy, vaccines actually drive down demand for pediatric services, Alissa, of the Florida Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics, pointed out. In theory, pediatricians abandoning vaccines would help their businesses. But as the Trump administration continues to feed doubts about shots, doctors are being forced to confront just how costly vaccine hesitance can be. Greenhouse's visits are now stretching out longer, she told me--putting her behind schedule, or leaving no time for other important discussions about her patients' health. Families in many parts of the country are now requesting personalized, delayed vaccination schedules, which can drastically increase the number of routine visits that families must make, Huitink told me, as well as provider workloads. Juggling all of these bespoke schedules for families, Stracher said, makes mistakes more likely. Several pediatricians told me they worry that they and their colleagues might eventually need to see fewer patients, or cut other costs at their practice to compensate. "You're going to see physicians leaving the workforce because of this," Varadi told me.



Pediatrics has for years been enduring a workforce shortage--to the point where pediatrics training programs are struggling to fill slots. "We cannot find, we cannot hire, we cannot recruit," Anita Henderson, a pediatrician in Mississippi, told me. And the pediatricians I spoke with told me they expect that deficit to worsen. So when more children fall ill amid rising rates of outbreaks, fewer doctors will be available to care for them.
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Pfizer Finally Gave Trump What He Wanted

The pharmaceutical giant has granted the president's long-standing demands. Other drug companies could be next.

by Nicholas Florko




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

Donald Trump, always one to tout his knack for dealmaking, declared on Tuesday that he'd just struck one of his best deals ever. "This is one of the biggest medical announcements that this office has ever made," Trump said in the Oval Office, flanked by his top health officials. They'd gathered to announce that the administration had cut a deal with the pharmaceutical giant Pfizer. Trump couldn't help but smirk. "I'm surprised you're agreeing to this," he told Albert Bourla, the CEO of Pfizer.



Even drug-industry lobbyists are reportedly surprised by what Pfizer agreed to. The company has a history of outmaneuvering Trump's attempts to lower drug costs, yet it pledged to cut the costs of its drugs in the United States to match the lower prices it charges other developed countries. Pfizer also agreed to participate in TrumpRx, a new website the administration announced on Tuesday that will allow Americans to buy certain drugs at steep discounts.



Since he entered politics a decade ago, Trump has been obsessed with his belief that pharmaceutical companies are ripping off Americans by jacking up the price of drugs they sell for less in other developed countries. In his first press conference as president-elect in 2017, Trump declared that drugmakers were "getting away with murder." By the end of Trump's first month in office, he had summoned pharmaceutical executives to the White House to needle them about the issue. "I think you people know very well, it's very unfair to this country," he told them. He spent much of his first term unveiling policy after policy meant to reduce what Americans pay for prescription drugs. Time and time again, Trump's attempts failed--until now. By getting one of the world's most powerful drug companies to finally agree to his demands, Trump has caught a white whale.



The president has reason to be angry about drug prices. In 2022, drugmakers charged Americans nearly three times as much for drugs, on average, than they charged residents of comparable countries, according to a government report. A sizable percentage of Americans struggle to pay for their prescriptions, sometimes leading to tragic results. But Tuesday's victory was mainly a symbolic one, at least for the time being. It's still unclear how much relief Pfizer's move will end up bringing to patients at the pharmacy counter. Pfizer did agree to launch all new drugs at prices "at parity with other key developed markets." But for its existing portfolio of drugs, the company agreed only to bring its drug prices in line with other countries' for people on Medicaid, the government-run insurance program for the poor. Drugmakers already offer substantial discounts to Americans on Medicaid, and people covered by the program pay only a tiny co-pay for their prescriptions.



There is also a lot of ambiguity about the degree to which Americans will benefit from TrumpRx, which is reportedly set to launch next year and will offer drugs directly to consumers. According to a Pfizer spokesperson, the specific details of the company's deal with the administration are confidential; she did tell me that Pfizer's ointment for eczema will be offered on TrumpRx at an 80 percent discount. But Americans will still have to pay for the drugs out of pocket rather than using their insurance. Patients could still have to fork over hundreds or thousands of dollars for their prescription. "It's not at all clear to me which patients actually have the financial resources to do this," Rachel Sachs, a drug-pricing expert at Washington University School of Law, told me. (The White House did not respond to a request for comment.)



Still, the announcement marks the first time that Trump has successfully brokered a deal that would bring U.S. drug prices in line with those in other countries. Pharmaceutical companies have been wary of even minor concessions, insisting that the high prices paid by Americans subsidize the huge sums that go into researching and developing new drugs. Other countries are "not paying their fair share," Stephen Ubl, the president of PhRMA, an industry lobbying group, said earlier this year. In Europe, countries negotiate with drugmakers over the price they pay for drugs--which leads to lower prices.



Now the drug industry's previously united front against anything close to Trump's coveted "America First" pricing has collapsed. (In a statement, Bourla said that Pfizer had made the deal for "certainty and stability.") What's most notable about the Pfizer announcement is not how much money it may save Americans, but how the administration extracted the deal. In May, the president signed an executive order directing the administration to explore implementing a "most favored nation" policy, meaning that drug companies would be forced to offer Americans the same price paid by those in other developed nations. Letters to drug companies soon followed, demanding that they essentially make the concessions Pfizer agreed to Tuesday. "We will deploy every tool in our arsenal to protect American families," the administration warned drugmakers, giving them a deadline of September 29.



Drugmakers had been there before. In 2020, the Trump White House issued a similar ultimatum. Instead of capitulating, pharmaceutical companies stonewalled, and went as far as declining an invitation with Trump to discuss his demands. "I don't think there is a need for, right now, for White House meetings," the Pfizer's Bourla said at the time. Drugmakers did eventually proffer their own, less sweeping drug-pricing proposals, but negotiations went nowhere. The Trump administration resorted to rushing the "most favored nation" policy through the often arduous process of enacting regulations; drug companies sued, successfully blocking the policy from going into effect. Trump then lost reelection in November, effectively killing the policy. (The Biden administration enacted its own drug-pricing policy, which allowed the government to directly negotiate with drug companies over the prices they charge in Medicare, the insurance program for seniors.)



In his second term, however, Trump has proved more adept at figuring out how to get his way. Law firms, news outlets, and universities have all given in to the president's various demands during his first nine months in office. Pfizer is no different. In the days leading up to the September 29 deadline, the president announced that drug companies that aren't already making some of their products in the United States will face 100 percent tariffs. The announcement was not explicitly framed as a cudgel against drugmakers that had failed to agree to Trump's previous pricing demands, but a three-year exemption from the tariffs was apparently enough to get Pfizer on board. Tariffs are "the most powerful tool to motivate behaviors," Bourla said on Tuesday, acknowledging that they'd "clearly motivated" the company's concessions.



The fact that it's Pfizer giving Trump such a win likely sweetens the deal even more for the president. Trump has had a complicated relationship with the company: Pfizer was part of Operation Warp Speed, the first Trump administration's effort to quickly develop and manufacture COVID vaccines. But after he lost the White House in 2020, Trump accused Pfizer of hiding the big news that its COVID vaccine was effective against the virus until days after the election (which the company has denied). Since then, he has tried to play it both ways with Pfizer. "It is very important that the Drug Companies justify the success of their various Covid Drugs," he posted on Truth Social last month. "I have been shown information from Pfizer, and others, that is extraordinary, but they never seem to show those results to the public. Why not???" Now Pfizer's CEO has kissed the ring, thanking the president for his "friendship" during his appearance in the Oval Office.



The experience appears to have only emboldened the president. He told reporters on Tuesday that all of the top drugmakers are coming to the White House over the next week to cut similar deals. "We're making deals with all of them," Trump said. "And I said, if we don't make a deal, then we're going to tariff them." The terms of any further deals will determine exactly how big the drug-pricing changes will prove to be for Americans. It's hard to argue against lower drug prices, especially if the cuts end up applying to more than just Medicaid. But major changes could have global ramifications. Companies may also just raise their prices in other countries to compensate for the cuts.



Regardless, the Pfizer deal has put drugmakers at a negotiating deficit unlike anything else seen in the Trump era. The pharmaceutical industry has shown itself to be a worthy opponent for Trump, but its lobbyists haven't yet figured out how to fight back against a president who has been much more brazen in his second term than in his first. The rules of the game have changed. Pfizer's deal might have taken Trump by surprise, but other companies may soon very well top it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/10/pfizer-trump-deal/684442/?utm_source=feed
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Why Concord?

The geological origins of the American Revolution

by Robert A. Gross, Robert M. Thorson


Woods along the path of the British retreat from Concord to Boston



Concord, Massachusetts, 18 miles northwest of Boston, was the starting point for the War of Independence. On April 19, 1775, militia and minutemen from Concord and neighboring towns clashed with British regulars at the Old North Bridge and forced a bloody retreat by the King's men back to safety in Boston. Some 4,000 provincials from 30 towns answered the call to arms. Concord claimed precedence as the site of THE FIRST FORCIBLE RESISTANCE TO BRITISH AGGRESSION, the words inscribed on the town's 1836 monument to the battle (to the enduring resentment of nearby Lexington, which actually suffered the first American deaths that day). Concord's boast took hold thanks to Ralph Waldo Emerson, who in 1837 portrayed the brief skirmish at the bridge as "the shot heard round the world." That moment has been a key to local identity ever since.

Concord is widely known for another aspect of its history: It is intimately associated with the Transcendentalist movement in the quarter century before the Civil War. That distinction, too, it owes to Emerson. Born and raised in Boston, the most prominent public intellectual of Civil War America was the scion of six generations of New England divines, going back to Concord's founding minister. In 1835, at age 32, Emerson returned to "the quiet fields of my fathers," and from that ancestral base forged his career as a lecturer in Boston and beyond. He quickly became known as an eloquent voice for a new philosophy--calling on Americans to shed outmoded ways of thinking rooted in the colonial and British past and to put their trust in nature and in themselves. Partaking, as he saw it, of a divinity running through all Creation, Americans had an unprecedented opportunity to build an original culture on the principles of democracy, equality, and individual freedom. Emerson's project was to unleash this infinite force.

In Concord, Emerson attracted a coterie of sympathetic souls who shared his vision, including Henry David Thoreau, who, as the author of Walden and "Civil Disobedience," would ultimately surpass Emerson in renown. As the town gained literary stature, Concord became a byword for the philosophical movement it hosted. Henry Adams called Transcendentalism "the Concord Church." Emerson projected his influence by means of books and lectures. He was among the founders of The Atlantic, calling in its pages for the abolition of slavery (and, a few months later, mourning the death of Thoreau). Concord itself emerged, in the words of Henry James, as "the biggest little place in America."

Why Concord? How did a small town of some 2,200 inhabitants in 1860 become a cradle of not one but two revolutions? The best-known explanations distort the town's history while inflating its self-regard. One view, popularized by Van Wyck Brooks's Pulitzer Prize-winning The Flowering of New England (1936), emphasizes Concord's bucolic beauty, agricultural economy, and limited industrial development. It was a place fit for poets and philosophers, where nature and man came together in rare harmony. A second view, advanced by the Yale historian Ralph Henry Gabriel in 1940, holds that the Transcendentalists were the intellectual heirs of the minutemen. By challenging the materialism of business and politics and by insisting on the ideals of a democratic faith, Gabriel argued, Emerson and Thoreau were "carrying on the fight which had been started by farmers at the bridge."

It's no wonder that locals and tourists alike continue to indulge such explanations. An attractive civic identity can brand a town and bring in business; ironically, Concord's reputation as a place of principle, carrying the torch of democratic ideals, serves just this purpose. Still, as history, the public image of the Transcendentalists as heirs of the minutemen has little foundation. The minutemen had fought for collective liberty, the communal right to govern themselves and uphold a way of life going back to the Puritan founders. Transcendentalists, by contrast, stressed individual rights in a break with tradition. Forsake inherited institutions and involuntary associations, Emerson urged. "Trust thyself" was his strategy for changing times.


A reconstruction of Concord's Old North Bridge, where militia and minutemen forced British soldiers to retreat on April 19, 1775. (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



The town of Concord was not some sheltered enclave, slumbering through the revolutions of the age. In the Transcendentalist era, the community was economically dynamic, religiously diverse, racially heterogeneous, class-stratified, politically divided, and receptive to social and political reform. It stood in the mainstream of antebellum America. It offered no asylum from change.

It's easy to overstate the uniqueness of Concord in politics as well as culture. Why was the town at the forefront of the Revolution? Not because it was more militant than most. In the opposition to British taxes and "tyranny," it took its time, reluctant to unsettle authority and break with the Crown. Then again, so did most towns in Massachusetts, until Britain revoked the colony's provincial charter and assailed local self-government. Moderation made Concord a safe place to store military supplies; its leaders were unlikely to act rashly and precipitate a war. So did its distance from Boston and its pivotal place on the Massachusetts road network. The town was a market center, a seat of courts, and a staging ground for military expeditions--such as the march to Boston in 1689 to overthrow the authoritarian royal governor, Edmund Andros. But other towns, such as Weston and Worcester, could have performed a similar service in 1775.

As for Concord's status as the center of Transcendentalism, the claim is inflated. The movement drew support across the Boston area. Transcendentalists preached from Unitarian pulpits not only in Boston but also in nearby towns such as Watertown, Arlington, and Lexington. So Concord was not alone: Its citizens experienced the same forces unsettling life all over Massachusetts. Its writers just happened to address that social transformation with a vision of nature and the self so compelling that Concord became the symbolic rather than literal center of Transcendentalism.

From the December 2021 issue: Emerson didn't practice the self-reliance he preached

In one key respect, though, Concord truly was unique. In 1635, when the Massachusetts General Court authorized the founding of the town, it possessed a natural setting with distinct advantages replicated nowhere else in New England. Over millennia, the forces of geology had fashioned a physical landscape that the Native inhabitants had improved to sustain their way of life, and had unwittingly made ready for appropriation by the newcomers from across the sea. These resources drew pioneers into the interior, well beyond the seaboard, for the first time, and enabled the creation of new social and intellectual landscapes. Nature blessed Concord from the start. Emerson rightly invoked the universal currents of being, whose natural laws, as he saw it, were the same in his era as at the beginning of time.

The Concord River runs north, rather than southeasterly down the regional slope toward the sea. When the edge of the great ice sheet began to retreat from the area about 17,000 years ago, the Concord River was dammed up by the ice to create a ribbon-shaped glacial lake with a muddy bottom. Eventually the lake drained away, allowing the Concord River to cut an inner valley beneath a moist and fertile lowland.

This process set the stage for the creation of what the Indigenous Massachusett, Nipmuc, and Pawtucket peoples called Musketaquid, meaning "grass-ground river," a marsh about 20 miles long and so flat and so uninterrupted that Thoreau skated the entire round-trip distance one freezing day--January 31, 1855. The languid stream passed through broad meadows to create a northern version of the Everglades (without the alligators). Nathaniel Hawthorne lived along the bank for three weeks before he discerned which way the river flowed.

This riparian ecology attracted colonists: Concord became the first English town in North America above tidewater, beyond the sight and scent of the sea. Here the lush growth of freshwater hay would undergird a system of English husbandry dependent on livestock. Here migrating shad, herring, and salmon thrived in the aquatic richness, furnishing plentiful protein sources, vitamins, and minerals. Here the firm, muddy banks made an ideal habitat for the freshwater mussels on which other animals depended: muskrat, otters, turtles, human beings. On July 3, 1852, Thoreau estimated that more than 16,335 freshwater clams lay along 330 feet of the riverbank. Migrating waterfowl followed the meadows. Songbirds nested along their edges.

Transplanting Old World methods, the founders of Concord harvested natural hay in its Great Meadow, which was annually enriched with nutrients by flooding. Thoreau gazed at the scene and imagined a river as fertile and ancient as the Nile. "It will be Grass-ground River as long as grass grows and water runs here," he predicted in the opening lines of his first book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849). Above the meadow stood the Great Field, an unusually flat, loamy, well-drained terrace that the Native people had long cleared for cultivation, using fish for fertilizer. For the colonists, this was a place to grow cereal grains, including the novel crop of Indian corn, fertilized by manure from cattle fed on hay from the Great Meadow. Above the Great Field was a broad expanse of fairly level habitable land covered by old-growth forest. This extensive lowland gave inhabitants room to spread out on mostly stone-free soils, unlike so much of New England, and create productive farms.

Concord lies at the midpoint of Musketaquid, a place where the Assabet River, a typical midsize New England stream, enters from the west to bisect the ribbon of meadowland, creating the Sudbury River to the south and the Concord River to the north. It's no accident that Concord village was settled in this strategic spot, where three rivers touch--the axis mundi of a most unusual valley.

Eighteen miles. That's the distance from Boston Harbor to Concord village. A regiment of British soldiers walked it on their ill-fated expedition. In October 1833, Thoreau hiked the route to Concord from his Harvard dormitory in Cambridge, blistering his feet in the process. Eighteen miles was far enough from the capital to serve as the primary depot of provincial military stores; it made for a long march in the dead of night through hostile countryside, as the British regulars learned to their sorrow. In times of peace, Concord could take advantage of its favorable location--far enough from more urban coastal settlements to cultivate a rural identity centered on agriculture, but close enough to enjoy proximity to educational institutions, literary culture, markets and wharves, and the statehouse. Concord became a right-size county seat, its central village of shops, taverns, courthouse, and meetinghouse surrounded by farms no more than a few minutes' walk in any direction.

The physical separation between Boston and Concord involves more than the linear distance between two points. The population centers occupy different watersheds--the Charles River watershed to the east and the Concord River watershed to the west. In fact, they lie on different bedrock terranes that originated in different places in different eras. The terrane boundary coincides with the Bloody Bluff fault, named for a rocky notch where British troops were trapped by ferocious provincial fire. Here the land leans toward the security of the sea. To the west, it leans toward a hinterland where pioneering residents looked to one another for community support. Without the Lexington Road and its regular stagecoach traffic, 18th-century Concord would have remained an agricultural village. Instead, it became a prominent node in an expanding trade network. The significance of the watershed divide between country and city diminished only after the Fitchburg Railroad reached Concord in 1844.





Top: The woods surrounding Walden Pond. Bottom: Concord's Great Meadow. The construction of a railroad in 1844 made the town a day-trip destination for middle-class urbanites. (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



Before steam power and the internal combustion engine, the main source of mechanical power in Concord derived from flowing water. Harnessing hydropower required the construction of a dam, behind which a reservoir filled up with streamflow. For much of its history, Concord village was defined by a man-made pond, the filling of which was the counterpart to our putting fuel in a tank or recharging a battery.

At Concord's beginning, in the 1630s, its settlers clustered in a central village to take advantage of the waterpower of Mill Brook. A dam was built on the stream in a constricted space--the site of an abandoned fishing weir put in place by Indigenous occupants to capture the seasonal runs of shad and salmon coming upstream to spawn. The mill dam was sufficient for two centuries to power a diversity of small-scale manufacturing enterprises, including grist- and sawmills and blacksmith shops, but it was not enough to expand and compete even with the small factory cities west of Musketaquid, such as nearby Maynard and Stow, not to mention the industrial behemoths Lowell and Lawrence to the north. The enduring legacy of Mill Brook was to foster the growth of a central village in a colony where dispersed residences became the norm. Together with the Great Field and Great Meadow, the nucleated village of Concord, where people settled thickly under the watchful eyes of neighbors, manifested the Puritan ideal of community on the ground.

Above the marshy meadows of Musketaquid, but below the fairly level wooded land over which Concord center sprawled, is a discrete alluvial floodplain dominated by river-transported silt and sand. And where this alluvium is absent, the meadows have low, natural-edging levees, high and dry enough to provide a habitat for a beautiful "gallery" forest fringing all three rivers on both sides. This extensive strip of trees constituted a buffer zone between the deforested open landscape of farms, fields, and pastures and the never-forested wetland of meadows and streams. As Thoreau floated down the rivers and walked along their banks, he delighted in this woodland composed not of tall pine and hickory, but of willow, alder, birch, red maple, and other species.


Ralph Waldo Emerson's home in Concord, and the nature reflected in its window (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



While drafting Nature from his second-floor study in the Old Manse--the house near Old North Bridge later occupied by Nathaniel and Sophia Hawthorne--Emerson would look out over a field and stone walls toward a gallery forest on both sides of the Concord River. Thoreau's views, when he traveled the river by boat, skates, or snowshoes, were flanked by woods on both sides. Owing to its hydrology, Concord's gallery forest persisted, even during the peak deforestation of the mid-19th century, when forest cover was reduced to about 10 percent of the town's land area.

Along the southern edge of Concord lies an elevated tract of droughty, infertile, and often bumpy land that remained unfit for development well into the 20th century. The uphill climb to that tract, known as Brister's Hill for a once-enslaved Black man who made his residence there as a free man, is the north-facing escarpment of a forested plateau known as Walden Woods. Composed mainly of river gravel and sand, this upland is an ancient glacial delta that built outward over buried blocks of stagnant glacial ice. When those blocks later melted underground, the result was a chain of sinkhole lakes and ponds called kettles. The largest and purest of these is Walden Pond, the deepest lake in Massachusetts.

For the Transcendentalists of the 1830s and '40s, Walden Pond served as a source of inspiration within an easy walk of Emerson's parlor. When Thoreau lived there in the mid-1840s, the lake became the imagined interlocutor for his philosophical musings--"Walden, is it you?"--and a powerful symbol of the unity of nature. Though the still-beautiful Concord River had been greatly changed by this time, Walden Pond, "earth's eye," became Thoreau's exemplar of purity and eternity in a landscape denuded of trees and drained of its wetlands.

But the commercialism and superficial mass culture that dismayed Emerson and outraged Thoreau intruded even here. An entrepreneurial agent for the Fitchburg Railroad built an amusement park at "Lake Walden." In the Gilded Age, it became a day trip by train for middle-class urbanites and poor children from the Boston tenements. Eventually, the Emerson family acquired the bulk of the woodland surrounding the pond and donated it for public use.

Concord is not unique in having one or more beautiful lakes within its borders. What makes it singular is that Thoreau's book of the place made the place of the book world-famous. Walden became the foundational text for the aesthetic strand of the American environmental movement. Its emphasis on nature's beauty and the spiritual inspiration that could be enjoyed at a humble kettle pond presented a pointed contrast to the utilitarian strand of the movement pioneered by George Perkins Marsh, the author of Man and Nature (1864), who sought to conserve nature for economic purposes. Of course, unwittingly, Thoreau's classic also enhanced the tourist trade.

In the 20th century, Concord, a town whose motto at times could be "Resisting change since 1775," became a progressive leader on environmental and sustainability issues. Its otherwise inauspicious lake is now a global symbol and a destination for admirers of Thoreau. The more than 160,000 international pilgrims who come to visit every year, together with the attentions of nearby residents, threaten to love the pond and woods to death. It has been an ongoing political struggle to preserve Walden as it was in Thoreau's day--an admittedly impossible task. Attempting to live up to that responsibility earned Concord acclaim across the world, notwithstanding the town's decision in 1958 to site the town landfill within 800 feet of the lake--a choice considered temporary at the time and that local activists are now seeking to mitigate.

Not everyone has appreciated the distinct landscape created by Concord's geological history. In 1844, Margaret Fuller accused Emerson of settling for a placid suburban existence. A noble soul like his, she believed, required a sublime setting--dazzling waterfalls and mountain peaks--rather than the "poor cold low life" of Concord. Defensively, the country gentleman counted his blessings. If the town lacked "the thickets of the forest and the fatigues of mountains," it was easy to reach and traverse. It was close enough to the city to attract big-name lecturers and performers, and yet distant enough to possess "the grand features of nature."


More than 160,000 pilgrims from around the globe visit Walden Pond each year. (Amani Willett for The Atlantic)



Thoreau put the matter succinctly: Wildness lies all around us, and in it is "the preservation of the world." Could not every town, he proposed, create a park "or rather a primitive forest of five hundred or a thousand acres, where a stick should never be cut for fuel," but be "a common possession forever, for instruction and recreation"? His neighbors took the suggestion to heart. In the 160-plus years since his death, they preserved a sizable portion of the town's farms, forests, and wetlands from economic development. Of Concord's nearly 16,200 acres of land, roughly 6,120 acres, or 38 percent, are now "permanently protected open space," according to a 2015 town plan. Thoreau's own close studies of natural phenomena, including his phenological notes on seasonal events--when plants leaf, for example, and when birds migrate, and when the river ice breaks up--are now indispensable records with which scientists assess the advance and toll of climate change today.

Yet the challenge to care for that environmental heritage is ongoing. Concord is not frozen in time. It is an active, changing community facing unrelenting pressures for economic development--for instance, controversial proposals for a cell tower in Walden Woods and for expanded private-jet flights from nearby Hanscom Field. Thoreau witnessed the same root conflict. With geology emerging as a science in his time, he intuited that nature was as subject to change as human society; it was no fixed backdrop.

For all our extraordinary human achievements, we remain earthlings. Rocks and minerals give rise to ecosystems, upon which human cultures are dependent. That's the direction of human history in deep time: up from the ground. In our unprecedented modern geological epoch, the aptly named Anthropocene, human beings have become the dominant geological agents, thanks to the power of fossil fuels--also up from the ground, but exhaustible and not enduring. That change has its origins in the Industrial Revolution, against whose excesses the Transcendentalists warned.

On April 19, 2025, some 70,000 people converged on Concord to celebrate the 250th anniversary of the battle that started it all. Marching in the parade were representatives from some of the 97 communities in the United States that take their name from the birthplace of the Revolution. The celebrations proved to be patriotic as well as inclusive, paying tribute to the heritage of liberty and self-government that is the legacy of the New England town. They were also surprisingly cheerful for our polarized time, though a good many participants did carry signs inspired by the minutemen: NO KING THEN, NO KING NOW.

Every place is unique because every place is the contingent outcome of its own inescapable cascade of events--from rock to ecosystem to culture. Concord was lucky in its location, inheriting advantages from natural landscape and history on which its inhabitants could build a sense of place and community. It was a fierce determination to defend that community, with its tradition of town-meeting government, that inspired the resistance to the British regulars. The location of the Old North Bridge at a bedrock-anchored narrows between two large meadows made a logical place for the shot heard round the world. The Battle Road that led to it was flanked by stone walls and trees lining the edges of fields, at times narrowing to pass over streams or curving sharply to follow landforms. The character of the Concord fight owed much to geology. It helps explain the rout of the redcoats--and the ensuing popular confidence in the possibility of a military victory that lay eight years ahead.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Why Concord?"
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Jane Goodall's Second-Greatest Talent

She knew how to wield her fame to protect the animals she loved.

by Michelle Nijhuis




This April, on the day before her 91st birthday, Jane Goodall recorded the conversation that would make her the oldest-ever guest on the podcast Call Her Daddy. Like Khloe Kardashian and Chappell Roan before her, Goodall sat in a plush pink armchair opposite host Alex Cooper, who lobbed personal questions across the ottoman. Cooper had warned her audience that the conversation "might be a little different" from the usual gossip about sex and relationships. But Goodall was willing to dish, recalling that in 1963, after the National Geographic Society began supporting her research on chimpanzees and she made her first appearance on the cover of its magazine, disgruntled male colleagues commented that "they wouldn't put her on the cover if she didn't have nice legs."

"If somebody said that today, they'd be sued, right?" Goodall said to Cooper. "Back then, all I wanted was to get back to the chimps, so if my legs were getting me the money--thank you, legs! And if you look at those covers, they were jolly nice legs!"

The conversation was considerably juicier than her first major broadcast appearance, the 1965 National Geographic television special Miss Goodall and the Wild Chimpanzees, in which she followed her study subjects through the Tanzanian rainforest. But Goodall, who died yesterday in California while on a speaking tour, always knew how to use the attention she drew.

Goodall must have told her life story thousands of times, yet she did so with generosity and poise--and, often, impish humor. Born in London in 1934, she spent a wartime childhood in Bournemouth, on England's south coast. In her early 20s, she fulfilled her childhood dream of traveling to Africa after a friend invited Goodall to visit her in Kenya. There, she sought out the anthropologist Louis Leakey, who hired her as his secretary and later offered her a job studying chimpanzees at a bare-bones research station near Lake Tanganyika. When British colonial authorities balked at the notion of a young woman living alone in the forest, Goodall's mother agreed to join her, and they arrived at the station in July 1960.

Goodall revolutionized primatology long before she obtained any formal scientific training. After she had spent several months watching the reserve's chimpanzees from a distance, a chimp she dubbed David Greybeard began to allow her to approach him. She saw him push a grass stem into a termite mound to fish out his meal, clearly using the stem as a tool. Then she saw him strip leaves from a twig before using the twig for the same purpose. The chimp had demonstrated both tool use and toolmaking, behaviors widely believed exclusive to humans. When Goodall reported these observations to Leakey, he responded by telegram with three now-legendary lines:

NOW WE MUST REDEFINE TOOL STOP
REDEFINE MAN STOP
OR ACCEPT CHIMPANZEES AS HUMAN


The breakthrough led to Goodall's first National Geographic story, and after that, the publicity never really stopped. Sometimes, it led to unwelcome attention: Older male colleagues questioned her abilities as a scientist and criticized her for naming the chimps she studied instead of identifying them by number. And despite her insouciance with Cooper, Goodall was initially frustrated by the focus on her personal story--she was angry that Miss Goodall and the Wild Chimpanzees included a scene of her washing her hair, and irritated when National Geographic Society officials insisted on scripting her public image. But she came to see her fame as a means to protect the animals she studied.

Goodall lived at the reserve, now Gombe National Park, for most of two decades, leaving long enough to earn her Ph.D. at Cambridge (notably without first acquiring an undergraduate degree). During her immersion in chimpanzee society, she documented a complex world previously all but unknown to science: a violent four-year conflict between rival troops; several acts of cannibalism; and countless instances of chimps playing, quarreling, grooming, cuddling, and otherwise living alongside one another.

In 1986, Goodall shifted course dramatically after attending a conference of chimpanzee researchers at Lincoln Park Zoo, where she listened to report after report of deforestation at field sites and the subsequent collapse of chimpanzee populations. Goodall, whose own site was relatively protected, was shocked. "I arrived at the conference as a scientist," she said during a visit to the zoo last month. "I left as an activist." Once reluctant to leave Gombe, she began traveling 300 days a year to speak on behalf of chimps and their habitat, pausing only when the coronavirus pandemic grounded her in her childhood home. "The thing is," she told Cooper, "this mission keeps me going because there is so much to do."


Jane Goodall in 2009 ((Europa Press / AP))



Her initial concern for chimpanzees broadened to encompass all species, including humans. Through the Jane Goodall Institute, which she created to expand her research in Gombe, she founded Roots and Shoots, a program that encourages young people to observe the needs in their communities and carry out three projects of their choosing--one for animals, one for people, and one for the environment. Goodall also widened her view of conservation in Gombe beyond the national park, founding a program to reduce deforestation by addressing poverty in the communities around Lake Tanganyika, improving medical facilities, and helping farmers prevent soil erosion. All of her efforts benefited from her fame and, often, her presence as she visited Goodall Institute projects around the world. Though she regularly acknowledged her anger about the many kinds of suffering she witnessed, she relied on her characteristic composure to win her audience to her cause. "I suppose I was born a fighter, but a fighter in a rather different way from getting out there and being aggressive, because I don't think that works," she reflected on her podcast in 2020. "You've just got to be calm and tell stories, and get people to change from within."

In her interview with Cooper, Goodall said that some of her happiest days were those she spent far from the microphone, alone but for the company of chimps. "I've never felt lonely," she told Cooper. She would walk in the forest for hours, she said, content to learn more about the chimpanzees and their ecosystem and, sometimes, to sense her own place in it. But she chose to spend most of her life being observed by her fellow primates, and she leaves us the better for it.
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        The Atlantic presents special issue: "The Unfinished Revolution"
        The Atlantic

        Launching today and just ahead of the nation's 250th anniversary, a special issue of The Atlantic brings together a remarkable group of scholars, essayists, and reporters to revisit America's founding era, measuring the success of the American experiment, two and a half centuries later, against the lofty dreams and designs of the founding generation. In an editor's note, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes of the issue, "You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Paul Beckett as Senior Editor and Staff Writers Lily Meyer, Alex Reisner, Simon Shuster, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez
        The Atlantic

        The Atlantic is announcing the addition of five journalists as part of a continued newsroom expansion: senior editor Paul Beckett and staff writer Simon Shuster, both as part of its growing national-security team; Lily Meyer, previously a contributing writer, as a staff writer covering books and culture; Alex Reisner, who covers tech and AI and moves to staff from contributing writer; and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, who will join as a staff writer covering politics from Arizona.

Beckett had been at The Wall Street Journal for more than 25 years;...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Free Digital Subscriptions for All U.S. Public High Schools
        The Atlantic

        Starting today, The Atlantic is offering every public high school in the United States free digital access to its journalism and 168-year archive. All public high schools and districts can register with The Atlantic to give their students, teachers, and administrators unlimited access to TheAtlantic.com while on campus at no cost: all articles, full magazine issues, podcasts and audio articles, Atlantic Games, and the complete archive.The Atlantic is already widely used as a teaching resource and...
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<em>The Atlantic </em>presents special issue: "The Unfinished Revolution"

Featuring 21 pieces by leading scholars, essayists, and reporters on the history and lessons of America's founding era




Launching today and just ahead of the nation's 250th anniversary, a special issue of The Atlantic brings together a remarkable group of scholars, essayists, and reporters to revisit America's founding era, measuring the success of the American experiment, two and a half centuries later, against the lofty dreams and designs of the founding generation. In an editor's note, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes of the issue, "You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or uncritical in our approach, but we are indeed motivated by the idea that the American Revolution represents one of the most important events in the history of the planet, and its ideals continue to symbolize hope and freedom for humankind." He continues, "We are publishing this at the end of 2025 for a number of reasons: This month marks the launch of an Atlantic project meant to explain the meaning of the Revolution and its consequences, which we will carry through all of next year ... We also recognize that the American experiment is under extraordinary pressure at the moment, and we think it important to do anything we can to illuminate the challenges we face."
 
 For the cover--which unfolds across a three-panel gatefold--the artist, Joe McKendry, painted a tableau of figures drawn from the stories in the issue. Some are instantly recognizable--Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson--while other figures will be less familiar. Standing beside George Washington is a man he enslaved, Harry Washington, for whom no image exists. Altogether, the figures represent different sides of the war, of the period's political ferment, and of early American society itself, and convey the ambition of this special issue: to capture the Revolutionary era in all of its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity.
 
 The issue, titled "The Unfinished Revolution," features 21 articles divided into five chapters: "Defiance," "Conflict," "Independence," "Memory," and "Crisis." Releasing online today are the first two chapters. In Chapter One, historian Rick Atkinson writes about "The Myth of Mad King George," who was denounced by rebel propagandists as a tyrant and remembered by Americans as a reactionary dolt, but the truth is much more complicated. In "No One Gave a Speech Like Patrick Henry," Drew Gilpin Faust writes about how Henry roused a nation to war. Robert A. Gross and Robert M. Thorson's "Why Concord?" examines the geological origins of the American Revolution; they write: "Concord was lucky in its location, inheriting advantages from natural landscape and history on which its inhabitants could build a sense of place and community. It was a fierce determination to defend that community, with its tradition of town-meeting government, that inspired the resistance to the British regulars."
 
 For the second chapter, "Conflict," also publishing today, the co-directors of the forthcoming PBS documentary series The American Revolution--Ken Burns, Sarah Botstein, and David Schmidt--describe the difficulties of creating a film about a war fought before the advent of photography. The Revolution is so enveloped in myth, they write, that it would take a lifetime to make clear its stakes. Stacy Schiff's "Dear Son" looks at how the Revolution tore apart Benjamin Franklin and his son William, who remained loyal to the Crown. Andrew Lawler's "The Black Loyalists" tells the story of the thousands of African Americans who fought for the British--then fled the United States to avoid a return to enslavement. Finally, staff writer Caity Weaver embedded with a group of Revolutionary War reenactors to play out the Battle of Bunker Hill, writing that the chief merit of reenacting is "not that it glorifies past accomplishments or condemns past failures, but that it emphasizes how any action humans have ever performed, whether for good or for ill, has been carried out by ordinary women and men."
 
 These will be joined by a wide selection of pieces in the coming days, including staff writer George Packer making the case for patriotism, Anne Applebaum on how America no longer lives up to its founding ideals, and David Brooks on how America might save itself from autocracy. Fintan O'Toole asks what the Founders would make of America today. Jake Lundberg, The Atlantic's in-house historian and archivist, writes about Abraham Lincoln calling upon the spirit of 1776. The issue's chapters include contributions from Danielle Allen, Ned Blackhawk, Victoria Flexner, Annette Gordon-Reed, Jane Kamensky, and Elaine Pagels; an excerpt from Jeffrey Rosen's forthcoming book, The Pursuit of Liberty; The Atlantic's John Swansburg on how "Rip Van Winkle" became our founding folktale; and staff writer Clint Smith on how authentic Colonial Williamsburg should be.
 
 Coming Thursday, October 9: "Chapter Three: Independence"

	 Danielle Allen: "Secrets of a Radical Duke"
 
 	 Jeffrey Rosen: "The Nightmare of Despotism"
 
 	 Victoria Flexner: "We Hold These Turkeys to Be Delicious"
 
 	 Annette Gordon-Reed: "Whose Independence?"
 
 	 Elaine Pagels: "The Moral Foundation of America"
 
 	 Ned Blackhawk: "The 27th Grievance"
 


Coming Friday, October 10: "Chapter Four: Memory"

	 Fintan O'Toole: "What the Founders Would Say Now"
 
 	 Clint Smith: "Just How Real Should Colonial Williamsburg Be?"
 
 	 Jane Kamensky: "The Many Lives of Eliza Schuyler"
 
 	 Jake Lundberg: "Lincoln's Revolution"
 
 	 John Swansburg: "America's Most Famous Nap"
 


Coming Tuesday, October 14: "Chapter Five: Crisis"

	 Anne Applebaum: "The Beacon of Democracy Goes Dark"
 
 	 David Brooks: "The Rising"
 
 	 George Packer: "America Needs Patriotism"
 


Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview the issue's contributors.
 
 Press Contacts: 
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic 
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/10/the-atlantic-presents-the-unfinished-revolution/684485/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Paul Beckett as Senior Editor and Staff Writers Lily Meyer, Alex Reisner, Simon Shuster, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez




New hires Paul Beckett, Lily Meyer, Simon Shuster, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez



The Atlantic is announcing the addition of five journalists as part of a continued newsroom expansion: senior editor Paul Beckett and staff writer Simon Shuster, both as part of its growing national-security team; Lily Meyer, previously a contributing writer, as a staff writer covering books and culture; Alex Reisner, who covers tech and AI and moves to staff from contributing writer; and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, who will join as a staff writer covering politics from Arizona.
 
 Beckett had been at The Wall Street Journal for more than 25 years; Shuster has been a longtime staff and foreign correspondent for Time magazine; and Sanchez joins after covering politics and threats to democracy at The Washington Post and before that The Arizona Republic.
 
 An announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg follows:

Dear everyone,
 
 I'm writing today with good news about five journalists who will be coming aboard this fall: Paul Beckett as a senior editor, and Lily Meyer, Alex Reisner, Simon Shuster, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez as staff writers. Three of these journalists are entirely new to us; two are already valued contributors to the cause.
 
 First, Paul: Paul Beckett is one of journalism's great editors, and he is widely admired for guiding his writers to ambition and excellence, as well as for championing press freedom. As a senior editor responsible for national security and foreign policy coverage, he will be crucial to our rapid expansion in these hugely important areas.
 
 For seven years, Paul led the Wall Street Journal's Washington bureau, and, among other things, deftly and tirelessly directed the Journal's campaign to free Evan Gershkovich from Russian captivity. Paul is also a stellar reporter in his own right, having covered the financial industry in New York, and having done stints as a correspondent in London and Mexico City. He also served as the Journal's South Asia bureau chief, based in New Delhi, where he and his team won an Overseas Press Club award for their reporting. After that he became the Journal's Asia Editor, based in Hong Kong, where he led coverage of China, Japan, India, and Southeast Asia as well as the Journal's local-language services. And he ran coverage of the 1MDB fund scandal in Malaysia that was a finalist for the 2016 Pulitzer Prize for International Reporting.
 
 Next, Lily: Many of you already know Lily Meyer's smart and incisive writing on books and culture. She has written regularly for The Atlantic since 2018, and became a contributing writer in 2023. Lily brings great curiosity to her essays, whatever the subject: the evolution of early-pandemic literature, the importance of displaying Philip Guston's paintings, or how not to be ashamed of materialism, to name a few. She has also reflected on dead-end jobs, divorce memoirs, the good-enough life, and the woman who made America take cookbooks seriously. Her literary criticism has engaged deeply with books by Rachel Kushner, Susan Choi, Lee Chang-dong, and Lauren Elkin, among others. In addition to her work as a book critic, Lily has a Ph.D. in creative writing and is both a novelist and a translator. She was the Translator in Residence at Princeton University last fall, and her translations include stories by the Peruvian writer Claudia Ulloa Donoso. Lily's second novel will also be published next year.
 
 Alex Reisner: We're all familiar with Alex's many talents: He is the mastermind behind our AI Watchdog project, which launched earlier this month, and his work as the foremost investigator of the hidden data that goes into training AI models has distinguished him as one of the most creative chroniclers of the ChatGPT era. Those of us who have already worked closely with Alex have come to know him as dogged, scrupulous, and inventive. His background includes extensive work in programming, baseball podcasting, and, for good measure, drumming in Francis and the Lights. Alex's first work for The Atlantic, in 2023, became a major scoop about the more than 190,000 pirated books used to train prominent generative AI systems. (Margaret Atwood and Stephen King both responded to that story in our  pages.) Alex joined us as a contributing writer earlier this year. His move to staff writer will allow him to expand his groundbreaking work even further.
 
 About Simon: Simon Shuster has written about armed conflicts and authoritarian regimes for nearly two decades, most of that time as a correspondent for Time Magazine. He has produced authoritative work on Islamist terrorism, European fascism, Brexit, Covid, Syria, the debt crisis in Greece, and has interviewed dozens of world leaders and military commanders. Famously, no correspondent has covered President Zelensky more thoroughly and with more acuity than Simon. He was the first foreign journalist to arrive in Crimea as Russian troops seized the peninsula in 2014, and when Russia's full-scale invasion began eight years later, Simon spent months embedded with Zelensky's team. That reporting became the basis for Simon's book The Showman, for which he received the 2025 Colby Award for military writers. Simon came to the U.S. as a refugee from the Soviet Union when he was 6 years old, and grew up in San Francisco, though he returned to Russia to begin his reporting career. In 2020, after 14 years as a foreign correspondent based in Moscow, Kyiv and Berlin, he returned to the U.S.
 
 Finally, Yvonne. Yvonne Wingett Sanchez is a relentless reporter and a scoop machine, with deep expertise on voting and elections nationwide. She comes to us from The Washington Post, where for the past three years she has covered threats to democracy. She told the stories of people and communities who have lost faith in their government's ability to hold free and fair elections, explored the surge of violent political threats against elected officials, as episodes of terrible political violence. Along the way, she also helped expose how a Saudi-owned company was using massive amounts of groundwater in Arizona, where she lives. Before the Post, Yvonne spent more than two decades at The Arizona Republic, most recently as a national political reporter.
 
 I'm very excited to see us bring in all this new talent. Please join me in welcoming our new colleagues to the team.


Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Will Gottsegen, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, Jonathan Lemire, Jake Lundberg, Toluse Olorunnipa, Alexandra Petri, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Emily Bobrow, Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, Dan Zak, and Katie Zezima.
 
 Press Contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/10/atlantic-names-new-senior-editor-staff-writers/684479/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Free Digital Subscriptions for All U.S. Public High Schools






Starting today, The Atlantic is offering every public high school in the United States free digital access to its journalism and 168-year archive. All public high schools and districts can register with The Atlantic to give their students, teachers, and administrators unlimited access to TheAtlantic.com while on campus at no cost: all articles, full magazine issues, podcasts and audio articles, Atlantic Games, and the complete archive.

The Atlantic is already widely used as a teaching resource and read by millions of educators and students--and its archive contains landmark essays from many of history's greatest writers and thinkers. This new offering removes financial and technical barriers for public high schools and introduces The Atlantic's journalism to new generations of readers. Since launching an academic group subscription in July 2023, The Atlantic has enrolled more than 200 colleges, universities, and high schools in this program, reaching more than 1.2 million readers.

"It's critical for as many students and educators as possible to have access to informed, independent, fact-based journalism," said Megha Garibaldi, the chief growth officer of The Atlantic. "An informed citizenry is essential to our democracy. As we continue to grow The Atlantic, and the resource-intensive reporting and writing we publish, we want to ensure it's available to new generations of readers."

The Atlantic has been significantly expanding its journalism and reach in the past decade. This year alone, The Atlantic has added more than 40 journalists to its staff; launched broader coverage of defense, national security, technology, health, and science; began publishing two more print issues annually; and introduced a Games hub. It has a record number of subscriptions--more than 1.3 million--after many years of continuous and dramatic subscription growth.

Key details about eligibility and how to request access are below and at our high-school access page:

	Open to all U.S. public high schools or districts (includes comprehensive, magnet, charter, and specialized schools).
 	Schools may register for access at The Atlantic. The request must be submitted by either an administrator, librarian, or IT professional at the school.
 	Access will be authenticated by IP address, giving students and staff access on browsers connected to a school's Wi-Fi network. No individual accounts are required.


Press contacts: Anna Bross and Paul Jackson, The Atlantic | press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/09/atlantic-gives-free-digital-access-high-schools/684221/?utm_source=feed
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        Politicians Aren't Cool Enough to Curse This Much
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The winter of early 1981 was a simpler time, a gentler time. Like so many college students, I was watching Saturday Night Live in the living room of my small dorm when the SNL cast member Charles Rocket dropped an f-bomb on live television. I looked around at my fellow students. Did we just hear that? T...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4:10 p.m. ET on October 8, 2025.Welcome back for another week of The Atlantic's un-trivial trivia, drawn from recently published stories. Without a trifle in the bunch, maybe what we're really dealing with here is--hmm--"significa"? "Consequentia"?Whatever butchered bit of Latin you prefer, read on for today's questions. (Last week's questions can be found here.)To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.Wednesday, October 8, 2025Fro...

      

      
        The Civil-Military Crisis Is Here
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.To capture a democratic nation, authoritarians must control three sources of power: the intelligence agencies, the justice system, and the military. President Donald Trump and his circle of would-be autocrats have made rapid progress toward seizing these institutions and detaching them from the Constitu...

      

      
        The Meme Shutdown
        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.Last week, on the first day of the still-ongoing federal-government shutdown, a curious meme appeared on New York Governor Kathy Hochul's press-office X account. It's a stylized picture of droopy-mouthed Donald Trump, his face Mao-red, saturation cranked way up, details obliterated in an onslaught of di...

      

      
        The Wonder of a Nature Photo
        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.One of my highlights of the past year has been receiving your weekly emails with photos that spark a sense of awe in the world around you. In reviewing your submissions, I've most enjoyed seeing how the beholder's mind works. Sometimes it's the subtle beauty of a scene or a moment that you all focus o...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia, Week 1
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4:25 p.m. ET on October 3, 2025.In the 1960s, the authors of one of the world's first popular compendiums of fun and interesting facts entreated readers not to mistake the "flower of Trivia" for the "weed of minutiae." Trivia stimulates the mind, Edwin Goodgold and Dan Carlinsky wrote in More Trivial Trivia; minutiae stymie it.Happily, The Atlantic's garden bursts with the former and is almost entirely lacking in the latter, and in this new project of daily quizzes, ...

      

      
        The AI Money Vortex
        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.During prime-time football last Sunday, OpenAI debuted its biggest ad campaign yet, emphasizing three possible uses for ChatGPT: making dinner recipes, creating workout routines, and planning road trips. As romantic as pasta a la ChatGPT sounds, the simplicity of these chatbot queries raises a question:...

      

      
        A Half Century of American Book Banning
        Emma Sarappo

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.Anna Holmes has never forgotten reading Judy Blume's Forever as a tween. Why? Because the book, published 50 years ago this month, happily acknowledged that a teenage girl might want to have sex, and that she might even enjoy it, as Holmes wrote last week. This made the novel a magnet for adult disapproval and censorship, and "obtaining, hiding, and reading it--and then sharing it with others--was a rite of pas...

      

      
        A Terrible Attack in Manchester
        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.This morning, while Jews around the world settled in to observe Yom Kippur, two people were killed and three were wounded in a vehicle-ramming and stabbing attack at a synagogue in Manchester, England. Even before authorities made public the identity of the suspect, who was killed by police outside of t...

      

      
        College Rankings Were Once a Shocking Experiment
        Jake Lundberg

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.In 1934, Edwin Embree made an informal list of "the dozen greatest universities in America." As he related in The Atlantic the following year, "A storm at once broke over my temerarious head." An unnamed politician responded with curses and threats over the exclusion of his state's university on the list. The unranked institutions demanded to be ranked and threatened l...
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Politicians Aren't Cool Enough to Curse This Much

Political leaders once watched their language. Now they delight in using obscenity.

by Tom Nichols




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

The winter of early 1981 was a simpler time, a gentler time. Like so many college students, I was watching Saturday Night Live in the living room of my small dorm when the SNL cast member Charles Rocket dropped an f-bomb on live television. I looked around at my fellow students. Did we just hear that? The show was already struggling with ratings, and within a few weeks, Rocket and the producer--and eventually, most of the cast--were fired.
 
 Oh, to be so young again, and so easily shocked at someone dropping the Mother of All Obscenities on live television.

Actually, the Mother of All Obscenities might be the one that includes mother, and if you haven't heard it lately, former Vice President of the United States Kamala Harris would be happy to refresh your memory. Addressing a gathering in Los Angeles a few days ago, Harris delivered her verdict on the current Trump administration: "These motherfuckers are crazy."

Harris might have gone for the thermonuclear option, but plenty of other politicians are rooting around in the verbal dumpster. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, for example, recently posted a video about the government shutdown in which he tried to sound like Robert De Niro, vowing that the Democratic position on cutting health-care funding was "No. Fucking. Way." (Sorry, senator. You've got the New York accent, but you're no Bobby D.) And Republican Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene posted on Monday that she's changing her mind on health care because she wasn't in Congress "when all this Obamacare, 'Affordable Care Act' bullshit started."

Elected officials cursing is a spreading epidemic, and it has to stop. I say this as someone who loves to swear. I was raised by a father who claimed to be offended by profanity, but my dad was just like the Old Man in A Christmas Story: When he was angry--especially at inanimate objects--he would invent swears like a German lexicographer trying to come up with new compound nouns.

I went off to college and graduate school and became a man of letters: B.A., M.A., Ph.D. But I never let go of other letters that I love, especially F and all of the delightful things that could be appended to it. I find hauling off with various Anglo-Saxonisms cathartic on those occasions when I bang my elbow on the edge of my chair or have to reboot a balky router for the 19th time. I know it's crude, but I console myself with the conclusions of a 2015 study that suggested that swearing may actually be a sign of intelligence. People who are "good at language," Timothy Jay, one of the study's authors, said to CNN, "are good at generating a swearing vocabulary." You bet your ass we are.

Sorry, sorry. Habit.

But even though swearing has its honored place in my life, I don't want to hear it from my elected officials. One of the delights of swearing is that it's unusual, a release from normal decorum that comes only from extraordinary circumstances. (For a great example of how unexpected cursing can be funny and perfectly timed, watch this clip from the 1987 film Planes, Trains, and Automobiles, which has almost no profanity until Steve Martin's character is finally pushed over the brink by a rental company that rented him a nonexistent car.)

If you swear all the time or in every circumstance, however, it's not swearing--it's just the way you talk. Russians, in my experience, are the leaders in casual cursing, and after a while, you don't hear it anymore; you just think that obscene words are regular particles of Russian speech. Frequent cursing can become tiring instead of funny. As the swearing-study author Jay notes, the strategic use of obscenity "is a social cognitive skill like picking the right clothes for the right occasion. That's a pretty sophisticated social tool."

If only American politicians could be that sophisticated. Instead, politics in the United States is plagued by middle-aged people swearing just to seem cool.

They are not cool.

The Democrats have some true public-swearing champs, but President Donald Trump and the wannabe tough guys who surround him are no slouches in the profanity competition. Presidents historically have shown more decorum than the common folk in Congress--especially that rabble in the House, of course--but not Trump. He loves the word bullshit, which he has used while speaking publicly in the White House, and he's not above tippling the harder stuff: Iran and Israel, he said to a press spray some months ago, have been fighting so long that "they don't know what the fuck they're doing."

The president is the most effortlessly vulgar of the bunch when he swears, because when he talks about almost anything, he already sounds like a low-level Mafia guy complaining about what he has to kick upstairs to the bosses. Yesterday, when asked about who would be given back pay after the government shutdown ends, he said that "for the most part, we're going to take care of our people. There are some people that really don't deserve to be taken care of, and we'll take care of them in a different way."

That's a statement that actually would have sounded even more naturally mookish if it had some profanity in it.

Vice President J. D. Vance and Secretary of Facial Grooming Pete Hegseth have also both apparently decided that public cursing is edgy. "We're done with that shit," Hegseth told a conference of generals and admirals last week, with "that shit" meaning all that "woke" stuff I don't like. I've worked with a lot of senior officers, and I know the military is a swearing culture, but men and women with stars on their shoulders have all mastered some basic rules of public deportment, and Hegseth's naughtiness landed in front of that audience with a quiet thud.

Vance, whose White House portfolio now seems to consist of trolling on social media, is perhaps the most artificial and wince-inducing swearer in the administration. When an interlocutor on X suggested last month that blowing up speedboats on the high seas is a war crime, Vance summoned his years of legal training at Yale and responded: "I don't give a shit what you call it."

Did you get a little shiver from the icy manliness of that statement? Vance also called the podcaster Jon Favreau a "dipshit" online, which produces somewhat less of a frisson. (California Governor Gavin Newsom, who has taken to trolling the administration, later used the same word to refer to Vance.)

Here, I must admit that I have been part of the problem. In 2021, in this magazine, I called Vance an "asshole." But I had a serious discussion with my editors about using that one word, just once. I haven't done it since, and with the exception of a few podcasts here and there, I try not to swear in public.

I accept that American culture has become, shall we say, more tolerant. We've come a long way since Norman Mailer's publisher made the silly demand that he replace the classic f-bomb with "fug" in his 1948 novel, The Naked and the Dead, which supposedly prompted the actor Tallulah Bankhead to say, upon meeting Mailer, "So you're the young man who can't spell fuck." I don't really wish for a return to the days when network censors deliberated over the acceptability of hell and damn on TV shows. (Watch the stilted result here of when actors on House, M.D. had to call House an "ass" a million times, when they clearly meant to add a second syllable.) The advent of cable has freed a lot of entertainment from these artificial constraints.

Politics, however, is not entertainment. Some voters may want political life to sound like a reality show, but politicians shouldn't give them one. I expect politicians to model the behavior they'd like to see in the electorate instead of attempting to feign authenticity by being crude. And yes, I still think politics should be a noble calling, and I would like political leaders to set standards for our kids--and everyone else--in public. I know this is a fantasy. For more than 30 years, from the time of the Clintons to the Trumps, our political culture has become more vulgarized, with no one more lacking in taste and class than our current president. But everyone else in public life can do better, instead of acting like a bunch of foul-mouthed sh--

Well, you know.

Related:

	MAGA world is so close to getting it.
 	A Democrat for the Trump era




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Ken Burns, Sarah Botstein, and David Schmidt: What we learned filming The American Revolution
 	You have no idea how hard it is to be a reenactor, Caity Weaver writes.
 	Pam Bondi, loyal servant




Today's News

	President Donald Trump called for the jailing of Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson and Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, accusing them of "failing to protect" ICE officers amid the immigration crackdown in the city.
 	Former FBI Director James Comey pleaded not guilty to two felony charges at his arraignment. A lawyer for Comey said he plans to file motions to dismiss the case; a jury trial is set for January 5.
 	A former Pacific Palisades resident was arrested in Florida yesterday on charges connected to California's Palisades Fire in January. A federal criminal complaint accuses him of "maliciously" starting what became the wildfire, which killed 12 people.




Dispatches

	Notes From the Editor in Chief: 250 years after the Revolution, the American project remains unfinished and troubled, but "a project worth pursuing," Jeffrey Goldberg argues in The Atlantic's new issue.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Lola Dupre. Source: Piemags / Alamy.



The Myth of Mad King George

By Rick Atkinson

As the British monarch during the American Revolution, [King George III] has, for two and a half centuries, symbolized haughty intransigence and been portrayed as a reactionary dolt incapable of grasping the fervor for liberty that animated his American subjects. On Broadway, he minces through Hamilton as a foppish, sinister clown, singing to the estranged rebels, "You'll be back" and adding, "I will kill your friends and family to remind you of my love."
 In truth, the public opening by the British Crown of George III's papers in the past decade reveals him to be a far more complex, accomplished, and even estimable figure than the prevailing caricature.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Bari Weiss still thinks it's 2020.
 	The David Frum Show: Bring back high-stakes school testing.
 	Trump's costly cuts to the civil service
 	Robert A. Gross and Robert M. Thorson: The geological origins of the American Revolution




Culture Break


The Atlantic



Take a look. Capturing the Revolutionary era in its complexity, contradictions, and ingenuity: Peter Mendelsund explores The Atlantic's November 2025 issue cover.

Read. In a new book, the sportswriter Jane Leavy spitballs with some of the greats about how to make baseball more appealing, Mark Leibovich 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/politicians-are-cursing-too-much/684496/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia

Test your knowledge--and read our latest stories for a little extra help.

by Drew Goins




Updated with new questions at 4:10 p.m. ET on October 8, 2025.


Welcome back for another week of The Atlantic's un-trivial trivia, drawn from recently published stories. Without a trifle in the bunch, maybe what we're really dealing with here is--hmm--"significa"? "Consequentia"?

Whatever butchered bit of Latin you prefer, read on for today's questions. (Last week's questions can be found here.)

To get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, October 8, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Tom Nichols:

	What is the name of Iran's currency, which--like Oman's, Yemen's, Qatar's, Saudi Arabia's, and Brazil's--comes from a word meaning "royal"?
 -- From Arash Azizi and Graeme Wood's "Anything Could Happen in Iran"
 	To speed up game-play, Major League Baseball incorporated a 15-second countdown clock in 2023 that primarily affected what position?
 -- From Mark Leibovich's "What Not to Fix About Baseball"
 	What British monarch ruled from the Seven Years' War to Napoleon's final defeat at Waterloo (with a particularly notable military difficulty in the middle)?
 -- From Rick Atkinson's "The Myth of Mad [REDACTED]" 




And by the way, did you know that despite what ABBA sings, Napoleon actually delayed his official surrender for another month after Waterloo? Perhaps if it had been recording today, the Swedish supergroup would have hewn closer to the facts; Napoleon's futile delay is a pretty perfect metaphor for one of modern love's most ubiquitous problems: the dead-end situationship.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Rial. The coin of the realm won't be feeling very kingly now, though, as the United Nations' new "snapback" sanctions have pushed the rial to a historic low. Arash and Graeme see a desperate Iran that could do just about anything, from rushing to build a nuke to abandoning its anti-West crusade altogether. Read more.
 	Pitcher. Mark writes that the quicker clip of games that resulted from the pitch clock was enough to bring him back to the action. Does the game really need yet more revitalizing? Read more.
 	King George III. The Seven Years' War ended in 1763, and Napoleon faced Waterloo in 1815, which puts the geopolitically juicy years surrounding 1776 smack-dab in that reign. Atkinson writes that although Americans remember King George, the antagonist of the Revolution, as a "reactionary dolt," he was really far more complex than that. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, read below for previous ones, or click here for last week's. And if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a stimulating fact--send it my way at dgoins@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 7, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Tom Nichols:

 	President Lyndon B. Johnson's investments in education, health care, and the fight against poverty were elements of his agenda known by what optimistic, two-word phrase?
 -- From Beth Macy's "What Happened to My Hometown?"
 	Players in what professional sports league--where the average salary is about $120,000--wore T-shirts that read Pay Us What You Owe Us before their most recent all-star game?
 -- From Jemele Hill's "A [REDACTED] Star Goes Scorched-Earth"
 	Avi Schiffmann's AI company became widely reviled after plastering ads all over the New York City subway with phrases such as I'll never bail on our dinner plans. What is the one-word name of the company--which is also what it promises lonely users, in the form of a $129 wearable plastic disk?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "The Most Reviled Tech CEO in New York Confronts His Haters"
 




And by the way, did you know that Stockholm syndrome was originally known within Sweden as Norrmalmstorgssyndromet? That's for Norrmalmstorg square, which was the site of the bank where in 1973 four employees who ended up being unusually amiable about the situation were taken hostage.

I love the specificity--an admirable attempt to keep the rest of Stockholm out of the psychodrama. Perhaps Paris syndrome, the underwhelming sensation that many tourists feel upon a first visit, paints with too broad a brush; "overcrowded-Mona Lisa-room syndrome" should do the trick.



Answers:

	Great Society. LBJ's big promises were just getting started as Macy was growing up in small-town Ohio, where opportunity felt within reach and people generally looked out for one another. During Macy's visits in the decades since, greatness feels ever further off. Read more.
 	The WNBA. Jemele reports that the league is more popular than ever and that players are sticking up for their own worth, not simply "thanking their lucky stars," as their antagonistic commissioner would have them do. Read more.
 	Friend. The CEO told Matteo that the backlash was all part of the plan, actually. So does that mean he recognizes the fallibility of his AI-friend tech? He did say it wouldn't replace human friends--but possibly because it's more akin to "talking to a god." Read more.




Monday, October 6, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	Teenager Muhammad Gazawi this year became the youngest winner ever in his category of Israel's Ophir Awards, equivalent to what U.S. prizes? (Gazawi's American counterpart in the distinction would be Adrien Brody.)
 -- From Gershom Gorenberg's "The Reason Not to Boycott Israeli [REDACTED]"
 	In 1945, Robert Jackson took a leave of absence from his job as an associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court to serve as chief prosecutor during proceedings in what German city?
 -- From Philippe Sands's "How Far Does Trump's Immunity Go?" 
 	Finish this quote from the self-driving-car expert Bryant Walker Smith: "I like to tell people that if" this AI-powered ride-hailing service "worked as well as ChatGPT, they'd be dead."
 -- From Saahil Desai's "Move Fast and Break Nothing"




And by the way, did you know that a single town on an island in Sweden gives its name to four elements of the periodic table? From Ytterby in the Stockholm archipelago come yttrium, terbium, erbium, and ytterbium. (Holmium, scandium, thulium, tantalum, and gadolinium were also discovered there, but to be fair, you can only do so much with Y's, T's, and a B.)



Answers:

	The Oscars. The Palestinian-focused movie starring Gazawi, who is Arab, also won Israel's prize for best picture. Gorenberg argues that the film is a good example of the counterproductivity of a pro-Palestinian boycott of the Israeli film industry, an indispensable channel for dissent in the country. Read more.
 	Nuremberg. Jackson briefly left the bench to prosecute Nazis after World War II at the international tribunal in the city. He also, Sands writes, led the drafting of the tribunal's statute that foreclosed immunity for any defendant, including former heads of state. The way today's Supreme Court has granted broad immunity from criminal prosecution to President Donald Trump, Sands argues, threatens that international norm. Read more.
 	Waymo. Happily, Waymo gets high scores on safety. The company has logged 96 million miles of autonomous rides without a single fatality caused by the tech. Look at the chatbots' records for a contrast, Saahil says; it turns out the "5,000-pound Jaguar SUV may be less concerning than an interactive text box." Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-2/684469/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Civil-Military Crisis Is Here

The leaders of the U.S. military may soon face a terrible decision.

by Tom Nichols




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


To capture a democratic nation, authoritarians must control three sources of power: the intelligence agencies, the justice system, and the military. President Donald Trump and his circle of would-be autocrats have made rapid progress toward seizing these institutions and detaching them from the Constitution and rule of law. The intelligence community has effectively been muzzled, and the nation's top lawyers and cops are being purged and replaced with loyalist hacks.

Only the military remains outside Trump's grip. Despite the firing of several top officers--and Trump's threat to fire more--the U.S. armed forces are still led by generals and admirals whose oath is to the Constitution, not the commander in chief. But for how long?

Trump and his valet at the Defense Department, Secretary of Physical Training Pete Hegseth, are now making a dedicated run at turning the men and women of the armed forces into Trump's personal and partisan army. In his first term, Trump regularly violated the sacred American tradition of the military's political neutrality, but people around him--including retired and active-duty generals such as James Mattis, John Kelly, and Mark Milley--restrained some of his worst impulses. Now no one is left to stop him: The president learned from his first-term struggles and this time has surrounded himself with a Cabinet of sycophants and ideologues rather than advisers, especially those at the Pentagon. He has declared war on Chicago; called Portland, Oregon, a "war zone"; and referred to his political opponents as "the enemy from within." Trump clearly wants to use military power to exert more control over the American people, and soon, top U.S.-military commanders may have to decide whether they will refuse such orders from the commander in chief. The greatest crisis of American civil-military relations in modern history is now under way.

I write these words with great trepidation. When I was a professor at the Naval War College, I gave lectures to American military officers about the sturdiness of civil-military relations in the United States, a remarkable historical achievement that has allowed the most powerful military in the world to serve democracy without being a threat to it. I so revered this system that I went to Moscow just before the fall of the U.S.S.R. and told an audience of Soviet military officers that they should look to the American military as a model for how to disentangle themselves from the Communist Party and Kremlin politics. I regularly reminded both my military students and civilian audiences that they had good reason to have faith in American institutions and the constitutional loyalty of U.S. civilian and military leaders.

This new and dangerous moment has arrived for many reasons, including Trump's antics in front of young soldiers and sailors, through which he has succeeded in pulling many of them into displays of partisan behavior that are both an insult to American civil-military traditions and a violation of military regulations. Senior military leaders should have stepped in to prevent Trump from turning addresses at Fort Bragg and Naval Station Norfolk into political rallies; the silence of the Army and Navy secretaries, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and some top generals and admirals is appalling. To their credit, those same officers listened impassively as Trump and Hegseth subjected them to political rants during a meeting at Quantico last week. But young enlisted people and their immediate superiors take their cues from the top, and one day of decorum from the high command cannot reverse Trump's influence on the rank and file.

Trump's rhetoric in his speeches to the military has been awful--he has ridiculed former commanders in chief, castigated sitting elected officials, and told the members of America's armed forces that other Americans are their enemies. But his actions are worse. In deploying troops to American cities, he has set up a confrontation in which military commanders may soon have to choose between obeying the president and obeying the law. "This is a nation of Constitutional law, not martial law," Judge Karin Immergut--a conservative Trump appointee--wrote last week when she blocked Trump's attempt to send troops to Portland. The White House aide Stephen Miller likely foreshadowed Trump's next moves, including possibly ignoring such rulings, when he lashed out at Immergut's decision. Miller, a man who hates being called a fascist, made the fascistic accusation that a "large and growing movement of leftwing terrorism in this country" is being "shielded by far-left Democrat judges, prosecutors and attorneys general."

Trump's attempt to militarize America's cities is still being tested in court. But he has already issued other orders that are likely illegal. The president has determined--on his own--that he can go to war against "narco-terrorists," and he has furthermore decided that he can order the military to blow up these suspected drug runners at will. Several boats have been destroyed and many people have been killed, but neither American law nor international law (including agreements signed by the United States) allow the president to declare a fugazy drug war and then direct the summary execution of people who are not in actual hostilities with the United States and who pose no imminent threat to American lives.

The Pentagon keeps fulfilling these orders, but reports are already surfacing that some military commanders are trying to figure out if they face legal exposure for acting as Trump's personal hit squad. Their questions are likely more difficult to answer since Trump and Hegseth fired the top military lawyers who would have helped field such queries.

Trump, of course, doesn't care all that much about Venezuelan speedboats or costumed pranksters in Portland. He cares about power, which is why he is determined to flex military muscle on the streets of American cities. As opposition grows and his popularity falls, Trump may be tempted to issue orders to the military that will be aimed at suppressing dissent, or disrupting elections, or detaining political figures; he has already floated the idea of invoking the Insurrection Act, which could enable such actions. He may even become desperate enough to launch a foreign war--as he seems to be trying to do right now with Venezuela. If more of these orders come, how should the leaders of America's armed forces respond?

Back in 2017, Air Force General John Hyten, then the head of the U.S. Strategic Command (which controls the American nuclear arsenal), was asked what he would do if a president gave him an illegal order. His answer now sounds quaint:

He'll tell me what to do, and if it's illegal, guess what's going to happen? I'm gonna say, "Mr. President, that's illegal." And guess what he's going to do? He's gonna say, "What would be legal?" And we'll come up with options of a mix of capabilities to respond to whatever the situation is, and that's the way it works. It's not that complicated.


Unfortunately, it is that complicated, especially now that the president has been blessed by the Supreme Court with monarchical immunity. Nothing would prevent Trump from saying: Forget the lawyers. Do it. I'll cover you. (After all, he's already said that to his faithful rally goers, and he put that promise into action when he pardoned the January 6 insurrectionists.) Even if one officer declines an illegal order, Trump can just keep firing people until he gets to another officer who is enough of a coward, or opportunist, or true MAGA believer, to carry out the order. The officer who finally says yes after the others say no would bring shame upon the U.S. armed forces, endanger U.S. citizens, and undermine the Constitution, but eventually, Trump will find that person.

This is why America's senior military officers, including the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Dan Caine, must approach Trump now and make clear to him that they will not obey illegal orders to act against American citizens or disrupt the American political process. (They should not bother talking to Hegseth, who has no real political agency and would most likely do whatever he is told to do by the White House.) Congress, so far, has been useless in restraining Trump: The Democrats are too timid, and the Republicans are too compromised. Only by standing together can the senior military officials warn Trump away from leading America into a full-blown civil-military confrontation.

Military officers are human beings, not Vulcans or robots. Even the most virtuous young officer may tremble at the idea of refusing a direct order--especially one from the president of the United States. Others may be tempted to abandon their oath, either by ideology or a misplaced sense of obedience, and they should recall Hyten's warning from 2017: "If you execute an unlawful order, you will go to jail. You could go to jail for the rest of your life." Most American military personnel, however, need no reminder of their constitutional duty. But they do need some reassurance that they have support from their chain of command to resist illegal orders. And the rest of us, whether we're elected officials or ordinary citizens, should do everything we can to let our fellow Americans in uniform know that if they risk their careers and even their freedom to protect the Constitution, we will stand with them.
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The Meme Shutdown

Stale social-media comedy isn't a substitute for coherent policy.

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.

Last week, on the first day of the still-ongoing federal-government shutdown, a curious meme appeared on New York Governor Kathy Hochul's press-office X account. It's a stylized picture of droopy-mouthed Donald Trump, his face Mao-red, saturation cranked way up, details obliterated in an onslaught of digital filters--an effect the kids call "deep fried." Trump is flanked by oversize emojis--the laughing-crying face and the somber-and-downcast face with prayer hands--and spanning the top and bottom of the frame are the words BRO SHUT DOWN THE GOVERNMENT.

Let me attempt to describe what Governor Hochul and her brain trust of communications professionals are doing here. The government shut down on October 1 because Congress failed to appropriate funds for the coming year's operations. Hundreds of thousands of federal employees are now furloughed, and hundreds of thousands more are working without pay. Although the two parties are unwilling to budge on the question of what should be in the contested spending bill, they at least seem to agree that the best way to pass time in the interim is to shift blame to the opposing team by way of crude memes and social-media comedy. Hochul, newly enlisted in the meme war, has already found herself on the front lines.

The Trump administration demonstrated its growing fluency with memes earlier this year, when government X accounts posted exceedingly cruel images of distressed, caricatured migrants and of alligators wearing ICE hats (referencing the "Alligator Alcatraz" immigrant-detention facility). But at this point in Trump's presidency, the meme war has fanatical soldiers on both sides. Shortly after the shutdown began, the president posted a minute-long AI-generated music video parodying Blue Oyster Cult's "(Don't Fear) The Reaper," in which he plays the cowbell, J. D. Vance plays drums, and a gang of deathly hooded figures fills out the band. "Dems, you babies / Here comes the reaper," goes one of the more trenchant couplets. Meanwhile, Gavin Newsom's team pumped out videos of both Vance and House Speaker Mike Johnson with digital face filters and voice changers, distorting them to look like Minions from the Despicable Me film franchise. The official X page of the Democratic Party also put out a video purporting to explain the mechanics of the shutdown with "kitties," written in what appears to be baby talk (e.g., "Democrat kitty tries to negotiate but Republican kitty keeps running away").

It's already clear that neither side feels the need to cede any ground, because neither is particularly worried about losing the broader political fight: Democrats are betting Trump's base will turn on him as the shutdown drags on, and Republicans are content to wait for the Democrats to give in. In the meantime, Russ Vought, the director of the Office of Management and Budget, has been using the shutdown as cover to slash government spending on green-energy projects ("Green New Scam funding") and NYC infrastructure that he alleges adheres to "unconstitutional DEI principles." Watching the Republicans and Democrats hurl elementary-school-tier insults at one another is like watching Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny insist it's either rabbit season or duck season, over and over--all while government workers go without.

Expecting politicians to address one another politely during this polarized era of American government would be naive; name-calling was considered fair game far before Trump ever descended his golden escalator. But there is something genuinely disturbing about seeing elected leaders turn so overtly to petty insults on social media. As reporters have pressed White House officials about the turn toward memes, the administration has brushed it off. "The president likes to have a little fun now and then," Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said of Trump's propensity to summon up AI-generated voodoo dolls of his political rivals.

But too often the endless back-and-forth feels not fun but just sad, a pointless rhetorical exercise that exacerbates existing divisions. These images barely even work as jokes, let alone substitutes for the governance of a global superpower. A successful meme should capture something of the zeitgeist, bundling and compressing cultural criticism into a digestible format; the government-approved take on the form scans as stale, desperate, and ultimately futile.

Political overtures to the digitally native youth are nothing new. Candidates on both sides of the aisle have been deploying memes online for years, and lawmakers have more recently followed suit. What is new is the degree of tone deafness and willful trolling on display in some of these posts. Perhaps the most prominent meme of the shutdown--Republicans' pasting sombreros and mustaches on Democrats--is nonsensical on its face, functioning mostly as a veiled threat. "I'll tell Hakeem Jeffries right now, I make the solemn promise to you that if you help us reopen the government, the sombrero memes will stop," J. D. Vance said during a White House press briefing.

At least on the right, the memes are part of a broader snark campaign meant to humiliate Democrats and their allies. Journalists who have emailed White House employees in the past six days have received goofily partisan out-of-office messages decrying the "Democrat Shutdown" (which critics have said probably violate the Hatch Act). WhiteHouse.gov now hosts a clock counting up the seconds of the shutdown. Across the Department of Housing and Urban Development's website, big red banners scream that the "Radical Left in Congress shut down the government." The Democrats appear to have no such cross-platform strategy; they're just flailing, recycling old meme formats in an attempt to gin up support on social media. I can personally attest that the "deep fried" format apparently favored by Hochul hasn't been funny for about 10 years.

As the meme war plays out, both sides are abdicating the real work at hand. The data blackout continues, leaving markets without the latest federal jobs report; about 40 percent of all U.S. Forest Service employees remain furloughed as wildfire-preparedness and disaster-response plans are scaled back; and millions are still stuck without some Medicare benefits. The House of Representatives isn't even set to return to session this week, but at least Representative Jeffries has jokes. While lawmakers post through the chaos, the rest of America will just have to wait.

Related:

	The gleeful cruelty of the White House X account (From March)
 	The project 2025 shutdown is here.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	As money rushed in, ICE's rapid expansion stalled out.
 	Jonathan Chait: Democrats still have no idea what went wrong.
 	The everything recession




Today's News

	Illinois and Oregon officials escalated legal challenges against President Donald Trump's deployment of National Guard troops, calling the moves illegal in their cities. Illinois sued Trump today after he ordered 200 troops to patrol Chicago, a day after a federal judge in Oregon blocked similar deployments to Portland.
 	The Senate returned today to negotiate an end to the sixth day of the federal-government shutdown; White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said that layoffs of federal workers remain a possibility.
 	The Supreme Court declined to hear Ghislaine Maxwell's appeal of her sex-trafficking conviction in connection to the Jeffrey Epstein case.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores photo essays that capture the wonder and beauty of the natural world.
 	The Weekly Planet: Jane Goodall, who died last Wednesday at 91, was not just a pioneering scientist but also an expert at wielding the power of fame, Michelle Nijhuis writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


stumayhew / Getty



One Obvious, Underused Child-Care Solution

By Marina Lopes

Something was off at preschool pickup. I had been living in Singapore for a month, and every day, I was the only mother waiting outside the school for her kids. Instead, the parking lot was filled with silver-haired grandparents who had arrived promptly to retrieve children and ferry them home or to extracurricular activities. These grandparents, I eventually learned, weren't doing this merely out of love for their grandkids. Many of them were also being paid.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	How far does Trump's immunity go?
 	The Supreme Court is giving liberals an opportunity.
 	Jonathan Chait: Stephen Miller is going for broke.
 	Yair Rosenberg: Trump is successfully bullying Netanyahu.
 	A deal that would end universities' independence
 	Jake Tapper: Trump's purge of terrorism prosecutors




Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Read. Lydia Davis's new book, Into the Weeds, charts a serendipitous path to reading, David L. Ulin writes.

Explore. SNL opened its 51st season by making a case for its pop-culture savviness, Erik Adams 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/the-continuation-of-politics-by-other-memes/684470/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Wonder of a Nature Photo

Some images of life and connection

by Isabel Fattal


Chad the goat peers over a gate and is flanked by a person's hands, at Chessington Zoo, in greater London, on July 15, 1970. (Ronald Dumont / Daily Express / Getty)



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.

One of my highlights of the past year has been receiving your weekly emails with photos that spark a sense of awe in the world around you. In reviewing your submissions, I've most enjoyed seeing how the beholder's mind works. Sometimes it's the subtle beauty of a scene or a moment that you all focus on--the mischievous look in the eye of a person or an animal rather than the stunning vista they might be standing in front of.

I find that same sense of personality and whimsy in so many of the photos that our editor Alan Taylor compiles. Today's newsletter rounds up some of my favorites of his photo essays. I hope you enjoy scrolling through these scenes of natural life and human connection, both ordinary and extraordinary.

Wondrous Imagery

Weird, Wonderful Photos From the Archives

By Alan Taylor

A grab bag of curious and interesting historical images from the 20th century, depicting stunt diving, inventions, unusual war training, giant household objects, scenes from daily life, and much more


Read the article.

Photos: The Colors of Fall

By Alan Taylor

As the days grow shorter and the nights become a bit chillier, animals are migrating and leaves are changing colors. Gathered below are some colorful early-autumn images from across the Northern Hemisphere.


Read the article.

The Colors of the World, Seen From the International Space Station

By Alan Taylor

Recent photographs from crew members aboard the ISS show some spectacular views of auroras, moonsets, the Milky Way, and more, seen from from their vantage point in orbit.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	A photo appreciation of life in our oceans: A collection of images showcasing some of the incredible marine biodiversity across our blue planet, compiled by Alan Taylor
 	Search-and-rescue dogs at work: In April, Alan Taylor compiled images of some of these rescue dogs and their handlers, on the job and in training, from the past several years.




Other Diversions

	Taylor Swift's fairy tale is over.
 	College rankings were once a shocking experiment.
 	"The esoteric art form that revealed a new kind of beauty to me"




P.S.


Courtesy of Val M.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. Val M., 74, from Anchorage, Alaska, shared this photo of Skye, "who is so expressive and loving. You can see it in his eyes. He is a wonder! Dogs are amazing. I used to take one of my dogs to work, doing play therapy with children," Val writes.

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

-- Isabel
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia, Week 1

Test your knowledge--and read our latest stories for a little extra help.

by Drew Goins




Updated with new questions at 4:25 p.m. ET on October 3, 2025.

In the 1960s, the authors of one of the world's first popular compendiums of fun and interesting facts entreated readers not to mistake the "flower of Trivia" for the "weed of minutiae." Trivia stimulates the mind, Edwin Goodgold and Dan Carlinsky wrote in More Trivial Trivia; minutiae stymie it.

Happily, The Atlantic's garden bursts with the former and is almost entirely lacking in the latter, and in this new project of daily quizzes, I get to share a bunch of that trivia with you, curious readers. So set down the Snapple cap and stop to smell the blooms--is that geranium?--with questions from recently published stories.

To get these questions in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.



Friday, October 3, 2025

From today's edition of The Atlantic Daily, by Will Gottsegen:

	Jane Goodall developed one of her first revolutionary scientific contributions in conjunction with David Greybeard, whose expertise in primatology owed to what characteristic?
 -- From Michelle Nijhuis's "Jane Goodall's Second-Greatest Talent" 
 	The title track of Taylor Swift's new album, The Life of a Showgirl, features guest vocals from what "Please Please Please" protege of the superstar?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's "Taylor Swift's Fairy Tale Is Over " 
 	Physicists apply the concept of duality to light because it behaves, depending on the circumstances, as either of what two contradictory forms?
 -- From Douglas Hofstadter's "My Life in Ambigrammia"




And by the way, did you know that there's a chunk of North Africa about the size of Jacksonville, Florida, that Egypt says belongs to Sudan and Sudan says belongs to Egypt? It's called Bir Tawil, a hostile desert that's a rare example of modern terra nullius--"nobody's land."



Answers:

	Being a chimpanzee. Older male colleagues initially criticized Goodall for referring to her chimp subjects by invented names rather than numbers. Goodall, however, had a better sense than most any scientist for how to get fame and then wield it, Nijhuis writes--always to protect the animals she loved. Read more.
 	Sabrina Carpenter. Spencer argues that Carpenter cuts "like a beam through fog" on a plodding album that feels mostly about burnout. The world's biggest star has the right to be exhausted, and listeners have the right to not like the result. Read more.
 	Particle and wave. This duplexity is excellent fodder for an ambigram, writes Hofstadter, creator of many of the visual tricks wherein a word transforms into another word (or remains legibly itself) when mirrored, flipped, or otherwise transformed. Ambigrammia, like light, is at once two things: discovery and creation. Read more.


How are you liking Atlantic Trivia? We'll be back next week for more, but in the meantime, share your thoughts at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, October 2, 2025

From today's edition of The Atlantic Daily, by Will Gottsegen:

	What international organization was founded in 1960 to protect a particular shared interest of four countries in the Middle East and one in South America?
 -- From Scott W. Stern's "There Is No Green Transition Without Consequences" 
 	The artist Bad Bunny spent this past summer performing a monthslong residency titled "No me quiero ir de aqui" ("I don't want to leave here"), with the word "here" referring to what place?
 -- From Xochitl Gonzalez's "Bad Bunny's Super Bowl" 
 	An open letter from February whose signatories included prominent tech experts called for research to prevent "the mistreatment and suffering of conscious" what?
 -- From Webb Wright's "The Alien [REDACTED] in Your Pocket"




And by the way, did you know that the only G-rated movie ever to win Best Picture at the Oscars was followed the very next year by the only X-rated winner? They are the musical Charles Dickens adaptation Oliver! and the seedy prostitution-focused drama Midnight Cowboy. I'll let you guess which is which.



Answers:

	OPEC. That interest (you see it now!) is oil exporting, of course. The countries rather successfully wrested control of the industry from a U.S. and European near-global monopoly--an instinct we're seeing now among countries rich in the mineral resources that are needed, ironically, for the batteries enabling the green transition, Stern writes. Read more.
 	Puerto Rico. The Boricua superstar's decision to stay in his homeland rather than tour the continental United States was a political statement, Xochitl writes, and we can expect his performance on the country's biggest stage--the Super Bowl halftime show--to be one, too. Read more.
 	Artificial intelligence. The thinking behind the letter is honestly not all that out-there anymore; Wright reports that the AI firm Anthropic is exploring model well-being, and that it's top of mind for OpenAI, as well. So ... are you sure that chatbot isn't alive? Read more.




Wednesday, October 1, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily written by Charlie Warzel:

	A surprisingly central plank of Republican Jack Ciattarelli's campaign for New Jersey governor has been his promise to bring back what convenience to the state's grocery stores, banned since 2022 for environmental reasons?
 -- From Russell Berman's "The Blue State That's Now a Bellwether"
 	What television show that opens its 51st season this weekend once recruited its stars from institutions such as the Second City and the Groundlings--but is starting to pull from TikTok?
 -- From David Sims's "The One Big Change [ANSWER] Is Making" 
 	Dark taxa is the term biologists use for the majority of all life on Earth that has not been formally sorted into what foundational classification?
 -- From Marion Renault's "The Machines Finding Life That Humans Can't See"




And by the way, did you know that there is also far more dark matter in the universe than visible matter, by a factor of about 5 to 1, scientists reckon? In fact, much like the snacks we keep at our office desk, dark matter passes into our body all day long without our even noticing.

Scientists still have not directly observed dark-matter particles and--rather vindictively, it seems to me--have denominated a leading theoretical candidate "WIMPs": weakly interacting massive particles.



Answers:

	Plastic bags. Russell reports that the bag pledge is one of Ciattarelli's biggest applause lines--an example of how he's carefully positioned himself at the "very edge" of the culture wars in a state that's Democratic but trending toward the center. Read more.
 	Saturday Night Live. The cast changeover ahead of the season opener had a few surprise departures, David writes, but the real "nudge toward the future" is the hiring of a whole bunch of extremely online young comics whose work is both of and all over the internet. Read more.
 	Species. Only about 2.3 million species have been cataloged, which feels like way too many to merit only as a descriptor, until you realize that Earth is home to maybe 8 million species (and maybe even many millions more). Renault writes that the rate of identification and the rate of species disappearances are both speeding up in a high-tech, higher-stakes race. Read more.




Tuesday, September 30, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily written by Tom Nichols:

 	 The global fan event Tudum gets its onomatopoeic name from the sound that plays at the start of original productions of what streaming service?
 -- From Shirley Li's "It's Not Just [ANSWER]--It's Your Entire Life"
 
 	 In keeping with the tradition of albatross or ravens as an omen, what Tchaikovsky ballet would the Soviet government play on loop on TV during periods of political instability?
 -- From Anna Nemtsova's "Moscow Can't Stop the Music"
 
 	 What music festival of the late 1990s derived its name from the mythical first wife of Adam, who in Jewish folklore preceded Eve and left the Garden of Eden rather than be subservient to her husband?
 -- From Sophie Gilbert's "The Hard-Won Lessons of [ANSWER]"      
 
 




And by the way, did you know that the chess term check comes from the Persian word shah, as in "king"? And that checkmate comes from shah mat, or "the king is frozen"? (That latter bit happens to be close enough to Persian's mata--"to die"--that for a good long while, Westerners who learned the game might have thought it more regicidal than strictly necessary.)

For Monopoly lovers, modern Persian's angoshtane varshakaste shode is "thimble gone bankrupt."



Answers:

	Netflix. As Shirley writes, the streaming behemoth is doing everything it can to turn fans of individual offerings into fans of the whole shebang, but it has a long way to go. Read more.
 	Swan Lake. Nemtsova's account of the dissident music scene in Russia mentions the outlawed song "Cooperative Swan Lake," in which Noize MC raps, "Let the swans dance!"--meaning, let a new leader arrive. Read more.
 	Lilith Fair. The name was fitting, Sophie writes, because the all-female festival was not about "secondary status," but about strength. The world could use a revival of the festival now, when women often top the charts but consciousness of their power is arguably at an ebb. Read more.




Monday, September 29, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily written by Tom Nichols:

 	 What international sporting event occurred last weekend in New York, after happening most recently two years ago in Italy ... and before that in Wisconsin ... and before that in France (after Minnesota, after Scotland, after Illinois, etc.)?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's "Golf's Very Loud Weekend"
 
 	 According to many commentators on the right, when progressives penalize wrongdoing, it's "cancel culture"; when conservatives do it, it's merely what other double-c phrase suggestive of an action's inevitable repercussions?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "Illiberal America, MAGA Edition"
 
 	 Dealing as much with loss and grief as with physical monstrosity, what Victorian epistolary novel was referred to by its young author as her "hideous progeny"?
 -- From Jon Michael Varese's "ChatGPT Resurrected My Dead Father"
 
 




And by the way, did you know that Transnistria, the Russia-aligned breakaway region of Moldova, is the only place in the world that circulates plastic currency? A friend visited recently (don't ask) and returned with some of these "coins," which are neither exchangeable back into other currencies nor accepted anywhere else on Earth, except--and only sometimes--by a few cross-border-bus operators back in Moldova proper. They do, however, make excellent bingo chips.




Answers: 

 	 The Ryder Cup. Sally writes that the biennial contest between U.S. and European golfers is a noisy affair even at its civilest and was bound to be particularly raucous once you packed in hundreds of thousands of born hecklers from across New York's boroughs and beyond. Read more.
 
 	 "Consequence culture." This is, for what it's worth, also what a lot of progressives call it when they themselves are doing it. Idrees worries that the self-excusing and hypocrisy is kicking off a spiral from which America will struggle to extricate itself. Read more.
 
 	 Frankenstein. The echoes of Mary Shelley's novel bounce crystal-clear through all the instances Varese relates of grieving people trying to resurrect lost loved ones through AI--a group that includes the writer himself. Read more.
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The AI Money Vortex

OpenAI is worth $500 billion now. What are its investors getting back?

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.

During prime-time football last Sunday, OpenAI debuted its biggest ad campaign yet, emphasizing three possible uses for ChatGPT: making dinner recipes, creating workout routines, and planning road trips. As romantic as pasta a la ChatGPT sounds, the simplicity of these chatbot queries raises a question: Is the company really worth the hundreds of billions of dollars its investors say it is?

The market certainly thinks so. Yesterday morning, OpenAI became the most valuable privately held company in the world, worth $500 billion. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.) That's thanks to a new stock sale and recent agreements with the chipmaking giant Nvidia, which plans to invest up to $100 billion in OpenAI, and the cloud-computing company Oracle, to which OpenAI will pay $300 billion for a massive chunk of its computing power. The result is a curiously recursive cash flow, because Oracle already committed to buying chips from Nvidia in May. In other words, Nvidia will pay OpenAI, which will pay Oracle, which will pay Nvidia.

All this while OpenAI is reportedly set to hemorrhage more than $1 billion this year. Much like the tech unicorns of decades past (think Uber, WeWork, and Spotify), the company is confident enough in its eventual dominance that it's willing to operate at a loss in the near term. ChatGPT's arrival, in 2022, was revolutionary, and it was easy to see why its parent company secured such astronomical investments and major partnerships during the initial funding frenzy. An AI chatbot that does homework, writes emails, ships code, and doles out free therapy? There's a reason it has, according to the company's tally, 700 million active users each week.

In the years since, things have gotten a bit more complicated. AI still "hallucinates" wildly in its responses (in other words, it tends to make things up), and there are now numerous reports about the dangers it poses to users' mental health: The Wall Street Journal wrote in August that sycophantic ChatGPT became a "trusted sidekick" to a paranoid man who eventually killed his mother and himself (OpenAI preempted the article with a blog post about its focus on "people using ChatGPT in the midst of acute crises," and told the Journal that the bot had encouraged the man to seek professional help).

But none of this has slowed the breakneck speed of the AI race. In the case of OpenAI in particular, the attitude is growth at all costs, a path to long-term dominance that those betting on OpenAI say could mirror what Amazon pulled off in the early 2000s. (OpenAI is now also dipping a toe in social media with a powerful new video-generation app, indicating yet another area of interest for the company.) On their own, none of these features is generating the kind of return that would justify OpenAI's sky-high valuation--at least not yet. But if the company gets its way, preparing a recipe or planning a vacation without an assist from the chatbot might start to feel alien, similar to the way people have come to rely on real-time directions from Google Maps or blazing-fast grocery delivery from Instacart. Whether enough people will choose to pay directly for ChatGPT to meet investors' expectations is an open question.

Generative AI is still very much a bet on the future; concrete returns are potentially years away. If the gamble doesn't pay off, the market for AI could collapse. Many have compared the hype over AI to early internet hype and the infamous dot-com bubble of the late 1990s. Altman and Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg, another true believer in AI, have acknowledged that a hypothetical AI bubble could pop too. As of now, consumer spending doesn't even come close to meeting institutional investment: Research from the VC firm Menlo Ventures suggests that only about 3 percent of AI users pay for any sort of service--that's about $12 billion, while the industry is projected to spend up to $3 trillion by 2028.

But to hear a venture capitalist tell it, the promise of AI is powerful enough on its own to justify the sort of long-term value that would preclude a bubble. The investors going all in on early-stage AI start-ups are broadly confident that AI can save companies time, and therefore money, across industries. The problem is figuring out how to implement that technology in a way that can juice profits without confusing or impeding workers. Researchers at McKinsey recently put out a report diagnosing a generative-AI "paradox": the contradiction between companies' high AI-adoption rates and how little that seems to improve their bottom line. AI chatbots can still do only so much--human beings are often needed to correct their work. According to a report published by S&P Global this year, 42 percent of the companies that have tried out AI pilot projects abandoned the majority of them.

The result is a disconnect between what goes in and what comes out. OpenAI is worth more than Norway's GDP; its employees are raking in princely sums, and its expenditures on everything from development to operations to raw computing power are, by any metric, extreme. But there's no guarantee that AI chatbots will be the revenue-inflating productivity accelerators their biggest boosters hope they will be. There's also no guarantee that chatbots will offer the kind of life-changing support for everyday users that these companies claim. Still, the world's biggest venture capitalists and tech conglomerates are willing to take that chance. Potential regulatory hurdles, implementation bottlenecks, bubble doomersayers, social backlash--none of that seems to matter, at least not yet.

Related:

	Just how bad would an AI bubble be?
 	A better way to think about AI




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Project 2025 shutdown is here.
 	Pediatricians can't bear these costs.
 	Gershom Gorenberg: The reason not to boycott Israeli films




Today's News

	The U.S. military killed four men on a boat near Venezuela in the fourth known strike of the Trump administration's campaign against suspected drug traffickers since the beginning of September, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth announced. The administration claims that the targets were narco-terrorists, though no evidence or group affiliations have been provided.
 	The U.S.-government shutdown will likely extend into next week, when the Senate reconvenes on Monday. The Senate previously voted four times to reject dueling Republican and Democratic proposals for funding the government, with no public sign of progress being made toward a resolution.
 	Officials confirmed that one of the victims of the synagogue attack yesterday in Manchester, England, was accidentally shot and killed by the police.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: It's no accident that books that merely describe sexuality, ugly American history, or LGBTQ people are getting banned, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Mert Alas and Marcus Piggot.



Taylor Swift's Fairy Tale Is Over

By Spencer Kornhaber

She doesn't sound like she's having fun. She has the team captain, the cushion-cut diamond, the fans who will shell out for yet another branded cardigan--but Taylor Swift's The Life of a Showgirl, and the life it seems to portray, is a charmless chore. Swift spends her 12th album pondering familiar bummers: rivalries, regrets, the countdown clock of her own mortality. What's new, narratively, is her football-player fiance and the happily ever after he represents. But she can't quite convince herself, or the listener, that she's getting what she's always said she wants. She's become too cynical to sell a fairy tale.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Douglas Hofstadter: My life in ambigrammia
 	Pfizer finally gave Trump what he wanted.
 	Radio Atlantic: The Justice Department won't break easily.




Culture Break


Paras Griffin / Getty



Explore. Bad Bunny's Super Bowl halftime-show announcement has ignited another round in the culture wars over what "real America" should look like, Xochitl Gonzalez writes.

Reminisce. Jane Goodall, who died Wednesday at 91, was not just a pioneering scientist; she was also an expert at wielding the power of fame, Michelle Nijhuis 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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A Half Century of American Book Banning

In the 21st century, censorship of work like Judy Blume's has evolved into a broader attack on books.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


Anna Holmes has never forgotten reading Judy Blume's Forever as a tween. Why? Because the book, published 50 years ago this month, happily acknowledged that a teenage girl might want to have sex, and that she might even enjoy it, as Holmes wrote last week. This made the novel a magnet for adult disapproval and censorship, and "obtaining, hiding, and reading it--and then sharing it with others--was a rite of passage," she writes.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:


	"Diseducators," a story by Domenico Starnone
 	There is no green transition without consequences.
 	"Syncretism," a poem by Nina C. Pelaez


Several decades later, the fervor over Forever might feel quaint to some: "Now teen girls can get a crash course on sex with a few keystrokes," Holmes notes. But book banning is, unfortunately, all the rage--fittingly, Banned Books Week starts on Monday. And even though we live in what Holmes called a "digital, sex-soaked era," as she noted, Blume's half-century-old novel remains a target; the Utah State Board of Education banned it for containing "pornographic" or "indecent" content only last year. In the 21st century, censorship of work like Blume's--her books Deenie and Are You There, God? It's Me, Margaret, which mention masturbation and menstruation, have also been the subjects of controversy--has evolved into a broader attack on books that discuss topics such as racism, sexism, or queerness. Anything with a whiff of "wokeness" is suspect.


In the 2020s, social media is a major driver of these altercations. Parents, activists, and politicians can circulate a book's most objectionable passages in posts made for virality. When a book attracts wide attention, challenges can stack up quickly. Consider Maia Kobabe's memoir, Gender Queer, released in 2019 by a small, independent publisher, which in just two years became America's most-banned book. Or take Stephen Chbosky's The Perks of Being a Wallflower, which was published in 1999 and has made the American Library Association's list of the most frequently banned books 10 times since 2001. In December, the public-school district I graduated from removed it entirely from its libraries. The novel's bad reputation, based on its references to abortion, homosexuality, drugs, suicide, and sexual abuse, has traveled so widely that earlier this year, it was even banned by the authoritarian government of Belarus.

I don't remember Perks being an especially scarring book. I read it in freshman-year homeroom, when I was 15--the age of its protagonist, Charlie--and mostly wondered why he was being such a prude. Perks is largely about the anxiety provoked by the transition out of childhood. At the beginning of the book, Charlie isn't quite ready to enter the social world of his high school, but two seniors coax him to take the plunge. Together, Charlie and his friends deal with a barrage of adolescent challenges, but even when the novel addresses tough subjects, it's never too bleak (the writing is borderline saccharine). Charlie learns, eventually, to see himself as someone worthy of happiness.

In the long, ignominious history of American book banning, portrayals of sex have been cited again and again as beyond the pale for schools and libraries, but in recent years the list of forbidden topics has grown. Politicians who have sought to take books off shelves justify their actions by deeming works obscene or deviant. But as I wrote in 2021, descriptions such as pornographic, obscene, and inappropriate can be fuzzy, and their subjectivity allows for overreach. When books that merely describe sexuality, ugly American history, or LGBTQ people are consistently challenged across the country, it's not because they're getting accidentally caught in a well-intentioned child-protective dragnet. They are the targets of a deliberate effort to ban books deemed to have the wrong viewpoints--and to make any book easier to ban.




Illustration by Sarah Schulte



The Classic Teen Novel I Still Haven't Forgotten

By Anna Holmes

Read the full article.





What to Read

Red Harvest, by Dashiell Hammett

Hammett's 1929 novel offers one of the most brutal and engaging accounts of normalized lawlessness in America. In Personville, sardonically called "Poisonville," every association is bought, compromised, or controlled by criminal networks. The police chief is in bed with mobsters. Business owners run protection rackets. Judges are for sale. The narrator, a nameless detective known only as the "Continental Op," is sent to solve a straightforward crime, but when he starts unraveling the case, he decides to purge the city of its ills--manipulating its gangsters, union bosses, and captains of industry into destroying one another. Hammett's fictional portrait is allegedly drawn from the time he spent in Butte, Montana, in the early 1900s, when it was dominated by the Anaconda Copper Company and full of labor unrest; he worked for, and was disillusioned by, the union-busting Pinkerton agency. Red Harvest is the dream of democracy in its most cynical, stripped-down form: wealth without justice, survival without virtue.  -- Zephyr Teachout

From our list: Seven books about what corruption actually looks like





Out Next Week

? Girl Warrior, by Joy Harjo

? Shadow Ticket, by Thomas Pynchon


? It Girl, by Marisa Meltzer




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Hokyoung Kim



When Adoption Promises Are Broken

By Nicole Chung

Two years ago, I began interviewing birth mothers to try to better understand what living with an open adoption can be like: what kind of work and commitment are required to maintain openness and communication over the long term, how these individual birth mothers felt about their arrangements, and what rights or options they might have if challenges were to arise. In reporting this article, I spoke with more than two dozen mothers who'd placed their children in open adoptions, as well as with adoptees, adoptive parents, adoption-agency staff, adoption attorneys, and social workers with professional or personal knowledge of adoption. From those conversations, I learned that what openness means in practice can be incredibly fluid.

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 Terrible Attack in Manchester

On the holiest day of the year for Jews, two people were killed outside a synagogue in the United Kingdom.

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.


This morning, while Jews around the world settled in to observe Yom Kippur, two people were killed and three were wounded in a vehicle-ramming and stabbing attack at a synagogue in Manchester, England. Even before authorities made public the identity of the suspect, who was killed by police outside of the Heaton Park Hebrew Congregation, they had classified the incident as terrorism.

The two people killed were both Jewish, according to the police, and three people have been arrested in connection with the attack. U.K. Prime Minister Keir Starmer said that the assailant "attacked Jews because they are Jews" and that additional police are being deployed to other synagogues throughout the country. Manchester is home to about 30,000 Jews, the largest population in England outside of London. "The fact that this has taken place on Yom Kippur, the holiest day in the Jewish calendar, makes it all the more horrific," he wrote in a social-media post.

Violent attacks against Jews are rising worldwide, and have intensified particularly over the past two years. Although many of the deadliest attacks have occurred elsewhere in Europe--as well as in other countries, including the United States--those who track anti-Semitism closely have long been worried about the United Kingdom. The Community Security Trust (CST), an organization that monitors anti-Semitism in the U.K. and coordinates security at Jewish institutions, recorded 1,521 anti-Semitic incidents in the first six months of 2025 alone, the second-most on record for the first half of any year. CST classified three of those incidents as "extreme violence," meaning that they caused serious bodily harm or were otherwise life-threatening.

The highest number of anti-Semitic incidents in the first half of any year on record in the U.K. occurred in the aftermath of October 7, 2023, according to the CST: There were 2,019 in the first half of 2024, more than double the number that occurred during the same period in 2023. (The definition of what constitutes anti-Semitism can vary among organizations, but even with different tallies of anti-Semitic attacks and incidents, what the data reveal is universally troubling.) And as the war in Gaza has carried on, reports show a worrying trend around the world: Jews--regardless of their nationality or political affiliation--are more frequently being conflated with the state of Israel, putting them at greater risk of being targeted.

In one 2024 survey, which included responses from 8,000 Jews across 13 countries in the European Union, 96 percent of Jews reported encountering anti-Semitism in the previous year. In a 2015 story about anti-Semitism in European countries, Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg wrote that the Holocaust "served for a while as a sort of inoculation against the return of overt Jew-hatred--but the effects of the inoculation, it is becoming clear, are wearing off. What was once impermissible is again imaginable." Far-right extremism is rising across the continent; in the U.K., white-supremacist groups aligned with Nazi ideology promote anti-Jewish conspiracy theories, according to the Institute for Strategic Dialogue.

In a speech today, Prime Minister Starmer said that Britain must "defeat" the threat of anti-Semitism. How that endeavor has played out in America, which has the highest population of Jews outside of Israel, is a cautionary tale: The Trump administration has harnessed growing fears around anti-Semitism to crack down on various perceived political foes, both individuals and entire institutions. As my colleague Jonathan Chait has observed, the administration's approach to "combating" anti-Semitism has been "gleefully selective," and in practice has amounted to "using anti-Semitism as a pretext to intimidate its opponents while simultaneously cultivating its own anti-Semitic faction."

Anti-Semitism is often described as history's oldest hatred. Today's attack in Manchester is a reminder of how dangerous even the most ancient prejudices can be.

Related:

	Jonathan Chait: Anti-Semitism is just a pretext.
 	Why so many people still don't understand anti-Semitism (From 2022)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Portland's "war zone" is like Burning Man for the terminally online.
 	Jane Goodall's second-greatest talent
 	Thomas Chatterton Williams: MAGA has found its George Floyd.




Today's News

	As the U.S. government's shutdown entered its second day, White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said that the number of federal workers fired is "likely going to be in the thousands."
 	In a notice to Congress, President Donald Trump has claimed that the United States is in a formal "armed conflict" with drug cartels that distribute narcotics.
 	Israeli forces have detained hundreds of activists, including the climate activist Greta Thunberg, after intercepting a flotilla of several dozen boats carrying aid toward Gaza.




Dispatches 

	Time-Travel Thursdays: College rankings were once a shocking experiment--now they've become an American ritual, Jake Lundberg writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Hokyoung Kim



When Adoption Promises Are Broken

By Nicole Chung

When I was in my 20s, I decided to search for more information about my birth family. This required that I pay hundreds of dollars to an intermediary, who petitioned a Washington State court to unseal my adoption records. She couldn't share my birth parents' names or contact information with me until she found them and gained their consent. Throughout the process, which dragged on for months, I thought about how things might have been different had I grown up in an open adoption, one in which I might have known more about my birth family and perhaps retained contact with them. I wouldn't have had to wait decades, and I wouldn't have had to shoulder the financial cost of a search, to understand where--and whom--I came from.
 Back then, it was easy for me to entertain somewhat idealistic notions about open adoption, what I presumed were its benefits and joys. But the more I have learned and experienced in the years since, the more I have come to question some of those assumptions.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	Waymo's robotaxis are probably safer than ChatGPT.
 	Dan Brooks: "Warrior culture" offers a lot, but not everything.
 	The truth about Amelia Earhart




Culture Break


Charles Krupa / AP



Explore. Live in a place where fall colors haven't yet arrived, or won't at all? See some cozy early-autumn photographs from across the Northern Hemisphere, gathered by Alan Taylor.

Read. Extraction, a new book from the political scientist Thea Riofrancos, argues that simply replacing fossil-fuel extraction with critical-mineral mining is no way out of the climate crisis, Scott W. Stern writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Shan Wang 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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College Rankings Were Once a Shocking Experiment

Now they've become an American ritual.

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.


In 1934, Edwin Embree made an informal list of "the dozen greatest universities in America." As he related in The Atlantic the following year, "A storm at once broke over my temerarious head." An unnamed politician responded with curses and threats over the exclusion of his state's university on the list. The unranked institutions demanded to be ranked and threatened libel suits. The highly ranked wished to be ranked higher. An eager swarm of "pupils and their mothers" clamored to know what college to attend. Only the Harvard people, whose institution Embree ranked first, were happy.

Embree, a foundation executive who had worked in higher education, wrote his Atlantic article "In Order of Their Eminence: An Appraisal of American Universities" as a less temerarious (an eminent-sounding word for "reckless") and more "authoritative" exercise. University rankings might be "unusual," Embree noted, but they were a matter of systematic study, not "personal opinion." His list ran to just 11 universities that met his definition of "eminence" (though he did list six others that were nearly eminent).

Embree and The Atlantic had stumbled upon the formula for a publishing juggernaut. Although the magazine has never since published university rankings, the factors that amplified the reception of Embree's findings--institutions' anxiety, consumer demand, and the appeal of controversy--have driven the popularity of its modern successor, the U.S. News & World Report college rankings, which released its most recent list last week.

College rankings have shaped much public discussion and perception of America's higher education over the past four decades, yet it took nearly half a century after Embree's list went public for the U.S. News version to emerge. In that interim period, lists would surface periodically, but they were more a curiosity (or an invitation to quarrel) than a cultural staple. By the 1980s, however, college had become a mass-consumer good, and rankings became a vital map of the American meritocracy.

Prior to Embree's article, the history of college rankings was generally the history of the controversies that came with them. In 1911, Kendric Babcock, a former university president working for the Bureau of Education, set out to classify the quality of undergraduate education at hundreds of institutions. His study was anything but temerarious. The product of two years of work, it was sober, statistical, and meant only for administrators who wanted a sense of which colleges prepared students best for graduate work. Yet when the results leaked--placing 344 schools into four tiers--a storm broke about Babcock's head too. Catholic institutions were excluded from the top ranks; Syracuse's chancellor protested until his university was moved into the top tier; some alumni were offended to learn that they hadn't attended first-rate institutions. Very quickly, the Bureau of Education suppressed the report, and anyone wishing to see it was furnished instead with a 12-page apology from its chief, Philander P. Claxton. Early in 1913, President William Howard Taft issued an executive order halting any further federal reports on college rankings. A chastened federal-education administrator reflected that the Bureau of Education had "learned that there are no second and third and fourth class colleges."

Subsequent lists trod lightly, taking crude measures such as tabulating the number of alumni listed in Who's Who in America or ranking individual graduate departments. Building on this work, Embree was careful to note that he was not focusing on the quality of undergraduate education; rather, he was ranking universities holistically based on faculty publication rates, reputational surveys in different fields, and the number of notable faculty members. Although not included in his tabulations, endowments and less quantifiable measures, such as status, were also taken into account in his analysis. ("A degree from Harvard," he wrote, "carries social as well as scholastic distinction.")

Yet Embree's list and commentary reflected a world in which university life was still overwhelmingly the privileged preserve of white, Protestant men, and in which scholarly "eminence" was less an objective measure than a set of tastes and preferences. Although Embree was himself something of an outsider--he had attended Berea College in Kentucky before going to Yale for graduate work--his commentary carried the whiff of the rarefied circles in which he moved. For all of his show of rigor and method, Embree's "eminence" revealed less about universities themselves than about the prejudices of the society they served.

Embree's rankings appeared as the ground under elite higher education was shifting. Already by the 1930s, the children of immigrants--particularly urban Jews--were challenging elite admissions offices with unassailable high-school records and SAT scores (one of them, a Brooklynite named Stanley Kaplan, would make a fortune creating the test-prep industry). The Ivies responded by elevating "character"--the personal essay, the interview, the cult of the "well-rounded" applicant--as a way to preserve old boundaries. But they could not do so for long. After World War II and the passage of the GI Bill, enrollments swelled more broadly, and attending an institution of higher education became an ever more common aspiration.

Noting the novel conditions, Chesly Manly of the Chicago Tribune ventured a ranking of his own in 1957--the first, he noted, since Embree's was published two decades earlier. Unlike Embree, though, Manly focused on undergraduate education. Combining statistical information, a reputational survey administered to 33 scholars, and his own observations, Manly offered top-10 lists for universities and three categories of small colleges. It was the first time, he claimed, that a mass publication had synthesized so much data to produce such rankings. Still, as Manly himself pointed out, his list was "virtually unchanged" from Embree's; the dominance of Harvard, whose "reputation is a synonym for all that is fine in education," was "unchallengeable."

Manly's list attracted wide notice, and a bit of controversy. But like Embree's, it was a one-off. A few public institutions made Manly's top 10--UC Berkeley, the University of Michigan, and the University of Wisconsin--but the Ivy League and private schools that topped the list remained clubby domains that catered to their traditional clientele by selecting for intangible qualities, such as "character," over academic excellence. As late as 1950, Yale's acceptance rate was 46 percent. By 1968, the acceptance rates at Harvard, Yale, and Princeton had fallen to around 20 percent, as the schools placed greater emphasis on high GPAs and test scores. The higher-education landscape we know now--Ivy League acceptance rates in the single digits, exorbitantly expensive test prep, private consultants--began to take shape not long after.

By 1983, U.S. News's editors found fertile ground for their new experiment. A November issue from that year listed America's "Best Colleges" based solely on a reputational survey of college presidents, roughly 60 percent of whom actually answered the questions. Stanford came in at No. 1, Harvard at No. 2, prompting officials there to "question the validity of the data." The experiment was halting at first--U.S. News did not make the list annual until 1988--but already, the implications were clear: For students and their families, the rankings mattered in a world in which college-admissions officers appeared to determine destinies.

U.S. News's methods have evolved over time, reducing the weight of reputational surveys and adding inputs such as test scores, faculty-student ratios, and graduation and retention rates. Although some institutions have fought back against the rankings, others have worked to game them, tailoring their numbers to the metrics: soliciting more applications to drive down acceptance rates, massaging class sizes, and, in some cases, even misreporting data.

U.S. News searches for the "best," and Embree measured colleges based on "eminence." Yet the difference is more rhetorical than real. The top of the list has remained stubbornly familiar, and the echoes of Embree's experiment have done less to change the order than to naturalize it, cloaking fixed notions of prestige in the language of data. Rankings became an annual ritual, a franchise powerful enough to bend institutions toward its numbers and drive striving students into ever-greater frenzies. Ranking colleges once seemed temerarious for a reason. Decades later, perhaps it still is.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/college-rankings-were-once-a-shocking-experiment/684440/?utm_source=feed
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