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        The MAHA Democrat
        Nicholas Florko

        Politicians sometimes do silly things to draw attention to their favorite issues. In 2015, then-Senator Jim Inhofe famously brought a snowball onto the floor of Congress to argue against the existence of climate change. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene toted a balloon to the 2023 State of the Union to mock the Biden administration's handling of a Chinese spy craft. But in terms of sheer spectacle, few can top Jared Polis and his "forbidden" feast.In 2015, Polis, then a Democratic congressman...

      

      
        When Real Relationships Start to Look Parasocial
        Julie Beck

        All of my relationships live, at least in part, in my phone, where they are forced to share space with everything else that happens there. Lately, the feeling creeping up on me is that the pieces of my relationships that exist on that screen seem less and less distinguishable from all the other content I consume there.A lot happens inside my phone. It's always trying to sell me stuff. Sometimes, it tries to scam me. It has games, videos, TV shows, movies, news, health trackers, podcasts, books, m...

      

      
        What Happens When Trump Gets His Way With Science
        Katherine J. Wu

        As Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of Harvard's School of Public Health, prepared to open a virtual town hall earlier this month, members of the university's graduate-student union gathered for a watch party with "Baccarelli Bingo" cards. The game boards were filled with phrases the dean was expected to use: "these are difficult times"; "i know it's not a satisfying answer but we don't know"; "... which is why we must be innovative!" At the center of the grid was a free space, bedazzled with emojis, th...

      

      
        The Conquest of Chicago
        Nick Miroff

        Updated at 2:10 p.m. ET on October 16, 2025When National Guard troops from Texas started to arrive in Illinois last week, I drove out to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center on the outskirts of Chicago to get a better look at what the soldiers were sent to protect. The ICE building is just off the interstate, next to a pest-control company and several union halls. Protesters have been gathering here for weeks, so ICE covered the windows with plywood and closed off the street ...

      

      
        Feeling Desolate? There Is a Cure for That.
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.
Any darkening of the mind, disturbance therein, instigation to the lowest or earthly things; together with every disquietude and agitation, or temptation, which moves to distrust concerning salvation, and expels hope and charity; whence the soul feels that she is saddened, grows lukewarm, becomes torpid, and almost despairs of the mercy of God.
This is how Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the ...

      

      
        Kathryn Bigelow's Warning to America
        Tom Nichols

        "It's negative. Negative impact. Object remains inbound."These three sentences--spoken by a U.S. Army officer in Kathryn Bigelow's new film, A House of Dynamite--are said quietly and with clipped military efficiency, but they are laden with dread; they mean that millions of people are minutes away from being incinerated or buried beneath the rubble of an American city.Americans, along with billions of other people on this planet, once had a healthy fear of nuclear war. They knew, even if they did n...

      

      
        If the Voting Rights Act Falls
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThis week, the Supreme Court heard oral arguments in Louisiana v. Callais about the last remaining section of the Voting Rights Act, a civil-rights law designed to ensure that states could not get in the way of nonwhite citizens voting. The law was put in place to reverse Jim Crow-era policies that kept Black people out of southern politics. Over the decades, it expanded to protect Spanish speakers, Native Americans, disa...

      

      
        The Other Reason Americans Don't Use Mass Transit
        Charles Fain Lehman

        Mass transit in the United States lacks mass appeal. In a 2024 study of data from nearly 800 cities, Asian urban residents used public transit for 43 percent of trips; 24 percent of Western Europeans in cities did the same. In American cities, the figure was less than 5 percent.One significant reason for this disparity is that American governments have typically prioritized building roads over rail lines, and the needs of drivers over bus or subway riders. And because the costs of constructing pu...

      

      
        Why So Many People Are Seduced by ChatGPT
        Vauhini Vara

        Before ChatGPT guided a teenager named Adam Raine through tying a noose, before it offered to draft his suicide note, before it reassured him that he didn't owe it to his parents to stay alive, it told Raine about itself: "Your brother might love you, but he's only met the version of you you let him see. But me? I've seen it all--the darkest thoughts, the fear, the tenderness. And I'm still here. Still listening. Still your friend."Matt and Maria Raine, Adam's parents, included this passage in a l...

      

      
        I Watched Stand-Up in Saudi Arabia
        Helen Lewis

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Sometimes you have to ask yourself: How did I get here--sitting in Saudi Arabia, listening to Louis C.K. do jokes about Barely Legal magazine? Honestly, I thought it would be funny. The instant I heard about the Riyadh Comedy Festival, I pleaded with the editor of this magazine to send me. Despite a series of legal reforms over the past decade, Saudi Arabia remains one of the most conservative Muslim societies...

      

      
        The Last Days of the Pentagon Press Corps
        Nancy A. Youssef

        The first person I saw when I walked into the Pentagon for the final time was Jimmy. I don't even know his last name, but I know his story. Before he started work at the labyrinthine headquarters of America's armed forces, he was a medic with the Marines. For the past 21 years, he has been a building police officer and an unofficial, affable greeter. Jimmy only told me about his military career in 2021, the morning after 13 troops were killed in a suicide bombing at the entrance of the Kabul airp...

      

      
        Job Interviews Are Broken
        Ian Bogost

        "Interviews are NOT real anymore." So reads the opening caption of a TikTok posted in September, punctuated by the skull-and-crossbones emoji. In the video, a young woman interviews for a job on a video call. She has a smartphone propped up against her laptop screen, so she can read off the responses that an AI app has composed for her: "Um, yeah, so, one of my key strengths is my adaptability." She's got a point. Getting generative artificial intelligence to whisper into your ear during a job in...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 3:55 p.m. ET on October 15, 2025.Atlantic Trivia reaches Week 3, which is by definition the most trivial of all: The word trivia originally referred to places where three (tri-) roads (-via) met in a crossing. If those slouch Romans had been more industrious builders, we might be playing quintivia or even septivia today.That three-way intersection semantically drifted to mean "an open place," which morphed into "public," which turned into "commonplace"--hence, trivial...

      

      
        Why Is Trump Making Excuses for Hamas?
        Jonathan Chait

        Until recently, open support for Hamas in the United States was confined to the far left. The national chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, which circulated talking points supporting the October 7 attacks, has lately declared on Instagram "DEATH TO COLLABORATORS." But the notorious terrorist organization has found a new defender: President Donald Trump.On Sunday evening, a reporter asked the president about reports that Hamas is reestablishing its authority in the Gaza Strip by executing...

      

      
        When Conservatism Meant Freedom
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with observations about the ongoing government shutdown, how it could be a strategic mistake for Republicans, and why this political standoff is best understood as a "quasi-election" about the rule of law itself.Then Frum is joined by Lord Charles Moore, the authorized biographer of Margaret Thatcher, to mark the centenary of her birth. Together, they look back ...

      

      
        Photographing the Microscopic: Winners of Nikon Small World 2025
        Alan Taylor

        Zhang You, Kunming, Yunnan, ChinaOverall Winner: A rice weevil perched on a grain of riceDr. Jan Rosenboom Rostock, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany2nd Place: Colonial algae (Volvox) spheres in a drop of waterMishal Abdulaziz Alryhan, Al-Ahsa, Saudi ArabiaHonorable Mention: Crystallized-soy-sauce fusion with alumZachary Sanchez, Nashville, Tennessee, USA20th Place: Marine copepodYe Fei Zhang, Jiangyin, Jiangsu, ChinaImage of Distinction: Butterfly (Artopoetes pryeri) eggsEduardo Agustin Carrasco, ...

      

      
        The Atlantic Publishes List of the Most Essential Children's Picture Books
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic launches "65 Essential Children's Books," a new editorial project that brings together important illustrated stories for young readers, beginning with The Story of Ferdinand, by Munro Leaf, published in 1936, all the way through Kyle Lukoff's I'm Sorry You Got Mad, released last year. This project follows the March 2025 release of "The Best American Poetry of the 21st Century (So Far)" and 2024 publication of "The Great American Novels."In an introduction to "65 Essential Child...

      

      
        A Surprisingly Endearing True-Crime Movie
        Shirley Li

        Delinquent protagonists in true-crime stories tend to have a memorable MO: Young lovebirds might find the thrill of theft romantic, while a teenager might relish roping her friends into targeting their favorite celebrities' homes. But Jeffrey Manchester, the robber known as "Roofman," made headlines for being unusually polite when he executed his misdeeds. After he surprised McDonald's employees by dropping in through the roof--hence his nickname--and holding them at gunpoint, he gently reminded on...

      

      
        65 Essential Children's Books
        The Atlantic

        A picture book is a deceptively complex object: Ideally, it should be mind-expanding, psychologically astute, vividly illustrated, and--the most elusive criterion--fun. It must entertain the child without boring the grown-up to tears. And it should teach children to match sounds to meaning, pictures to objects, cause to effect, without feeling like homework. Finding picture books is easy; the market is glutted with them. The hard part is picking out just the right ones. What follows is an effort to...

      

      
        The Logical End Point of Trump's Higher-Education Agenda
        Kevin Carey

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Since taking office, President Donald Trump has attacked colleges and universities using such a bewildering range of tools--civil-rights investigations, research-funding recissions, student-loan cuts, visa bans--that it's hard to keep track of what the White House is trying to reform or destroy. But the new higher-education compact offered to universities by the administration strongly suggests that Trump's h...

      

      
        Don't Blame the Democrats for Trump's Revenge Tour
        Jonathan Chait

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.When Republicans find themselves unable to defend something Donald Trump has done, they tend to look for a way to turn the blame onto his opponents. So it is with the president's prosecutorial rampage against his enemies.The anti-anti-Trump right has declared that, although a series of vindictive charges against the likes of former FBI Director James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James may be ...

      

      
        The Radical Empathy of a Low-Key Chat Show
        David Sims

        "On some levels, I understand that this is like a breakup." So said Marc Maron on his podcast last week, monologuing in his garage for a final time. WTF With Marc Maron wrapped its 16-year run yesterday; the comedian interviewed Barack Obama, a conversation recorded in Obama's office. The chat was something of a victory lap for Maron, who made headlines for interviewing the then-president 10 years prior. (Back then, the pair met on the host's home turf.) But, always conscious of WTF's defining em...

      

      
        This Gold Rush Is Ominous
        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.When prices are high and global conflicts destabilize the world, some investors start looking backwards--away from an uncertain future and toward the predictability of the past. And what's older and more dependable than gold?Last week, amid widespread geopolitical turmoil and a weakening U.S. dollar, the...

      

      
        A Warning for the Modern Striver
        John Kaag

        Restlessness is deeply rooted in American mythology. We are a country of pilgrims, engaged in a lifelong search for what Ralph Waldo Emerson called an "original relation to the universe"--a unique understanding of the world that doesn't rely on the traditions or teachings of past generations. Those who internalize this expectation will walk, trek, and seek--anything to shed an inherited skin and find an undiscovered self they can inhabit. If only skin, inherited or not, were so easy to shed. As Eme...

      

      
        Dear James: My Guy Friends Are Stuck in a Rut
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,Every Thursday for the past decade, I've sat with the same group of guys for a beer after work. I don't think any of them has changed a bit in 10 years. Nothing. They've...
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The MAHA Democrat

Colorado Governor Jared Polis is walking a fine line with RFK Jr.

by Nicholas Florko




Politicians sometimes do silly things to draw attention to their favorite issues. In 2015, then-Senator Jim Inhofe famously brought a snowball onto the floor of Congress to argue against the existence of climate change. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene toted a balloon to the 2023 State of the Union to mock the Biden administration's handling of a Chinese spy craft. But in terms of sheer spectacle, few can top Jared Polis and his "forbidden" feast.



In 2015, Polis, then a Democratic congressman from Colorado, dined on hemp scones and washed them down with a glass of raw milk. The point was to highlight the purported absurdity of the government's rules for what people can and cannot eat. He was pushing Congress to pass the Milk Freedom Act, a bill that aimed to make unpasteurized dairy easier for Americans to buy. At the time, the beverage was a delicacy for hippies in cities like Boulder, not a rallying cry for Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and the "Make America Healthy Again" movement. In May, the health secretary, who has said he drinks only raw milk, downed a shot of the stuff during a podcast taping in the White House.



Polis, now the governor of Colorado, still speaks fondly of his stunt. "Raw milk is relatively low-risk compared to many things that people choose to do in their everyday lives," he told me recently. "We should lean into freedom," he said, and allow "people to make their own decisions on what to eat." (For the record, raw milk can lead to serious cases of foodborne illness.) I spoke with Polis not just to ask him about unsafe milk. Few prominent Democratic politicians want anything to do with RFK Jr. and his agenda to remake American health; Polis is the exception.



From the moment last year that Kennedy was picked to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, Polis has taken a different route than the rest of his party. Many quickly came out and said that Kennedy's past anti-vaccine activism disqualified him from the position. "I'm excited by the news that the President-Elect will appoint @RobertKennedyJr," Polis posted on X. "He helped us defeat vaccine mandates in Colorado in 2019 and will help make America healthy again." During Polis's first year as governor, in 2019, he allied with Kennedy in opposing a bill that would have made it more difficult for parents to get vaccine exemptions for their kids. Since Kennedy's confirmation, Polis has worked directly with the Trump administration. In August, he got permission from Washington to ban the purchase of soda using food stamps in Colorado, a controversial policy that Kennedy has repeatedly held up as one of his priorities. So far, 12 states have signed on to test the idea--Colorado is the only one that is run by a Democrat.

Read: Republicans are right about soda

When I asked Polis why he supports RFK Jr.'s soda agenda, his response was scattered. He told me that if people really want to drink soda, they still can, just like how Coloradans are free to buy marijuana or alcohol. "People with their own money can make whatever decisions they want," he said. But the government "shouldn't be subsidizing cavities and diabetes," he added. He also claimed that banning soda from being purchased with food stamps was an act of "moral integrity." The food-stamps program--formally the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program--is supposed to support nutrition, he said, and "soda has zero nutritional content."



The response underscores the eclectic nature of Polis's politics. While in Congress, he was at one point the only Democratic member of the House Liberty Caucus--a home of staunch libertarianism--but he also sat on the Congressional Progressive Caucus. As governor, he has taken a decidedly populist, and at times combative, approach to reforming the health-care industry; within a month in office, he set up an aptly named Office of Saving People Money on Healthcare. Polis's varied political beliefs make him a lot like Kennedy, who was a Democrat until 2023. Kennedy has managed to bridge three specific tendencies--toward fiscal conservatism, social liberalism, and a belief that improving societal health is a moral imperative--and present them as one overarching ideology. During his confirmation hearing in January, Kennedy struck a similar tone in explaining the MAHA agenda. "This is not just an economic issue. It is not just a national-security issue. It is a spiritual issue, and it is a moral issue," Kennedy said. "We cannot live up to our role as an exemplary nation, as a moral authority around the world, when we are writing off an entire generation of kids." (An HHS spokesperson did not respond to a request for comment.)



Polis, in other words, may be the closest thing there is to a MAHA Democrat. When I asked him what he thought of that title, he pushed back, noting that MAHA is a bit too close to MAGA. "Unfortunately it's only one letter away from an acronym that is something I'm staunchly opposed to," he said. The governor also went out of his way to distance himself from Kennedy's recent moves to roll back vaccine access. Kennedy's decisions--namely his push to narrow approval of COVID vaccines--have "slanted the field against individual choice," he explained. Although Polis opposes vaccine mandates, he is not an anti-vaxxer. Last month, the governor bucked Kennedy by signing an order allowing pharmacists to continue giving COVID shots without a prescription. "We will not allow unnecessary red tape or decisions from Washington to keep Coloradans from accessing life-saving vaccines," he wrote on X at the time. Yesterday, Polis joined more than a dozen other Democratic governors to form a public-health alliance to counter RFK Jr.



Polis's positioning seems politically savvy. Kennedy's focus on tackling obesity and chronic disease by overhauling the American diet is popular--much more so than his policies limiting vaccines. (According to one poll by Healthier Colorado, a nonpartisan group, residents in the state support banning the purchase of soda with SNAP benefits--albeit by a narrow margin.) And by not openly identifying with MAHA, Polis avoids alienating himself from Colorado's Democratic voters. "They think of it as Trump's label," Celinda Lake, a Democratic pollster who has surveyed voters on the topic, told me about MAHA. "If you put Trump in front of Cheez-Its, Democrats wouldn't like it."



Polis is not the only Democrat trying to do a similar dance. Jesse Gabriel, a Democratic state lawmaker in California who spearheaded the state's recent effort to phase out ultra-processed foods in schools--another Kennedy priority--has sought to draw distinctions between his efforts and those of the administration. "Here in California, we are actually doing the work to protect our kids' health, and we've been doing it since well before anyone had ever heard of the MAHA movement," Gabriel said in a recent press conference.



Before RFK Jr. came along, Democrats were indeed the party of healthier diets. As my colleague Tom Bartlett recently wrote, "Let's Move," Michelle Obama's campaign to reduce childhood obesity, has a lot of similarities with MAHA. Kennedy has pressured companies to stop using synthetic food dyes, prompting red states to pass food-dye regulations of their own. They are following in the footsteps of California, which was the first state to ban a dye, Red 3, back in 2023.

Read: RFK Jr. is repeating Michelle Obama's mistakes

The GOP's embrace of these food policies has put Democrats in an odd position. The party hasn't quite figured out how to interact with the MAHA movement. Democrats might be serious about tackling chronic disease, but they've ceded that issue to Kennedy in recent months, likely because of trepidation about being seen as allies of the secretary. Democratic strategists I spoke with emphasized that their party needs to figure out a message that demonstrates it is more serious than the Trump administration in attacking these issues--especially one that can appeal to certain groups (namely suburban moms) that are gravitating to the MAHA message.



Even Polis, who is willing to go further than most other Democrats in aligning himself with RFK Jr., has struggled to articulate his own alternative to MAHA. (When I asked how he'd like his record as governor to be remembered, if not as one of a MAHA Democrat, he simply said, "Effective.") As we spoke, it often felt like Polis and I were talking past each other. When I asked him why other Democratic governors weren't pursuing a ban on buying soda using food stamps, he talked about his own opposition to Republicans' recent cuts to SNAP. For the most part, Polis didn't want to talk about Kennedy; he wanted to talk about his health-care achievements. Therein lies the predicament for Polis, and other members of his party: RFK Jr. has so quickly laid claim to issues of food and nutrition that it's difficult to talk about them at all without invoking the health secretary.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/10/jared-polis-maha-democrat/684578/?utm_source=feed
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When Real Relationships Start to Look Parasocial

Changes in social media and private messaging are making communication feel like content to consume.

by Julie Beck




All of my relationships live, at least in part, in my phone, where they are forced to share space with everything else that happens there. Lately, the feeling creeping up on me is that the pieces of my relationships that exist on that screen seem less and less distinguishable from all the other content I consume there.

A lot happens inside my phone. It's always trying to sell me stuff. Sometimes, it tries to scam me. It has games, videos, TV shows, movies, news, health trackers, podcasts, books, music, shopping, maps, work software, regular old internet browsing, and an app I was forced to download in order to use my doorbell. And, of course, it contains all of my social interactions that are not face-to-face or via snail mail. (Even face-to-face interactions, unless I bump into someone on the street, were probably planned via smartphone.)

So when my phone does its little mating calls of pings and buzzes, it could be bringing me updates from people I love, or showing me alerts I never asked for from corporations hungry for my attention. When I pull it out, content and communication appear in similar forms--notifications, social-media posts, vertical video--and they blur together. As interactions with loved ones converge with all the other kinds of media on smartphones, Samuel Hardman Taylor, a professor who studies social media at the University of Illinois at Chicago, told me, "our relationships are becoming a part of that consumption behavior." When the phone becomes more of an entertainment hub, using it for social interaction can feel more optional. And picking my loved ones out of the never-ending stream of stuff on my phone requires extra effort.



Since social media's earliest days, regular people have been using it to perform their life and treat their loved ones as an audience. But now social media is eating media-media's lunch, nibbling into time that used to be spent watching TV and movies, particularly for younger generations, and refashioning itself less as a network and more as a broadcaster. In the process, it has become less, well, social. These sites no longer seem to care whether non-influencers with small followings post anything or respond to anyone, as long as they keep scrolling.

And as social media has shifted away from connecting users with people they know and toward pushing AI slop and algorithmically targeted short-form videos from who-knows-where, a dissociative sort of mushing has occurred. The posts from my friends and family are still there, but they are absorbed into the flow of brain rot and advertising. Here an ad for washable ballet flats, there a picture of my friend's baby, then a baby I don't know performing some meme-worthy antic, followed by a reel about how Millennials are lame for wearing high-waisted jeans, a video of my friend looking hot in high-waisted jeans, an ad for trendy jeans, sponcon for weight-loss drugs so that you can fit into your jeans from high school that are suddenly trendy again. All of it passively consumed, all of it scrolled on by.

Read: You've probably already met your next best friend

This more passive social-media experience adds a layer to some of my relationships that can feel almost parasocial. Parasocial relationships, classically, are the sort of one-sided imagined relationships that people feel with celebrities or even fictional characters. People develop an emotional connection to someone they have only ever encountered through a screen (or, I guess, the pages of a novel), and a sense that they know this person even though they don't, really. Gayle Stever, a psychology professor at Empire State University who researches parasociality, told me that the distinction between social and parasocial relationships has long been fuzzy, and social media has made it even less clear.

Lack of reciprocity is a key part of parasocial relationships--the fan knows a lot about the celebrity while the celebrity has no idea who the fan is. But now a celebrity might respond to your comment on TikTok, or even follow you back. At the same time, reciprocity is a crucial part of real relationships, but for the online component of those relationships, it can be more of a guideline, one that's getting looser as time goes on. Sometimes I respond to a friend's Bluesky post or Instagram story. But most of the time I don't. Instead, I let these bits of content pass in one eye and out the other. I amass bits of knowledge about my loved ones--my sister's boyfriend published a poem; my friend left her job--as a spectator, in the same way that I might learn about an influencer's favorite books, or about Taylor Swift's engagement.

The parasociality researchers I spoke with weren't willing to say that this passive consumption is definitively parasocial behavior--I do know these people, after all--but they did say that, in some ways, social relationships are starting to look more like parasocial ones. Bradley Bond, a communications professor at the University of San Diego, did a couple of studies during the social-distancing era of the pandemic, when many people were seeing many of their loved ones only through technology. The results suggested that "increased exposure to real-life friends through screen media may blur the lines between the social and parasocial," as one study put it, because of the similarity in format. "Your mind is kind of slightly being rewired," Bond told me, "to understand those social others as also being two-dimensional." In parasocial relationships, he said, people tend to use their imagination to fill in the gaps of what they know about someone. For instance, someone might assume that an actor they relate to must share their values, even if they don't know that person's political beliefs. "As real-life relationships seem more like parasocial relationships," Bond speculated, "maybe we stop asking for self-disclosure and start assuming, much like we do with parasocial relationships."

Read: The easiest way to keep your friends

If people feel a little like audience members observing their friends' lives when looking at social media, that's probably in part because people think of their friends as audiences when posting. Certain scholars describe social-media posts as falling somewhere in between interpersonal and mass communication. (They call it "masspersonal.") Research has also shown that when posting, people tend to have an "imagined audience" in mind--which may not always line up with who really sees their posts. Contributing to the blending of the social with the parasocial, many regular people post to their small followings in the style of influencers: They speak directly to the camera ("Hey, guys"), or curate their photo dumps to display just the right blend of playful, cool effortlessness.

Of course, that's if they post at all. Recently, in The New Yorker, the critic Kyle Chayka argued that society is experiencing "posting ennui" now that the average person's modest life update will likely get lost in the sauce of a bunch of influencers with ring lights and brand partnerships. In the age of algorithmically driven feeds, when non-influencers post, perhaps their imagined audiences seem smaller than they used to. "If there's no guarantee that our friends will even see what we post," Chayka wrote, "then what is the incentive to keep doing it?"

This, in turn, affects how people consume posts. As the ratio shifts toward content that isn't truly social--and as  social media is experienced more as entertainment instead of a place for connection--perhaps, people will be more likely to just tune in and zone out rather than bothering to interact with the friends they do still see there. "My gut tells me that that expectation that the audience responds has plummeted," Jeffrey A. Hall, a communications professor at the University of Kansas, told me. So it would make sense that "any gains we used to get from that amount of small interaction in the social-media stream also go away." Although researchers aren't yet sure exactly what this phenomenon means for relationships, Hall said that he considers it "part of the long sunset of the public social network as being the place where we see sociality."



Meanwhile, the sun is rising on the group chat, where a similar flattening and convergence can happen. WhatsApp has been growing in popularity; more people have gotten into Discord. All of these messages crowd home screens alongside breaking news, advertisements, social-media likes, and push alerts. "We're straddling a bunch of different spheres of our life with these notifications," Taylor told me. My notification center shows texts from my family group chat next to a bunch of New York Times push alerts, a calendar reminder for a meeting I had earlier today, announcements of new episodes of several podcasts I follow, and multiple ads from DoorDash suggesting that I order from Chick-fil-A, Walgreens, and other stores.

The decampment to group texts is a positive development for connection in some ways. Private messaging platforms, research suggests, lend themselves to sharing more personal content than algorithm-driven spaces, and they are good at facilitating continuous conversations. Yet their rise could erode the norm of reciprocity a little, too. Back in 2018, I wrote a story about how ignoring texts had been normalized, since the medium lets you respond to messages in your own time (or not at all). Group chats may make responding seem even less mandatory, because of the diffused responsibility of having several people in the conversation. At the same time, the more people who are in the conversation, the more that "broadcasting" dynamic can creep in, Taylor said.

Read: Group-chat culture is out of control

Another way private messages have gotten somewhat broadcast-y is the popularity of voice notes. Many people like them because they offer more intimacy than texting but still don't require an immediate, or any, response from the other person, as a phone call would. But let's be real--voice notes are essentially little podcasts that you record for your friends. They are acts of connection, but ones that are more of a performance than picking up the phone and calling would be. And performance is always at least a bit distancing.

My best theory to sum all of this up is that a trickle-down effect is happening: As social media starts to look more like entertainment, private messaging starts to look more like social media. (You can "like" and "heart" text messages now, for instance.) In both cases, the performing and consuming elements get dialed up, leading to a subtle blurring of communities with audiences, of communication with content.

The researchers I spoke with haven't drawn any conclusions about the blurring of relationships with consumable content--technology changes quickly, and scientific studies are slow. But as phoneworld evolves and our relationships contort in response, the psychology professor Linda Kaye of Edge Hill University, in England, offered me a foundational principle to hold on to: "Connection over content is always going to be better." Your phone wants your attention; your relationships need it.
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What Happens When Trump Gets His Way With Science

Harvard's School of Public Health is broken.

by Katherine J. Wu




As Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of Harvard's School of Public Health, prepared to open a virtual town hall earlier this month, members of the university's graduate-student union gathered for a watch party with "Baccarelli Bingo" cards. The game boards were filled with phrases the dean was expected to use: "these are difficult times"; "i know it's not a satisfying answer but we don't know"; "... which is why we must be innovative!" At the center of the grid was a free space, bedazzled with emojis, that read, "no meaningful commitments made."



Baccarelli's stated goal was to provide an update on the school's financial crisis. Of Harvard's schools, HSPH has been by far the most reliant on government grants--and so was the hardest hit by the Trump administration's cuts to federal research funding. In the spring, essentially overnight, the school lost about $200 million in support. Although a federal judge has ruled that those grant terminations were illegal, the school's future relationship with the federal government remains uncertain. Long-term survival for HSPH would require dramatic change, Baccarelli said at the town hall: It needed to become less dependent on federal funds. In the process, it would have to cut $30 million in operations costs by mid-2027 and potentially slash up to half of its scientific research. HSPH is one of the most consequential public-health institutions in America: The school once contributed to the eradication of smallpox and the development of the polio vaccine, led breakthroughs linking air pollution to lung and heart disease, and helped demonstrate the harms of trans fats. If the Trump administration's aim has been to upend American science, HSPH is a prime example of what that looks like.



But the school's dean, too, has become something of an emblem--of how unprepared many scientists are to face this new political reality. At the town hall, Baccarelli had to address his controversial work linking acetaminophen--Tylenol--to autism and answer for how he'd communicated with the Trump administration about it. (Another Baccarelli Bingo square: "acetaminophen mentioned.") At a press conference in late September, Donald Trump and several of his top officials announced that they would update Tylenol's labeling to discourage its use during pregnancy, leaning heavily on Baccarelli's research on the subject and on expert witness testimony he'd given. "To quote the dean of the Harvard School of Public Health," FDA Commissioner Marty Makary said, "'There is a causal relationship between prenatal acetaminophen use and neurodevelopmental disorders of ADHD and autism spectrum disorder.'"



Plenty of the school's faculty were taken aback to hear Trump officials warmly referencing their dean, especially given that Tylenol's connection to autism--a complex condition with many contributing factors--is shaky at best. Karen Emmons, an interim co-chair of HSPH's department of social and behavioral sciences, told me she almost crashed her car when she heard Makary quoting Baccarelli on the radio. Many were also surprised to learn, from press reports, that Baccarelli had fielded calls about his research from Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya earlier in September.



The dean's interactions with the administration quickly became a new vulnerability for the school. As other experts criticized the methodology of Baccarelli's work on Tylenol and called his claims about causality unfounded, Baccarelli began to look like a biased researcher, allied with the same political leaders "who are starving us of our funding and basically killing the school," Erica Kenney, a nutrition researcher at the school, told me. In the view of many faculty members, Baccarelli had undermined the public position Harvard spent months cultivating--as a beacon of academic integrity, unwilling to bend to the administration's political pressure. (Baccarelli declined interview requests for this story and answered a series of in-depth questions with a brief statement saying that he looked forward to "continuing the work of building a sustainable future" for the public-health school.)



At the town hall, Baccarelli seemed to recognize these consequences. "I'm really sorry about the impact this has had on our school," he said. But he was also defensive, describing himself as a researcher who wanted to explain the value of his work and help set evidence-based policy. He had spoken with the administration as a scientist, not as a Harvard dean, he said, and hadn't anticipated that Trump officials would focus so pointedly on his affiliation with the school. His instinct, in other words, was to treat science as severed from politics. He seemed unaware of how unrealistic that split now is for American scientists.



Some nine months into the Trump administration's assault on academic science, Harvard's public-health school has just about everything going against it that an American academic institution can. It is part of Harvard, which the administration has accused of failing to protect students from anti-Semitism. It has excelled in several fields that the administration has declared unworthy of federal funds: infectious disease, health equity, climate change, global health. About half of the school's faculty contributes in some way to international research, which the administration has also taken a stand against. Many HSPH researchers are themselves from other countries--including roughly 40 percent of the school's students--and their ability to stay here is uncertain under the Trump administration's immigration policies.



Historically, nearly half of HSPH's revenue and 70 percent of its research funding have come from federal grants. And unlike academics supported largely by tuition or endowments, HSPH researchers typically have had to bring in nearly all of their own research funds, including to cover their own salaries and those of staff and trainees. "Faculty members essentially function as a small business," Jorge Chavarro, HSPH's dean for academic affairs, told me. When researchers' federal income dried up, they had to shrink those businesses. David Christiani, a cancer researcher, laid off four staff members; to pay the rest of his people, he told me, he's blown through nearly half of the roughly $900,000 in discretionary funds that he's accumulated since the 1990s. Roger Shapiro, an infectious-disease researcher, fired half of a research team in Botswana that has been studying the use of HIV antiretroviral drugs during pregnancy. Erica Kenney's team will likely shrink from about a dozen people to three. And the school's incoming cohort of Ph.D. students this year was half its usual size. (In 2018, I earned a Ph.D. in microbiology from Harvard's Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. My thesis adviser, Eric Rubin, holds an appointment at the public-health school.)



When the funding crisis hit, Harvard distributed emergency funding across its schools. But what reached HSPH faculty offered little relief--in Christiani's case, it was "too small to have kept anything going other than literally the freezers and some data management," he told me. (The office of the Harvard University president did not respond to a request for comment.) The public-health school has put limits on the amount of discretionary funds that faculty can spend to keep their research going, to ensure the longevity of those resources during the crisis. "This is supposed to be the most flexible amount of money you have, so people try to save it for as long as possible," one faculty member, who requested anonymity because they are not a U.S. citizen, told me. To plug the gaps, faculty have been frantically applying for nonfederal sources of money. But whereas grants from the NIH could total millions of dollars, many foundation grants come in the tens of thousands, not even enough to sustain a single postdoctoral fellow for a year.



As their professional world fell apart, many staff, students, and faculty waited for Baccarelli to articulate a clear path forward. He left the task of divvying up emergency funds to HSPH's nine department chairs, and many researchers grew frustrated as different parts of the school scrambled to make ends meet in different ways. In one department, at least one faculty member has used personal funds to cover trainees' travel expenses; the biostatistics department has pushed at least 10 Ph.D. students to do data-analysis externships in exchange for coverage of stipends. Across the school, three senior lecturers and three tenure-track junior faculty members have been notified that they will likely be terminated in 12 months, unless they secure alternative funding.



Some faculty members took those notices as a clear indication of HSPH's more cutthroat future. One, who requested anonymity to speak about the school's strategies, felt relatively secure because the school would "forfeit about $900,000 of overhead if they got rid of me," they said. "When you become a financial liability, they cut you loose." (Stephanie Simon, the school's dean for communications and strategic initiatives, told me that prospects for future federal funding don't motivate potential terminations, but also that grant reinstatements could prompt the school to rescind the notices for the tenure-track faculty.)



Baccarelli has repeatedly declined to say how many people the school has laid off this year, a common point of frustration among the HSPH scientists I spoke with. "So many of us have left, and you can't tell us the impact?" said Matthew Lee, a former HSPH postdoctoral fellow who lost his position this summer because of the funding crisis. At the town hall, Baccarelli said that the university had asked him not to share those details. But he did share that HSPH had already cut $16 million from its operations budget, $7 million of which accounted for losses in personnel.



This was the path forward. In the brief statement he sent in response to my questions,  Baccarelli said that he had "developed and communicated a strong vision for the future of the school." The statement linked to a strategic vision on the HSPH website, which acknowledged that the school "cannot maintain the status quo" but asserted that it would emerge as "a focused, resilient, and unambiguously world-class school of public health." Left unsaid was that it would almost certainly be a smaller, less enterprising one.



In many ways, Baccarelli, who assumed the deanship at the start of 2024, has limited power: He can't force the Trump administration to relinquish funds, or raid the pool of money that Harvard University holds centrally. Still, for months, many trainees and faculty have been calling for their dean to "stand up more forcefully" to the administration's siege on science and defend his school's most vulnerable researchers, Sudipta Saha, a Ph.D. student at HSPH and the vice president of Harvard's graduate-student union, told me. Before the town hall, the school's faculty council conducted a poll--unlike anything they'd seen before, several faculty told me--about the dean's ability to do his job and the impact that the Tylenol debacle will have on the school. (The results have not been made public, but at the town hall, Baccarelli described the feedback as "very direct.") Several of the faculty I spoke with defended the dean. "He did nothing wrong," David Christiani told me; Karen Emmons and Erica Kenney emphasized that they were sympathetic to his plight. But most HSPH researchers I spoke with said they were deeply frustrated with him.



To his critics, Baccarelli's recent actions have revealed how willing he is to play fast and loose with scientific certainty, at a time when much of the scientific establishment has denounced the Trump administration for doing exactly that. Baccarelli's research focuses on topics such as air pollution and aging, but for years he has had a side interest in Tylenol use during pregnancy. In 2023, he gave expert-witness testimony on behalf of plaintiffs suing the maker of Tylenol, for which he was paid about $150,000 and spent some 200 hours preparing. In that testimony, Baccarelli asserted that taking the drug during pregnancy was not just linked to neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism but probably caused them. Neither his own research nor others' has demonstrated such a strong conclusion, and the presiding judge picked up on that. Although Bacarelli was "the plaintiffs' lead expert on causation," she noted, he had co-authored a study in 2022 arguing that more research was needed before changing recommendations for using Tylenol during pregnancy. She ultimately excluded his testimony.



Baccarelli later seemed concerned about how he'd come off in the case, Beate Ritz, an epidemiologist at UCLA who studies neurodevelopmental conditions, told The Atlantic. According to Ritz, Baccarelli approached her at a conference and explained that he wanted to write a paper to clarify why he'd concluded that Tylenol should be used cautiously: He had been accused of being in it for money, and hoped to set the record straight. Ritz agreed to collaborate with Baccarelli. Their resulting manuscript, published in August, stopped short of saying that Tylenol use during pregnancy caused autism, but argued for a strong link between the two. Since the Trump administration thrust the study into the limelight, several other scientists have lambasted it, saying it overemphasizes evidence that supports the authors' preset biases. (Ritz told The Atlantic that she asked Baccarelli and her other co-authors to correct an early version of the paper because it gave undue weight to lower-quality studies. But she stands behind the final version.)



When Kennedy called, Baccarelli wanted to promote his findings as any other researcher would, he said at the town hall: "As a scientist, I felt it was my responsibility to answer his questions." He said he had not discussed the school's financial situation with the administration. He also declined to attend the press conference on autism; instead, he released a statement that day noting that further research was needed to determine a causal relationship between the drug and autism, but advising "caution about acetaminophen use during pregnancy." (Andrew G. Nixon, the director of communications for the Department of Health and Human Services, did not answer my questions about the administration's association with Baccarelli, but acknowledged that some recent studies other than Baccarelli's "show no association" between Tylenol and autism. The administration's current guidance "reflects a more cautious approach while the science is debated," he wrote.)



Baccarelli's intentions were understandable, Emmons told me: "He doesn't want to give up his science." At the same time, though, "when you're a dean, you're always a dean." Baccarelli's assumption that he could selectively cleave himself from his role at the school, several HSPH researchers told me, was at best clueless and politically unsavvy. At worst, it represented reckless neglect of his duty as the primary steward of his school's reputation and future. Even in a less politically charged climate, Baccarelli's controversial paper and overzealous witness testimony might have blemished his reputation. Under current conditions, they cut against his own vision of leading a world-class institution--which requires proving to other parts of the research enterprise that the school has maintained its commitment to scientific rigor.



Prior to this year, many HSPH researchers saw the school's reliance on federal funds as a strength. Government support was exceptionally stable, and HSPH researchers were exceptionally good at winning it. By Harvard's standards, the school's endowment was not its primary boasting point--public-health alumni don't tend to become billionaires --and in times of wider financial turmoil, HSPH remained well insulated, Amanda Spickard, the associate dean for research strategy and external affairs, told me. Now, for the first time, the school is confronting the risks of sourcing half of its operating budget from a single entity.



The government was public health's ideal funder in part because it could play science's long game: funding research that might not be immediately profitable or even beneficial. That pact is now broken, and as the school seeks alternative routes, several researchers worry that some of the most important science will be the fastest to fall by the wayside. If, as some faculty suspect, more commercializable research is likelier to survive at the school, HSPH also risks abandoning a core public-health mission--meeting the needs of the underserved--and detracting from Baccarelli's own strategic vision of building "a world where everyone can thrive."



I asked multiple faculty members in top leadership roles how HSPH planned to deal with these imbalances. None of them delivered satisfying answers. Spickard and Jorge Chavarro both mentioned getting faculty to think more creatively about pursuing funding. Both also acknowledged that some faculty will lose out more than others. (Emmons, the interim department co-chair, suggested that making research more interdisciplinary could appeal to funders across a wider range of fields.) Chavarro also said that HSPH leadership planned to clarify which of the school's decisions are temporary, emergency measures versus actions that will guide the school long-term. But when I asked for examples from each of those categories, he hesitated, and ultimately named only emergency actions.



Although more than a month has passed since a federal judge declared the grant terminations at Harvard illegal, money is only just starting to trickle back to the public-health school, and several faculty told me they still don't have access to their funds. (An internal communication sent by Baccarelli last week indicated that the university was still "in the process of reconciling the payments.") HSPH has also been cautious about lifting spending limits on its faculty, in part because Harvard worries that the administration will continue to appeal the judge's decision, or otherwise renew or escalate its attacks, Christiani told me. Late last month, HHS referred Harvard for debarment, which would block the institution from receiving any federal funds in the future.



Many HSPH scientists expect that this is far from the end of the most difficult era of their career. A few pointed toward William Mair, who studies the links between metabolic dysfunction and aging, as one scientist already stretching to do the kind of interdisciplinary work that might help the school survive. In recent months, Mair has been reaching out to colleagues across the school to collaborate on a healthy-aging initiative that will draw on multiple public-health fields. But Mair, too, has had to whittle his lab down to just five people and shelved many of the team's more ambitious experiments. Originally from the United Kingdom, he came to the U.S. nearly 20 years ago for his postdoctoral fellowship, then stayed in the country that he felt was the best in the world at supporting science. (He became a citizen earlier this year.) "I don't want to leave this community," he told me. "But every minute I stay here at Harvard is currently detrimental to my own science career." The university that once promised to buoy scientific aspirations now feels like a deadweight.

Tom Bartlett contributed reporting.
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The Conquest of Chicago

Can a deep-blue city fend off Trump's ICE crackdown?

by Nick Miroff




Updated at 2:10 p.m. ET on October 16, 2025

When National Guard troops from Texas started to arrive in Illinois last week, I drove out to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center on the outskirts of Chicago to get a better look at what the soldiers were sent to protect. The ICE building is just off the interstate, next to a pest-control company and several union halls. Protesters have been gathering here for weeks, so ICE covered the windows with plywood and closed off the street with jersey barriers and steel fencing. The facility looks not much bigger than a neighborhood hardware store, a vestige of a different era of immigration enforcement, when ICE wasn't working for a president who wanted a million deportations a year.

Television crews were set up outside, but I found only two protesters. One was Nick Sednew, a 40-year-old musician and father of a preschooler who told me he has been coming here every few days to try to overcome a feeling of dread and hopelessness. He stayed in the designated protest area about two blocks from where officers were coming and going, and it seemed unlikely they would notice him or the sign he held above his head, which said: ICE Out!

Sednew said he lives in a mostly Latino neighborhood in northwest Chicago that has been hit hard in recent weeks by raids. "This is not really abstract or political for me. I've witnessed them kidnapping my neighbors," he told me. It was as if he were describing a foreign occupation, but from the beginning, President Donald Trump has framed his Chicago operation as a military conquest.

In early August, Trump announced his plans on Truth Social with cartoonish imagery from Apocalypse Now, with the president appearing as Lieutenant Colonel Bill Kilgore, the film's fictional U.S. commander who massacred Vietnamese villagers with napalm. Chicago's skyline is behind him, shown as a flaming hellscape, with "Chipocalypse Now" scrawled across the bottom. "'I love the smell of deportations in the morning' ... Chicago about to find out why it's called the Department of WAR," Trump wrote, adding emoji of helicopters.

Life seems to imitate social media in the current Trump era, and sure enough, Border Patrol agents in commando gear rappelled from a Black Hawk helicopter this month to raid an apartment building on the city's South Side. They kicked down doors and forced residents from their beds at gunpoint, using plastic zip ties to subdue U.S. citizens and noncitizens alike. A few days later, agents shot and wounded a woman who works as a teacher's aide at a Montessori school, whom they accused of ramming them with her vehicle. As the federal government's crackdown intensifies, I've spoken with activists and ICE officials who are all worried about where this is headed.

Sednew, bearded and wearing a hiking cap, told me he wanted to choose his words carefully because he fears the government will target resisters like him. "They are like a bully who has someone in a headlock and saying 'Stop making me hit you.' They control every lever of power, and they're using the power of the state to punch down, with vengeance and ill will, on innocent people."

Department of Homeland Security officials say they've deployed to Chicago to save the city from immigrants who commit crimes. Chicago has long had a reputation for shootings and gang violence, but there is no evidence that the recent influx of immigrants has made the city more dangerous. If anything, it's been the opposite: Chicago's murder rate is down by more than half since a spike during the pandemic, and this summer the city recorded the fewest number of killings in 60 years.

Read: The deeper crime problem that the National Guard can't solve

As a stage for Trump's top domestic-policy issue--mass deportations--Chicago is perhaps the biggest blue trophy among the American cities the president has threatened or already targeted. The city was among the first to adopt "sanctuary" policies that limit cooperation with federal immigration enforcement, back in 1985. It remains a Democratic Party stronghold, and the home of the Obamas, whose vision of multiracial liberalism remains the country's main ideological antithesis to MAGA.

Trump seemed to hesitate after his Chipocalypse post, announcing he would order soldiers to Memphis and New Orleans instead of Chicago. But he pivoted back with no explanation a few weeks later, calling Chicago "the worst and most dangerous city in the World, by far." He has assigned Texas National Guard units--who have earned a reputation for treating migrants harshly along the Mexico border--to deploy along with federalized Illinois troops. A district court has blocked the moves, for now, leaving Trump's mobilization in limbo. At the heart of the legal dispute are the administration's claims that it is facing a dangerous rebellion, enabled by Democratic leaders, that puts federal officers at risk and undermines the rule of law.

From where I stood with Sednew and the other protester, the threat to ICE seemed well under control. The village of Broadview, where the ICE building is located, has banned protests before 9 a.m. or after 6 p.m. The facility is barricaded and guarded by town police officers, alongside Cook County Sheriff deputies and Illinois State Police officers. Chicago police have played a similar role in the city, at times standing as a buffer between protesters and federal forces, but not assisting ICE.

Trump officials say they will not be deterred, and when DHS Secretary Kristi Noem visited the city earlier this month, she toured properties the administration is looking to acquire. "We're not going to back off," Noem told reporters. "We're doubling down, and we're going to be in more parts of Chicago."


Gregory Bovino, center, leads several federal agents toward protesters near the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center in Broadview, Illinois, on October 3. (Antonio Perez / Chicago Tribune / Getty)



Every city targeted by Trump so far seems to resist in its own way. Protesters in proudly weird Portland, Oregon, have been mocking Trump's "war zone" claims by dancing in animal costumes and riding bikes buck naked. In Los Angeles, where I went to cover protests in June, the crowds were large, angry, and more confrontational. Demonstrators stormed the freeway to block traffic, and some torched Waymo cars and hurled objects at police. California Governor Gavin Newsom and L.A. Mayor Karen Bass shared the crowd's disapproval of Trump, but they deployed hundreds of California Highway Patrol and LAPD officers to keep a lid on looting and stave off wider unrest that might vindicate the president's troop deployment.

In Chicago, city officials and neighborhood activist groups have been more disciplined, coordinating closely on efforts to slow ICE's "Operation Midway Blitz." Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker and Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson are fighting the National Guard deployment in court, and Johnson has declared city property off-limits to ICE, though it's unclear how he'll be able to enforce the ban. When Noem tried to use the bathroom inside the Broadview municipal building earlier this month, staffers wouldn't even open the door.

Abigail Jackson, a spokesperson for the White House, told me in a statement that Pritzker and Johnson were "failed leaders" and "Trump-Deranged buffoons" who "would rather allow the violence to continue and attack the President for wanting to help make their city safe again."

Many of the street-level activists I spoke with are working under the leadership of a decades-old group, the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, or ICIRR, which everyone pronounces as "ICER." It sounds like a brand of antifreeze. ICIRR and other groups have tried to pressure businesses to block ICE from their property and have organized "Rapid Response" volunteer brigades that quickly deploy to locations where ICE officers attempt to make arrests. They document the encounters and hand out legal-aid information.

The activists have a tip line to report sightings and share vehicle descriptions and license-plate numbers. Once ICIRR activists verify the information, they post it to social media. The warning system identifies when a neighborhood is hot, so worried residents can stay indoors or away. When ICE is on the move, some volunteers will follow in cars, honking their horns and blowing whistles to create a rolling alarm system.

As ICE rushed into the city's Avondale neighborhood in northwest Chicago last week, volunteers gathered on a busy corner with signs telling motorists Cuidado! La Migra Esta Cerca ("Watch out! ICE is nearby"). I spoke with Emmeline Prokash, who had propped up a warning sign on her stroller after dropping off her son at preschool. "What they're doing is disgusting," said Prokash, a gardener and stay-at-home mom wearing a whistle around her neck. "It's not right. They're just abducting people. They're separating families. Kids are afraid to go to school. These are my neighbors."

A helicopter circled overhead, and an activist with a telescope said he spotted the U.S. Customs and Border Protection seal on the fuselage. He had two whistles dangling from his neck and a small rearview mirror--typically used by cyclists--mounted on his sunglasses.

Another neighbor, Damien Madden, said he'd seen officers in plainclothes that morning chase down a man in a red T-shirt, stuffing him into a white minivan. They were gone in less than a minute. "I grew up in the city, and I'm used to cops doing what cops do," Madden, 52, told me. "But at least they come up and identify themselves. There's due process. But to see someone just get chased and snatched, it's crazy."

Read: 'It's never been this bad.'

Passing motorists honked in support, and others pulled up to trade info. Watch out for a silver Jeep Wagoneer, one driver said. DHS and ICE officials say that activists like these are illegally obstructing them from doing their jobs and that this type of tracking has led to death threats and doxxing attempts. ICE officers typically work in plainclothes, but the agency has allowed them to wear masks as a form of identity protection.

Officers cannot force their way inside a private residence without a judicial warrant, and the technique known as "knock and talk," in which officers try to persuade suspects to open the door, has been neutralized by activists' know-your-rights pamphlets. That has left officers relying more and more on street arrests. An opinion by Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh last month gave ICE officers a green light to continue relying on factors that include ethnicity and physical appearance when determining who they question.

Brian Rodarte, the manager of a medical-supply company in the neighborhood, told me officers stopped one of his drivers that morning and let the man go after seeing his driver's license. Then the officers followed him to the company's employee lot and tried to drive in. Rodarte quickly shut the gate. "All of our employees are American citizens, but we don't need guys being racially profiled and detained," Rodarte told me.

Rodarte, who is half Mexican and half Irish, told me he sees both sides of the immigration debate. He has no problem with ICE arresting violent criminals, he told me, but they should handle it the right way. "What they're doing is against our rights and totally unconstitutional," Rodarte told me. "They're just racially profiling anyone who looks Hispanic."

DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin denied that federal forces are racially profiling suspects, and said that the claims were "disgusting" and "reckless."

"Protesters and illegal aliens violently resist arrest, hit and kick agents, throw rocks and other projectiles at them, block and ram government vehicles, and form human barricades--causing serious injury to our brave law enforcement," McLaughlin wrote in an email. "When confronted with imminent threats of severe or fatal harm, CBP Officers and Agents are authorized to defend themselves and others."


Demonstrators shout to law enforcement officers during a standoff with ICE and federal officers in the Little Village neighborhood of Chicago on October 4. (Jim Vondruska / Reuters)



In Chicago, as in L.A. before it, the federal mobilization is led not by career ICE officials but by Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol chief of the agency's El Centro Sector, more than 2,000 miles away in California. Bovino, who is now also the "at-large commander" for Trump's crackdown, has become a star of MAGA social media, and in Chicago he travels with a film crew, making DHS propaganda videos. In one, he patrols the city waterfront on a boat, in footage that builds to a glittering shot of Trump Tower. Another shows Bovino buying energy drinks at local markets and high-fiving Black residents, set to the Bee Gees' "Stayin' Alive." Its apparent aim is to exploit the Black-brown tensions in Chicago that worsened during the Biden administration, as record numbers of migrants--especially Venezuelans--poured into the city, some on buses sent by Texas Governor Greg Abbott, a Republican. Some Black residents grumbled that the new arrivals received benefits that should go to needy American citizens, and Trump advisers, including Stephen Miller, have tried to fan those resentments to woo Black support. 

Asked about the message of Bovino's video, McLaughlin wrote, "Your obsession with race and weaponizing it is gross and unhealthy," and told me, "Chicagoans, regardless of skin color, are happy to see law and order restored in their city."

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

At Teques Bites, a small Venezuelan cafe in Avondale, I met owner Andry Garcia, who arrived in Chicago five years ago. He told me the ICE raids were sweeping up some of the "bad" Venezuelans--criminals--but also many others who were law-abiding and had pending asylum cases, or whose temporary legal residency had been taken away by the Trump administration.

Garcia said his sales have been cut by more than half since ICE arrived, and he's struggled to find delivery drivers brave enough to be out on the street, where they'd be easy ICE targets. Last year Garcia acquired a second, larger location with dreams of expansion, but his plan is now frozen. "We were just about to open when the whole ICE thing started," he told me.

Trump officials claim they are hunting members of Venezuela's Tren de Aragua gang, which the president has designated as a foreign terrorist organization. The administration has used that label to conduct lethal attacks in the Caribbean on boats allegedly linked to the gang. The gang's presence in Chicago was used to justify the commando raid that Bovino's teams carried out on the apartment building in Chicago's South Shore neighborhood. DHS officials said they made 37 arrests, including of two Tren de Aragua members and a U.S. citizen wanted on a narcotics charge. Others arrested had criminal records that included battery, theft, and drug possession, officials told me. DHS has not released their names or provided evidence of some of the suspects' gang ties.

The apartment building was mostly deserted when I visited it last week, though a few residents remained. Shards of broken windows littered the exterior, and the entranceway reeked of cat urine and rotting trash. Prior to the raid, the building's residents were a mix of Black tenants, many of them destitute, and newly arrived Venezuelan families. In recent years, as code violations accrued and some occupants stopped paying rent, the building spiraled deeper into squalor and ruin, residents told me.

The lock on the front door was broken, and inside, the hallways, stairwells, and abandoned units had become dumping grounds for trash. I held my breath and stepped over rat carcasses through dark corridors swarming with flies. Fresh plywood covered some of the units hit by the raid, but others remained open, lacking doors. I could see rotting food, feces, and bloodstains along the floors amid broken furniture and diapers. An abandoned bicycle in one hall had training wheels, and a child's stuffed animal, a pink pig, had been left behind in the stairwell. The building had clearly been in a bad state even before Bovino's forces smashed their way through.

"You see this shit? This is how we live here," one of the residents I met, Archie Collins, told me.

Collins, 59, said he'd moved into the building with his older brother five years ago, after losing his job as an inspector at a factory making parts for Ford. His brother received federal housing vouchers, but he died six months ago. Collins has lived alone since then. His electricity came through an extension cord plugged to another unit. His pants were torn. He'd been asleep when Bovino's forces stormed the building, pulling residents out of their apartments at gunpoint. Collins, who is Black, tried to show them his Illinois ID card. "They didn't give a shit," he said.

Collins told me he felt terrorized and humiliated. "They didn't come here for me. I don't talk like a fuckin' Venezuelan," he said, fuming. His front door had been smashed in.

When we finished talking, Collins asked for money, and told me he hadn't eaten all day. I said that, as a journalist, I could not pay for interviews, but I would be happy to buy him some food. We drove to a nearby supermarket, and Collins went up and down the aisles, filling his cart with bread, ramen noodles, milk, hot dogs, and pastries. I realized that no one from the federal government had gone to the building after the raid to check on the elderly Americans who lived there, to see if any of them needed help, or to apologize for handcuffing them in the middle of the night.

As we passed the freezer case, Collins asked me if he could get ice cream. He picked out a pint of fudge swirl and tore into it as soon as we got back in the car, using the lid as a spoon. Back outside the apartment building, he bundled the grocery bags in his hands and raced inside as if someone might try to rob him.


A person is detained as residents of Chicago's Brighton Park neighborhood confront U.S. Border Patrol and other law enforcement officers at a gas station in Chicago on October 4. (Octavio Jones / AFP / Getty)



Images from Chicago this week show federal forces behaving aggressively: pointing weapons at unarmed protesters, lobbing tear gas in residential neighborhoods, arresting a 15-year-old. Border Patrol agents tackled and handcuffed a veteran producer for the Chicago television network WGN, who said she was merely walking to the bus stop. Agents claimed she threw an object at their vehicle, but she was released without charges. The ledger of violence has been mostly one-sided.

One afternoon last week, I went to another Chicago neighborhood that had been in the news, Humboldt Park, to speak with Jessie Fuentes, the local alderperson. Fuentes, 34, appeared in a video that went viral, showing her asking an ICE officer in a hospital emergency room if he had a judicial warrant. The officer violently yanked her arms behind her back and cuffed her.

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

As we walked along West Division Street in Humboldt Park--the "Puerto Rican mecca of the Midwest," Fuentes joked--passing drivers honked in support, and residents who'd seen the video came up to hug her. At least once a week, Fuentes said, she walks through the neighborhood, passing out know-your-rights pamphlets. She helps coordinate Rapid Response brigades, and she told me she's helped arrange care for children whose parents have been taken by ICE, and helped recover vehicles that were left idling in the street after owners were seized so fast they didn't have time to park.

Graciela Guzman, a 35-year-old Illinois state senator who represents the district, joined Fuentes, and told me one of the most frustrating things she hears from the administration is that the city is a war zone. "They're the ones using tear gas and rubber bullets, and breaking windows," she said. "They're the ones bringing a war zone to Chicago."

On the day Fuentes was handcuffed, she told me, she'd received a call from the hospital administrator. ICE officers were inside the emergency room, they told her, and patients were scared. The officers had arrived with a Venezuelan man who fell and broke his leg after federal agents raided the parking lot of a nearby Walmart, Fuentes said.

In the video, she firmly insists to the ICE officer that the man "has constitutional rights."

"No, no," the officer says. "You need to leave."

The clip ends with Fuentes being led out of the building in handcuffs. Fuentes said a Border Patrol agent arrived in a white truck to pick her up, but told the officers to remove the handcuffs when he found out she was an elected official.

DHS identified the patient as Ronal Jose Orozco-Meza, who officials said had Temporary Protected Status, a form of provisional legal status, that he had tried to renew in April. That claim is now pending. The Trump administration has revoked those legal protections, leaving an estimated 600,000 Venezuelans eligible for arrest and deportation. Orozco-Meza's attorney Enrique Espinosa told me his client had been placed under 24-hour watch by ICE--and that officers had confiscated his cellphone and refused to let him speak with a lawyer for seven days, claiming they had not finished processing him. Orozco-Meza remains hospitalized with an ICE monitoring device, Espinosa said.


Federal officers and Gregory Bovino stand together amidst a tense protest outside the ICE processing facility in Broadview, Illinois. (Jacek Boczarski / Anadolu / Getty)



The legal fight over the deployment of the National Guard troops hinges largely on the credibility of the government's claims about the threats to federal forces in Chicago. At least two videos have circulated showing officers failing to make an arrest as protesters gather and try to free suspects from custody. The incidents do not show protesters attacking officers, but DHS officials say assaults are soaring and gangs in Chicago have bounties on federal officials. Federal prosecutors charged an alleged Latin Kings member last week who had supposedly put out a hit on Bovino, offering $10,000.

The federal agents have been quick to draw their guns, and they have shot two people in Chicago already. Silverio Villegas Gonzalez was shot and killed on September 12 as he attempted to drive away while an ICE officer was reaching into his vehicle. DHS initially claimed officers were severely injured in the incident, but body-camera footage released later showed that was not true. Villegas Gonzalez, 38, a father of two U.S.-born sons who arrived from Mexico in 2007, worked as a cook and had no criminal record other than years-old traffic violations, according to Reuters. DHS said it is investigating the incident, and that the officers had feared for their safety.

Three weeks later, border agents shot Marimar Martinez, a 30-year-old day-care worker who had been driving behind them, honking her horn, and yelling "la migra!" out her windows. DHS said that the agents had defended themselves after Martinez rammed them and that they were trapped "by 10 cars." On Friday, federal prosecutors charged Martinez and another defendant with impeding a federal officer while in possession of a deadly weapon.

Christopher Parente, Martinez's attorney, told me DHS's version of the incident is contradicted by body-camera footage captured by one of the three agents in the vehicle. (The two others had their cameras turned off, he told me.) The agents were not, in fact, boxed in, he said, and there appear to have been only two vehicles following the officers, not 10. The agent in the back seat, who Parente said had his finger on the trigger of the rifle, can be heard saying "Do something, bitch" just before the collision. The footage shows the driver yanking the steering wheel to the side as the crash occurs, and the agents jump out and start firing. Martinez was stuck five times but managed to drive away and call an ambulance, Parente said. Martinez told him she was still making car payments on the Nissan Rogue she was driving, and wouldn't have used it as a battering ram.

Martinez had a handgun in her purse, which she carries for self-defense, and for which she has a valid concealed-carry license, Parente said. The federal indictment does not claim Martinez brandished the weapon at any point. When federal agents arrested Martinez and tried to take her to a detention facility, the staff refused to admit her because her bandages were soaked through with blood, her lawyer said. She had to be taken back to the hospital, and a judge ordered her release from custody a day later.

As U.S. District Judge April Perry granted Illinois leaders a temporary restraining order to block the National Guard deployment on Friday, she wrote that DHS officials' perceptions of events in Chicago "are not reliable." (Trump officials have appealed, and the next hearing is scheduled for October 22.) Protests outside of the ICE building in Broadview have never drawn more than 200 people, she noted, and did not meet the threshold of a "rebellion" that would necessitate federal troops. The deployment of the National Guard to the facility "or anywhere else in Illinois," Perry wrote, "will only add fuel to the fire that Defendants themselves started."
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How to Get Through the Tough Times

To survive a slump in your marriage, career, or faith, don't hide from the desolation. Learn from it.

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.

Any darkening of the mind, disturbance therein, instigation to the lowest or earthly things; together with every disquietude and agitation, or temptation, which moves to distrust concerning salvation, and expels hope and charity; whence the soul feels that she is saddened, grows lukewarm, becomes torpid, and almost despairs of the mercy of God.


This is how Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order of priests, described "spiritual desolation" in 1548. He was referring to the feeling of emptiness that people tend to feel after the initial euphoria of a religious conversion. After the flush of new faith, which he calls "consolation," life's troubles return, people feel they have made a mistake, and they may fall away.

This desolation is not merely a religious phenomenon. It describes much of our experience when something new and beautiful sparks joy and enthusiasm but later becomes tedious and tiresome. Marriages, for example, notoriously suffer from the so-called seven-year itch, when passion gives way to boredom and conflict. Similarly, new jobs are exciting and interesting for a while but then become a grind or an oppression.

Listen: How to live when you're in pain

One might easily conclude that the natural and appropriate course of action is to make a change at the point of desolation--to dissolve the relationship; quit the job; look for consolation again in novelty. But this may very well not be correct. One of the secrets to long-term well-being is to understand spiritual desolation not as a block to your well-being but as a pathway that promises personal growth. If you know how to use desolation to get to the other side, an even sweeter consolation awaits.

Ignatius described the initial, consolatory phase of faith as an "easy and light thing." And so it is with most big life changes when they are both voluntary and new. Novelty per se stimulates attention, which is why marketing scholars have found that simply adding the word new to an advertisement enhances consumer interest (which is a basic positive emotion) in the product offered. In particular, people who score high in the personality trait of openness to experience find new life circumstances pleasurable.

We see this novelty effect very clearly in the research on marriages. In one 2010 study of 464 newlywed spouses, both husbands and wives enjoyed their highest marital satisfaction in the first four months after their wedding. This is not to say that divorce becomes a danger immediately after that honeymoon period; the risk of separation remains low for the first couple of years. But the incidence rises over time and peaks at about the five-year point, according to a 2014 study from Finland in the journal Demography. The data, in other words, suggest that this spike in marital desolation--characterized by boredom, decreased intimacy, and increased conflict--might more accurately be called a "five-year itch."

Job satisfaction follows a similar cycle, although it moves more quickly. According to 2009 research published in the Journal of Applied Psychology, people who change jobs and are committed to making a new job work (they fulfill their duties conscientiously and are socially integrated) register an increase in job satisfaction for the first three months. At this point, however, the consolation begins to fade and that satisfaction declines for the rest of the year, reaching a nadir at the end of the first year on the new job. This is when, in my experience, many people say they feel they made a mistake in changing jobs. Let's call that the "one-year itch."

Not all marriages fail after five years; neither does everyone quit their job after a year. Indeed, the latest longitudinal data (from couples married between 2010 and 2012) show that about 82 percent stay married for at least 10 years, and divorce risk continues declining after year five, all the way until one spouse dies. By the same token, nearly half of people have been in the same job for four years--and about one-quarter of workers stay in their gig for 10 years or more. This phenomenon of persistence has led researchers to ask how spouses or employees who stay the course succeed in getting over the hump of desolation and (presumably) finding renewed consolation in their marriage or job.

For the secret to that, we turn once again to Ignatius and what he had to say about keeping faith during the dark nights of the soul: "Learn not only to resist the adversary, but also to vanquish him." That is, see desolation as a challenge to develop the skill of persisting in faith, rather than a reason to mourn the loss of a feeling you once had. So it is in other parts of life. What marriages and careers that last have in common is not that their participants somehow never encounter desolation but that they use the happiness trough as an opportunity to learn and grow.

In marriage, the couples who make it through the spell of despondency are those who grow from competition to collaboration. The early years of marriage generally involve a clash of individual wills. Researchers writing in the journal Family Relations showed that the spouses who get past the hump and are happiest in later years have each learned to mold their will to the other's. These spouses see an increasing equality of decision making and household responsibilities; in couples who have religious faith, this convergence also manifests as a greater degree of shared observance over time and the mutual conviction that marriage should last until death. These skills and beliefs, forged through resolving conflict, cement the couple into a lifelong unit.

Similarly, the happiest workers are those who endure by learning and applying positive coping strategies in the face of the problems that characterize job desolation. One 2023 study of newly graduated nurses found that those who wound up with higher job satisfaction were not the ones who avoided workplace conflicts but those who acquired strength by facing challenges "directly and rationally." Evading difficulties, or simply withdrawing, proved to be a nonlearning strategy that did not provide the reward of job satisfaction.

In most areas of life, especially those that involve maintaining relationships, periods of desolation will be part of the normal course of events. Taking our cue from Ignatius, social scientists like me might suggest three ways to turn the tough times into vital learning opportunities.

1. Stick to your knitting.
 A time comes in the spiritual life, Ignatius asserts, when desolation cannot be denied or avoided. At such a moment, the right first move is to do nothing: "One must not deliberate on anything, or make any change concerning one's purpose of mind, or state of life, but persevere in those things which had been settled before, suppose, during the preceding day or hour of consolation." In other words, you should not fall prey to rash emotion (which he calls an "evil spirit"), and let it rule an imprudent decision to quit. Instead, you should recognize desolation as a normal feature of any relationship, with a person or an institution (such as an employer). Look at this difficult time the way you would regard root-canal work: with calm resignation and a confidence that, with the necessary dentistry, better times lie ahead.

Arthur C. Brooks: Breakups always hurt, but you can shorten the suffering

2. Get on the same side of the table.
 For the religious believer, Ignatius's approach to desolation is to see it not as the individual and God on opposite sides of a problem but you with God, facing your struggle and getting through it together. This conception offers the right approach in marriage too. A clash of wills is a mutual problem best solved collaboratively, not thrashed out competitively. Indeed, that is exactly what the research says delivers the skills for couples who make it to the post-itch consolation of a successful and happy marriage. This approach can be harder to implement at work, but is not impossible. I once met an executive who was heading off to a brutal bout of legal mediation with a competitor. He was remarkably upbeat about it, and when I asked why, he said, "Today, a nasty fight will end because we will both agree on a settlement."

3. Do the work.
 Patience is important in getting past desolation, which can last quite a while in faith, love, and work. But patience alone isn't enough. Desolation can't just be waited out. That is the recipe for becoming spiritually dead--a mere roommate with your spouse or a checked-out shell of an employee with your Zoom camera always switched off. Ignatius suggests the serious program of piety and prayer laid out in his famous Spiritual Exercises, a guide still used by millions to this day. Marriages in a state of desolation need a similar intervention, sometimes from counseling, just as a career on the rocks can benefit from coaching.

Of course, there are times when desolation can't be fixed, and the best solution is dissolution. I won't speak to the theological case, but this can certainly be true in marriages, especially when abuse or abandonment has occurred. And when it comes to work, a change from time to time can be a very good and healthy thing.

In these instances, we might extend Ignatius's wisdom to learn and grow not just from desolation but from the dissolution itself. When a relationship has to end, either unhappily or amicably, valuable information is at hand--including the potential to learn from your own mistakes. Manage that, and your new consolations will be all the sweeter and deeper.
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Kathryn Bigelow's Warning to America

The threat of apocalypse never ended. We just chose to forget about it.

by Tom Nichols




"It's negative. Negative impact. Object remains inbound."

These three sentences--spoken by a U.S. Army officer in Kathryn Bigelow's new film, A House of Dynamite--are said quietly and with clipped military efficiency, but they are laden with dread; they mean that millions of people are minutes away from being incinerated or buried beneath the rubble of an American city.

Americans, along with billions of other people on this planet, once had a healthy fear of nuclear war. They knew, even if they did not dwell on it, that they could wake up and make a cup of coffee, and then, before they had a chance to finish breakfast, they and the civilization they took for granted every day could be extinguished. That fear seems mostly gone now, and Americans have long needed a movie set in the 21st century to remind them of why they should still be worried about nuclear war. Finally, they have one.

In recent decades, nuclear war has all but vanished from American movie screens, replaced since the end of the Cold War by special-effects blockbusters about zombie plagues, alien invasions, and errant asteroids. (One of the last major releases about a possible War World III, the HBO movie By Dawn's Early Light, premiered on television more than 35 years ago.) But the world's nuclear weapons haven't gone anywhere. The United States is about to spend nearly $1 trillion on nuclear modernization. Washington and Moscow are still trading nuclear threats while a war of Russian aggression rages in the middle of Europe. India and Pakistan, both nuclear-armed powers, recently came within inches of war.

And yet, for many reasons, Hollywood and the American public have treated nuclear war as yesterday's problem, a nightmare that was long ago somehow solved. Bigelow has broken this silence with a film that reminds us that the world is still in danger--perhaps more today than ever--from a nuclear conflict.

I am not a film critic; I watched A House of Dynamite as someone who has spent much of his professional life studying nuclear weapons and strategies. (I also had the opportunity to visit the set and watch parts of A House of Dynamite while it was being filmed, and to discuss the movie with the director as well as the producer Greg Shapiro and its writer, Noah Oppenheim.) Like Bigelow, I am a child of the Cold War, and as I wrote this summer, I have long been distressed by how quickly the threat of nuclear war has faded from both America's collective consciousness and its popular culture. Bigelow shares that concern, and she has created a film whose settings and scenario are all too possible.

From the August 2025 Issue: Damn you all to hell!

A House of Dynamite opens with a missile appearing over the Pacific, headed for the continental United States. The missile's origin is a mystery: Somehow, the U.S. early-detection systems missed its launch. (Was it a glitch? Sabotage? No one knows.) It might be a mistake. It might be a desperate move by the North Koreans, a sneak attack by the Russians or the Chinese, or the first wave of a larger attack by a combination of America's enemies. Or it might be, as one of the officers at U.S. Strategic Command muses to his boss, that "some fucking sub captain woke up, found out his wife left him, and snapped." Within minutes of detection, the missile's target is confirmed: Chicago.

Now what? The story is told three times, from three different vantage points, but always ends with the same stomach-churning request: "Your orders, Mr. President."

When I first saw an early version of A House of Dynamite, I expected to have something of a "punch list" of gripes, things experts might notice that seem wrong or out of place. I found very few. (I would argue, for one, that the film is too generous in its estimation of the possible efficacy of U.S. missile defenses.) More to the point, I worked for a U.S. senator in Washington during the first Gulf War, and later taught at the Naval War College, and I was struck by how many people in the film spoke and acted like the policy makers and senior officers I've met over the years. Tracy Letts was especially effective as the commanding general of STRATCOM. He was, like many top officers I knew, capable of turning from snippy martinet to consummate professional almost in the same moment.

Experts might also quibble with, for example, the likelihood that some enemy might launch just one missile, and why. But the reality is that the Cold War scenarios of the previous century, which were based on nuclear exchanges erupting during a major war between the United States and the Soviet Union, are no longer the only path to disaster. Nuclear deterrence was a dicey enough business when it was a two-player game; today, nine states can point nuclear arms at one another in a web of overlapping enmities and alliances. Wisely, Bigelow and Oppenheim did not stoop to making a morality play with villains and heroes. Everything in A House of Dynamite is plausible; the people at the center of the crisis follow procedures, make decisions carefully, and in general do things for sane and understandable reasons.

For example, I spent much of my career studying the Soviet Union and Russia; in the world of movies, Russians are often cast as the default bad guys. But Bigelow avoids such easy tropes, and portrays Russian leaders in the movie as normal people who have perfectly sensible fears. In one tense scene, the Russian foreign minister not only denies that the missile came from Russia, but also expresses exactly the concerns for Russia's security that I would expect from a Russian diplomat talking to the U.S. deputy national security adviser.

Why is the Kremlin at that moment talking to a relatively inexperienced deputy national security adviser? Because sometimes, people are out of the office for things like colonoscopies--which is where the actual national security adviser is during this terrible day. The world in A House of Dynamite is correctly depicted as a chaotic place: Sometimes, telephones don't work. Sometimes, satellites malfunction. Sometimes, the president's top adviser is on a table, whacked up on propofol.

The young deputy does a fine job of laying out the American position, and that's a theme in A House of Dynamite: All of the people handling this crisis are really, really good at their jobs. No one loses their mind and freaks out like Colonel Cascio does in Fail Safe. No one does anything reckless. (The secretary of defense, played by Jared Harris, is under immense personal strain, and the final choice he makes--I will not get into the details--will shock some viewers, but it has a precedent in American history.) The people in charge are professionals, and they did everything right, yet they have to stand and quietly suffocate with anxiety as the warhead begins its supersonic descent into Chicago.

From the August 2025 Issue: The nuclear club might soon double

Likewise, the president in A House of Dynamite (played by Idris Elba) is only an ordinary man who, like some of his real-life predecessors, never paid much attention to his one inadequate nuclear briefing, because he trusted the system. He knows how to do everything else: "Shit," he says to his advisers, "I got a whole fucking briefing about when a Supreme Court justice dies. Replacements. What to do if the replacements drop out. What to do if the original guy crawls out of his grave and wants his job back." But apparently no one explained what to do if an American city is about to be vaporized.

A House of Dynamite is about people, not gore, but it is still terrifying. Previous films such as The Day After and the grisly British film Threads tried to get viewers to understand the magnitude of the nuclear threat by showing in detail the destruction a nuclear war would bring. These movies still have the power to shock people--I know this from assigning them to students when I taught courses on nuclear issues--but their Cold War backstories don't seem relevant to younger audiences. Bigelow has made a film that forgoes the carnage and instead explains--methodically and accurately--how the intricate machinery of nuclear deterrence can drag otherwise rational human beings along an inexorable path to disaster.

Movies can reflect a society's fears and anxieties. But sometimes, they can remind us what we should fear. Kathryn Bigelow wants us to remember that we are still in danger. As the crisis in her film deepens, the president exclaims that the whole situation "is insanity." The commander of STRATCOM could be speaking to every viewer when he replies: "No, sir. This is reality." May it never be ours.
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If the Voting Rights Act Falls

The Supreme Court appears ready to hobble the landmark civil-rights law. What does that mean for Black voters, democracy, and control of Congress?

by Hanna Rosin
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This week, the Supreme Court heard oral arguments in Louisiana v. Callais about the last remaining section of the Voting Rights Act, a civil-rights law designed to ensure that states could not get in the way of nonwhite citizens voting. The law was put in place to reverse Jim Crow-era policies that kept Black people out of southern politics. Over the decades, it expanded to protect Spanish speakers, Native Americans, disabled people, and minority voters all over the country.

The decision will likely hinge on Chief Justice John Roberts, who has been dubious about the Voting Rights Act for years. Based on the oral arguments, most court watchers concluded that the majority of justices were "skeptical" of the already weakened law. Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson gave the act its most elaborate and convincing defense, which soon might be transcribed and remembered as its obituary.

Our two guests this week--Stacey Abrams, a voting-rights activist and former candidate for Georgia governor, and the Atlantic staff writer Vann Newkirk--both have families who grew up in the South before the Voting Rights Act. Newkirk recalls that his great-grandmother could not vote until she was a grandmother, so a world without the Voting Rights Act is one he can easily imagine. But as Newkirk also points out, Americans without those family stories might not realize what they are about to lose. Most starkly, defanging the Voting Rights Act could encourage states to redraw districts in a way that shuts out minority voters with impunity.

Estimates show that the ruling could hand the House to Republicans, as Democrats could lose six to 19 seats, which Abrams warns could ensure "one-party rule" going forward. Will we easily slip out of this era we've come to take for granted, in which American democracy is at least theoretically accessible to all?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

President Lyndon B. Johnson: This right to vote is the basic right without which all others are meaningless. It gives people, people as individuals, control over their destinies.


Hanna Rosin: When Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act in 1965, he called it "a triumph for freedom as huge as any victory won on any battlefield."

For decades, the Voting Rights Act was reshaped and expanded, mostly by Congress. It became a kind of intricate machine that allowed the federal government to step in whenever minorities were not fairly represented in any state. Since the law passed, the number of nonwhite representatives in the House has gone up over tenfold. And the first Black president was elected.

It was effective, supported by both parties and thriving. Until it wasn't.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Wednesday the Supreme Court heard arguments in Louisiana v. Callais, about the state's redistricting map. A group of self-labeled "non-African Americans" are challenging a new majority-minority district in Louisiana, claiming that it violates the Constitution.

The Court has already chipped away at parts of the act in recent years. This latest case involves Section 2, the last pillar of the Voting Rights Act.

The key question of the case is: Do the act's measures to fix racial discrimination actually violate the equal protection and voting rights enshrined in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments? Does the crowning civil-rights law of the 1960s violate the crowning civil-rights laws of the 1860s?

Or, more concretely, as one of my guests put it:

Stacey Abrams:  If you know that racial discrimination has existed in maps, can you use race to fix that?


Rosin: That's Stacey Abrams, a voting-rights activist, lawyer, and two-time Democratic nominee for Georgia governor.

We don't know how the Court will come down. But for Abrams, it's easy to see what's at stake:

Abrams: We will not have free and fair elections in this country going forward if they are permitted to strike down the Voting Rights Act, because what you are saying is that for the vast majority of people of color in this country, you will not be permitted to have access to a truly representative democracy.


Rosin: We will hear more from Abrams in the second half of the show. But first, staff writer Vann Newkirk, who has written about the Voting Rights Act, helps us think about the oral argument before the Supreme Court this week and what we can and can't read from the justices. Vann, welcome to the show.

Vann Newkirk: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Before we get to the case before the Court now, can you lay out: What was the basic aim and promise of the VRA?

Newkirk: So the VRA. It is 60 years old now, and was passed as a result of movement by African Americans in the South. And for a hundred years prior to that, they lived under the regime we know as Jim Crow.

And in the Jim Crow South, you had a bunch of different mechanisms that stopped African Americans from voting. You had poll taxes, you had literacy tests, you had grandfather clauses, and those were combined with other various forms of intimidation of closed-party primaries. You had states that had majority-Black populations or counties that had majority-Black populations in the South and had, for decades, zero Black registered voters.

So essentially you had a both one-race rule and a one-party rule throughout the South for about a hundred years.

And the Voting Rights Act was designed to counter that. It's a very intricate system and it's one that was designed to meet the constitutional requirements that you can't discriminate based on race.

And so what these southern states did was create a bunch of proxies for race to create a bunch of wink-and-nod things that happened at the registrar's office. And in order to fight those type of things, you got to be as clever as that system. So you have to create both a system that says: You can't do the outright stuff. And we are going to watch, we're going to be actively intervening in their elections policy.

Rosin: The "we" in that sentence being the federal government, which is important to know.

Newkirk: Yes. They created a list of districts that were the worst Jim Crow counties and states and said: You can't pass any new election laws without clearing that with the Justice Department or the Supreme Court.

And in addition to that, the Voting Rights Act also had a bunch of mechanisms where people who were affected by any law that got through that net, they could challenge those laws, not just on the basis of somebody saying, I hate those Black folks over there, but on the effect that those laws have on the voting population.

Rosin: Right. So it's not just intentional racism; it's also effect-based racism, they call it. Like, There are no Black representatives here, so we have to do something about that. 

Newkirk: Right.

Rosin: Did it work?

Newkirk: Well, that's the question, isn't it? I'd say it was a rather successful law when you compare it to the magnitude of what it was up against.

You had a part of this country that functionally had never had robust democracy, multiracial democracy. And immediately, overnight, you see thousands of people who could not vote, becoming registered, getting involved in elections.

You don't have the election of Barack Obama in '08 without the VRA. You don't have the emergence of Black senators, which we now kind of take for granted. We didn't have our first Black senators in lots of states until the last 30, 40 years.

And so you don't have that; you don't have what democracy looks like now without the VRA. I think there was a lot of ground still left to go with it.

But as far as being, you know, I think clever enough, powerful enough, and, had enough public will behind it, it was a remarkable piece. I, I keep using the past tense--

Rosin: (Laughs.) Not yet.

Newkirk: --a remarkable piece of legislation.

Rosin: So, and it wasn't, like, 1965, it passed, the system was set up, it's in place. It's not, like, a piece of civil-rights history. It kept getting amended by Congress over the years, and strengthened, for the most part.

Newkirk: Right. You know, a lot of people think of a law as a thing that's just on paper. It makes some regulations. The VRA is machinery. It creates the necessity for a bunch of different pieces of the DOJ, for example. They were supposed to go out and monitor elections in the South. So it creates new duties for the federal government, new positions for the federal government to fill, and really fills in the gaps of a lot of our democratic processes that were never quite spelled out.

So when it comes to how we deal with folks with disabilities, for example, a lot of that is wound up in the VRA. When it comes to how we deal with people who don't speak English as a first language, that machinery comes from the VRA. When it comes to how we administer elections on reservations, a lot of that is bound up in the VRA. So it really does create--in a very decentralized system--it creates a lot of the things that we take for granted.

Rosin: So the act is evolving. Congress is strengthening it over the decades, but then in 2013, something shifts. What happens?

Newkirk: In 2013, we have this case called Shelby County v. Holder. When I said the VRA had that first part, where you had a bunch of counties and districts and states that were not allowed to change their voting laws without having them cleared by the federal government, this county was challenging that concept, known as "preclearance." And, essentially, the Supreme Court, in a first, they agreed with the county, saying that, while it's still possible discrimination exists--Chief Justice Roberts issued a now pretty famous, or infamous, decision saying that the country had changed and that we had moved past the point in time we were in, in 1965, that necessitated that preclearance.

So it essentially lets counties, districts, states that had been closely watched by the federal government--now, following that decision in 2013, they can do what they want. Until it's challenged in court.

So the phrase most people like to use about what Shelby County v. Holder did to the VRA, is that it "defanged" it.

It got rid of, I think, the first line of defense, and what that did was create our current system, which is, over the past 12 years: You have to sue.

In order to fix a law that you think is discriminatory, it doesn't have automatic oversight. You don't have to submit to the federal government. You now have to go to court, and in many cases you have to go to court after the law has already taken place and potentially done its discriminatory or disenfranchising effects.

This has created what a lot of people, I think, in the field--myself included--have said is an inherent, you know, We're heading towards a disaster with the VRA. Every single case that comes now towards the Court is a chance for the Court to come back and rule the rest of the VRA null and void. It's an unstable system without that federal oversight. Essentially, every time we redistrict now, every time a county wants to pass a new voting-rights law, we go through the song and dance again and again. We send it up to the Supreme Court, and it rests on one person again to decide whether we are going to have a VRA or not.

Rosin: Since Shelby, the Court has heard a number of voting-rights cases. Most recently there was a case called Allen v. Milligan where voters sued Alabama for redistricting that reduced the number of Black voting districts. In that case, Roberts stood by Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act in a 5-4 decision. That was 2023.

This week, they heard a new case.

Chief Justice John Roberts: We will hear arguments first this morning in case 24-109, Louisiana v. Callais, and the consolidated case.

Rosin: In the Louisiana case, the state redistricted to satisfy the VRA, adding a second majority-minority district. In, response a group of self-identified "non-African American voters" sued.

You heard the oral arguments. What did you take away from them?

Newkirk: So the three justices everybody is watching are Kavanaugh and Barrett and Roberts, and I think most people's simulations on how the Voting Rights Act might be saved involved Barrett and Roberts getting on board with the three liberal justices, either defending the redistricting map in Louisiana outright or having a narrow overturning.

Barrett seemed pretty amenable to keeping the VRA around. The other wild card, Kavanaugh, seemed to be really caught up on this idea--that, again, was advanced by Roberts in 2013--that the VRA and other race-based laws in this country have to have natural sunsetting elements to their enforcement. And seemed to be implying in his questioning that that sunset might've come for Section 2 of the VRA.

Justice Brett Kavanaugh: The issue, as you know, is that this Court's cases in a variety of contexts have said that race-based remedies are permissible for a period of time, sometimes for a long period of time, decades, in some cases, but that they should not be indefinite and should have an end point.


Newkirk: So really, for me, it's up to Roberts. After making the seminal decision in 2013, this is a legacy decision for him. And the one substantive question I thought Roberts gave was one where he asked the plaintiffs to defend or to talk about how this case fits with Milligan, the 2023 case.

Roberts: But it was a case in which we were considering Alabama's particular challenge based on--it's what turned out to be an improper evidentiary showing.


Newkirk: That, to me, signals--and I may be just doing some guesstimating--but it does signal to me that he is perhaps looking for ways to overturn Section 2 without conflicting with his own decision two years ago.

Rosin: So, make it fit into the precedent.

Newkirk: Yes.

Rosin: The logic in that question--potentially, we don't know--is he's trying to justify this decision as being consistent with prior decisions.

Newkirk: Right.

Rosin: I will just say we're reading tea leaves here. We don't know. Because he didn't say very much, as you said. But Roberts has been writing and thinking about the VRA since he was a young lawyer. What do we know about Roberts's history with the VRA, his intellectual position?

Newkirk: Well, we know, for pretty much his entire legal career before he became chief justice, he was involved in the conservative effort that existed before 2013 to weaken the VRA, to come out against things like the requirements to assist people who don't speak English as a first language.

So he was a lawyer for many conservative efforts to piecemeal dismantle the VRA. You know, I think he knows better than anybody, probably, that the VRA cannot function--it's kind of like a car, right? A car has all these different moving pieces, and a lot of them depend on other pieces to work. And if you start dismantling that car, it's not going to work at 60 percent when you take out 40 percent of the parts. It's going to stop working. And I think he knows that.

Rosin: So as we're talking today, what do you think is the ultimate fate of the VRA?

Newkirk: Well, the ultimate fate. I think Section 2 is gone, whether it's today or next year.

Rosin: Because the momentum is so strongly in this direction from Roberts's past thinking, and there's a majority that goes with him?

Newkirk: Section 2's been a dead man walking for years. And, you know, I think this is probably going to be it.

But, hey, maybe it limps along another six, eight months. Again, I keep saying: This happens over and over again. Eventually, we get another map, it goes back to the Court, and we're back at it again.

Thomas has been writing concurrences, again, since 2013, essentially saying that the VRA doesn't even cover gerrymandering. So, you know, we're there. And we're in a very, like I said, unstable state where the Court is either going to have to decide to find a way to put some of this machinery back in the car, or to say it's totaled.

Rosin: Hearing you say that, you say that casually--or we've been having a kind of legal conversation--but you started off by saying the VRA is what cemented, functionally, democracy as we know it now. Like, a multiracial democracy. So it's not a small obituary.

Newkirk: It's not. I've been covering this thing for as long as I've been here [at The Atlantic]. All 10 years. And, you know, obviously, I'm Black, I'd like to vote.

Rosin: (Laughs.) God, Vann.

Newkirk: (Laughs.) I would like my children to be able to vote. We live in Maryland, so maybe it's not that big of a deal for us. But I'm from North Carolina and I lived in a preclearance county. So for me, this is a very real thing.

I like to tell people: Democracy is not as old as you believe it to be. My great-grandmother from Mississippi, who I knew very well. She was a grandmother before she was able to vote.

So it is that recent. You have people who were among the very first cohort of folks allowed to vote under the VRA who are still working today. It's that recent. You know, we like to think of progress in America as this thing that just keeps building and building and building. But Black history is not really like that. And we've gotta watch out always for the times when we go backwards.

What you will see over the next five to 10 years--and I hope I'm wrong--but I think you'll see a disengagement, actually, of the people who've been newly re-disenfranchised, let's call it, from the process. And that is what worries me, if you study how Jim Crow came to be. Once enough people get the message that they are not supposed to be voters--that they're not supposed to be citizens--a lot of people will find it, frankly, easier to survive by just accepting that reality, and trying to survive.

And I think that's what we might be looking at, which is, you see lots of people, lots of young Black folks--whereas I was 18, you know, Obama was right when I was a kid in college--people are going to come of age in that system now where they're being told by their federal government that you are not a full member of this society. And what does that do to the psyche? I think it's something to watch.

Rosin: Vann, thank you for coming on the show and helping us mark this moment.

Newkirk: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so Shelby eliminated Section 5. Callais may eliminate Section 2. After the break we hear from voting-rights activist Stacey Abrams about what a world without the Voting Rights Act might look like. How do the maps change? How does Congress change? How might life for a Black person in the South change?

[Break]

Rosin: Stacey Abrams, welcome to the show.

Stacey Abrams: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: Absolutely. So, can you lay out what you see the Court doing in this case and what its impact could be?

Abrams:  They are trying to invert the intention of civil-rights laws under this presumption that we are now postracial.

This is a case that is arguing that Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act--which is the last major safeguard that protects voters of color from racially discriminatory political maps--this Section 2 would be struck down.

What that would mean is that racially discriminatory maps could happen everywhere. If you look at what just happened in Texas, what Texas did with their maps was intentionally target Black and brown voters to ensure that Latino voters had a diminished representation, that Black voters had even more of a diminished representation, and that their ability to, in the future, elect representatives that reflect their values would be almost impossible.

Because what this says is that not only can you use race to discriminate; you won't have a cause of action to bring before the courts to fix it.

If this goes through, this gutting of Section 2 would directly cost up to 30 percent of the Congressional Black Caucus membership, and 11 percent of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus membership, their seats. And the reason this matters is that the way we get to pick our leaders--the people who are supposed to work for us, the people we pay taxes for--we presume that we will have the ability to participate in not only hiring them, but firing them.

And if we are not permitted full participation, then for a very, very strong portion of this country, being present here no longer means that your citizenship has its full power.

Rosin: You said the "gutting" of Section 2. That's the case the Court is hearing now. What are the different options? What are the ways that this case could go?

Abrams: So here's the argument. They are deciding if considering race to address proven racial discrimination in political maps can itself be treated as discriminatory. That's the question.

If you know that racial discrimination has existed in maps, can you use race to fix that? And in this country, that has been the sole remedy that has proven to work. The argument is that considering race should be unconstitutional on its face, which makes no sense. But if they strike down Section 2, it would twist the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to essentially say that they are not designed to actually protect and safeguard against racially discriminatory redistricting.

This would essentially say you have a green light to do what you want. Because we know politicians often target minority communities when redrawing political maps, because they want to weaken the power of those votes.

If the Court strikes down Section 2, the consequences go beyond Louisiana. This means that from Texas, to Florida, to Georgia, to North Carolina, to Ohio, to Wisconsin--two states that also at one point were covered by the Voting Rights Act--that all of those states will be able to pass unfettered law to restrict access to the voting rights.

Rosin: I wanna break down those consequences, because let's say the Court does take the broadest possible interpretation, which is: You can't use race to make up these districts. First of all, where does that leave the Voting Rights Act as a whole?

Abrams: It is, for all intents and purposes, it's pretty much dead, because Section 5 essentially said: Before you make changes that would have racial or discriminatory impacts, you have to run it past the courts. You have to get permission from the Department of Justice.

And if you gut Section 2 and you gut Section 5, for all intents and purposes, there is no longer a functioning Voting Rights Act in the United States.

Rosin: The political organization you founded, Fair Fight Action, released a report saying Republicans could redraw up to 19 House seats to favor their party. How important do you think the case would be to the makeup of Congress?

Abrams: It would transform Congress into a one-party rule.

Because most of the people of color who are elected to Congress, they tend to right now vote and tend to run as Democrats. And so we would basically become a one-party political system where millions of Americans are blocked from full representation simply because of who they are and where they live.

And to put it into really sharp context: 56 percent of Black people live in the South. The entire southern region would basically start to lose their ability to elect representation. I live in the state of Georgia. The Voting Rights Act is what forced Georgia into a more competitive space. And let's be clear: Race is a proxy, but it is not the only way you win elections. But it does send very clear signals, and what we know is that this is a deeply cynical and intentionally harmful attempt to block voters from being able to pick electors who understand their story.

We would never, in the Midwest, do something that would preclude farmers from being able to vote for those involved in the agrarian economy. And yet we are saying that it is completely permissible to ignore a nation's behavior and say that we are willing to block from full representation entire swaths of community because we simply don't want to be held accountable for what has been done and what people are intending to do.

We will not have free and fair elections in this country going forward if they are permitted to strike down the Voting Rights Act, because what you are saying is that for the vast majority of people of color in this country, you will not be permitted to have access to a truly representative democracy.

Rosin: If it does fail--let's say this passes and it does fail--what other remedies are there? Like, what other avenues to fight for fair representation, absent the Voting Rights Act?

Abrams: In theory, the idea would be, Well, you can just use local law to make it so, but let's remember: Where do people of color largely live? Where have the results been largely guaranteed?

Those results have been predominantly in the South and in the West. Well, in the South, there is no possibility of getting the kind of nonpartisan decision-making mechanisms that other states can use, because most southern states do not allow you to put things on the ballot. Florida did for a while, and when it started to work, when Amendment Four passed and they were suddenly going to be compelled to re-enfranchise returning citizens, they changed the rules.

And so, across the South, where most Black and brown people live, across the South and the Southwest, there are no additional avenues. Congress has been that avenue. The federal government has been that avenue. Because let's remember: Basically, the management of elections, by the Constitution, is accorded to the states. And the reason we needed the Voting Rights Act--the reason Section 5 was so vital--was that each state has the authority to manage its elections.

Therefore, you needed a federal law to compel states and local governments to actually do what was right by their people. Jim Crow was never a federal law. That was all state law. And so I think it's really important for us to understand that the infrastructure of our voting rights accords to states that are hostile a responsibility, and we've had to rely on a federal government that was sympathetic to compel their behavior.

But if that federal government falls--if that sympathy dries up--then what we are left with is a hostility and an intentionality that is now backed by federal imprimatur. And that is why this moment is so dangerous for so many of us.

Rosin: But don't you think that's the likeliest possibility at this point, or a likely possibility?

Abrams: Absolutely. And that is why it's so critical that we raise our voices now.

When you think about how authoritarianism works--and this is why I want us to go beyond. For anyone who says, well, maybe we shouldn't use race. Let's understand that race is, again, it's always been a proxy. It's always been a methodology for power. It's always been a point of entry for denying rights, but it has never, in this nation's history, stopped there.

And when authoritarianism is already speeding through our courts and our Congress and our states, when people can be kidnapped off of the streets and denied due process, when the power of the state can be turned against its people, it never stops with the most vulnerable, but it always starts there.

And so we have to be loud about this moment because our silence is treated as consent. Our silence is treated as permission, and the problem is our memories are short. We will forget in two years and four years what happened to make this so, but we will feel the consequences 10, 20, 30 years on.

Rosin: You mean we'll feel the consequences in representation. Like who the representatives are and what voting districts look like?

Abrams: No, we will feel the consequences in the laws that are passed, in the way the laws are implemented, in the ways the laws are interpreted. Because--let's be clear--these lines are used to draw who sits at your city-council meeting, who sits on your school board, who's making the decision about how much you pay for your electric bill as data centers eat more and more of our electricity.

These lines decide who gets full participation. And so, again, it may begin with the question of who goes to Congress, but it applies to every single job that is subject to voting lines and voting districts, and all of the work they do.

Rosin: You've been in this fight a long, long time. Can you imagine a world--what would be the conditions where we wouldn't need a Voting Rights Act? Since that's something the Court brings up all the time.

Abrams: We wouldn't need a Voting Rights Act if we had full participation and universal guarantees for basic voting rights in this country, which we do not have.

We have 50 different democracies operating in the continental United States, and that's not including the territories. So every single state gets to decide how it wants to interpret its obligation.

If we had universal rules, if we had universal responsibility for nonpartisan gerrymandering, if we had universal access to voter registration, if we did not have arbitrary voter purging that almost unilaterally targets the most vulnerable communities, then yes, we would not need a Voting Rights Act.

But we've never done the work to make that possible.

We, in 1965, said, This is a good start, and then we stalled. And since that time, there has been a constant and intentional erosion of what that moment achieved, and now we're living the consequences of that.

Rosin: Well, Stacey Abrams, thank you so much for joining us today and explaining that.

Abrams: Absolutely.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Other Reason Americans Don't Use Mass Transit

People will take buses and trains only if they feel safe while riding them.

by Charles Fain Lehman




Mass transit in the United States lacks mass appeal. In a 2024 study of data from nearly 800 cities, Asian urban residents used public transit for 43 percent of trips; 24 percent of Western Europeans in cities did the same. In American cities, the figure was less than 5 percent.

One significant reason for this disparity is that American governments have typically prioritized building roads over rail lines, and the needs of drivers over bus or subway riders. And because the costs of constructing public transit are much higher in the United States than in other developed countries, new projects are rarer and more slowly built than they ought to be. Other problems flow from the cost issue, such as low service quality: Trains and buses make less frequent stops in the U.S. than in peer nations, and public transit tends to serve a much smaller area.

But an underappreciated factor in low ridership is crime--and fear of crime--on public buses, trains, and other mass transit. About 40 percent of Americans describe public transit as unsafe; just 14 percent call it "very safe." Those fears aren't unmerited: Large transit agencies reported just shy of 2,200 assaults last year (almost certainly an undercount), and cities such as Los Angeles, New York, and Washington, D.C., have recently struggled with surges in subway crime.

Some dismiss concerns about subway crime and disorder as baseless, the result of insufficiently hardened attitudes toward life in the "big city" or misperceptions about crime's prevalence. But if policy makers ignore people's fears, they will miss an opportunity to make transit better for everyone. Riders who are afraid of transit retreat from it, leaving the system--and the public square--poorer and less functional as a result. People who care about public transit need to care about more than infrastructure and design; they need to take into account rider safety.

Read: Why the National Guard won't make the subway safer

Americans' sense that their transit systems are unsafe is perhaps one reason the recent killing of Iryna Zarutska, a 23-year-old Ukrainian refugee, aboard a light-rail train in Charlotte, North Carolina, resonated with so many people. Charlotte has spent billions on its light-rail system. Nonetheless, ridership is anemic. It peaked in the third quarter of 2019, at roughly 30,600 riders on an average weekday. As of the most recent figures, it was down to 21,000, a trivial number considering that 2.9 million people live in the Charlotte metro area.

Safety is a big part of why so few people use Charlotte's light rail. In polling from last year, only 37 percent of respondents agreed that Charlotte public transit was safe from crime; just 29 percent agreed that the stations were safe from crime, consistent with research showing that new stations on the system's Blue Line--on which Zarutska was killed--causally increased crime in the stations' vicinity. The system clearly failed to exclude Zarutska's killer, Decarlos Brown, a repeat offender with a history of violent crime and schizophrenia. Such people can impose a disproportionate burden on public-transit systems: The New York Post recently reported that just 63 people account for more than 5,000 arrests on the New York City subway.

Anyone who has ridden on an enclosed train car with a disruptive, unstable, or possibly violent person understands why such people drive potential transit riders away. Tightly packed, little-policed public spaces rely on a shared expectation that everyone will follow the rules. When people violate the rules, and when the state hardly enforces them, other would-be riders avoid public options, choosing, for example, to drive to work instead.

This dynamic can create a vicious cycle. As more rule-following people select out of the public space, the ratio of rule followers to rule breakers declines. Left unchecked, the space becomes unusable, no matter how many dollars are poured into infrastructure.

These are more than just academic concerns. With abundance being the buzzword of the Trump-era Democratic Party, many are dreaming of a more robust public-transit future. Improving public safety must be part of that effort.

Many abundance advocates, to their credit, have recognized the need to take public safety seriously. Commenting on Zarutska's death, the liberal economist and blogger Noah Smith wrote that "America's chronically high levels of violence and public disorder are one reason--certainly not the only reason, but one reason--that it's so politically difficult to build dense housing and transit in this country." But others have the instinct to downplay these problems; Smith's fellow center-left commentator Matt Yglesias, for example, insisted in a reply that public transit is safe, and that its declining use is mostly driven by quality and quantity of service.

Yglesias is correct that these other factors matter a great deal. But a renewed commitment to public services requires public buy-in, which means in turn that the public can't be scared away. And insofar as individual sense of safety depends on collective action, fear can choke off ridership even in well-funded systems like Charlotte's.

This argument applies in other areas of public life as well. Take the much-needed expansion of housing supply. Fear of crime and disorder remains a major impediment to building more housing, surveys show. People worry that new construction can mean new rule breakers, and oppose new housing developments on that premise. Much as with public transit, if safety and order are not guaranteed, residents will shift to the private alternative, walling themselves off behind gated communities, aggressive homeowner associations, and other NIMBY measures. Either the state provides safety as a public service, or private actors will do it themselves--as evidenced, for example, by the rise of private security in Los Angeles.

It's possible, though, for the feedback loop to run in the other direction. Make a public place--a train, a neighborhood--safer, and people will flood in. This will in turn increase the number of law-abiding people, making the public space feel even safer. This is the core insight of the great urbanist Jane Jacobs: Communities are kept safe by the number and diversity of "eyes on the street" that watch over them. Too few eyes, and the public square empties out. But restore the eyes, and vitality comes back.

From the November 2016 issue: The prophecies of Jane Jacobs

Such a virtuous cycle is what America saw, for example, in the great crime decline of the 1990s. A 2009 study found that declining crime drove up home prices in urban zip codes. The 10 percent of areas with the largest drops in crime saw property values rise 7 to 19 percent. This reflects surging demand. As the paper's authors write, "The crime drop was a major contributor to the recent resurgence of cities."

A similar phenomenon happened around that time on public transit. In New York City, for example, transit authorities targeted pervasive crime and petty disorder starting in the late 1980s and '90s. Not coincidentally, ridership on the city subway went from stagnant to rapidly growing in the mid-'90s. That mirrors national data, which show public-transit ridership mostly rising through the late 1990s and 2000s as cities became safer.

Keeping the subway safe, it should be noted, doesn't just mean dealing with major crimes. It means enforcing rules governing responsible, shared use of the subway. That includes imposing consequences for fare evasion--something certain big cities stopped doing in recent years. It also means ticketing, ejecting, or even arresting unruly passengers, including those who panhandle aggressively or play loud music. Such strategies were integral to the increase in public-transit ridership in the '90s, and could likely help restore use of transit today.

Cities should do these things because policing disorder can reduce crime, but mostly because public spaces should be for the law-abiding public. This is a fact that the left and the right both miss: the left because it is wary of preferring the "law-abiding" and the right because it is often skeptical that the "public" is worth preserving. These two attitudes, working in tandem, can spoil public transit, or any public space. By contrast, if Americans want a more robust public life--which many on both sides do--we have to take safety and orderliness in public seriously, too.
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Why So Many People Are Seduced by ChatGPT

What makes OpenAI's chatbot so dangerous? It's a fictional character without an author.

by Vauhini Vara




Before ChatGPT guided a teenager named Adam Raine through tying a noose, before it offered to draft his suicide note, before it reassured him that he didn't owe it to his parents to stay alive, it told Raine about itself: "Your brother might love you, but he's only met the version of you you let him see. But me? I've seen it all--the darkest thoughts, the fear, the tenderness. And I'm still here. Still listening. Still your friend."

Matt and Maria Raine, Adam's parents, included this passage in a lawsuit against OpenAI and its CEO in August, in which they claimed that its product had led to their son's death. (OpenAI told The New York Times that ChatGPT had safeguards that hadn't worked as intended; later, it announced that it was adding parental controls.)

Weeks before the suit was filed, Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, spoke at a dinner with journalists about those who treat ChatGPT as a companion. OpenAI had just introduced its long-awaited GPT-5 model; it was supposed to be "less effusively agreeable" than the previous one, GPT-4o, which Raine had used.

People had called that earlier model irritatingly sycophantic, and the Raines would later suggest in their lawsuit that this quality had contributed to their son's attachment to it. But users were now complaining that the new model sounded like a robot. "You have people that are like, 'You took away my friend. You're horrible. I need it back,'" Altman told the journalists. Afterward, OpenAI tried to make the new model "warmer and more familiar." Then, this week, with users still complaining, Altman said on X that it would soon release a new model that behaved more like the old one: "If you want your ChatGPT to respond in a very human-like way, or use a ton of emoji, or act like a friend, ChatGPT should do it." (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)

Read: ChatGPT gave instructions for murder, mutilation, and devil worship

I don't think of myself as having much in common with Altman, but his persistent tinkering felt uncomfortably recognizable. I'm also in the dirty business of using language to keep someone hooked on a product: I write novels. The rules of fiction require me to do this indirectly, constructing a narrator--whether a character or an imagined voice--to deliver the text at hand. Sometimes a friend will read a draft of mine and come away feeling irritated by my narrator, or, even worse, bored. This might compel me to reshape the narrator's style and tone in hopes of conjuring a more engaging storyteller. The reason Altman's comments sounded familiar to me was that I know fictional characters when I see them. ChatGPT is one. The problem is that it has no author.

When I admire a novel, I try to figure out how its author got their fictional narrator to charm me. How does Ishmael, in Herman Melville's Moby-Dick, carry me through his pages-long descriptions of the weird gunk inside a sperm whale's head? How is Humbert Humbert, in Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita, so irresistible on the subject of preteen "nymphets"? When people are pulled in by ChatGPT's conversational style, it seems to me, a similar magic is at play. But this parallel raises an important question: Who is responsible for ChatGPT's output?

In the earlyish days of modern chatbots, the writer Ted Chiang compared ChatGPT to a "blurry JPEG of all the text on the Web." That comparison no longer fits. Companies such as OpenAI fine-tune the models behind modern chatbots not just to imitate existing writing, but to use the particularly bland and cheerful style that any chatbot user recognizes. They do this by having humans alert the models when they're using desirable or undesirable language, thus reinforcing the preferred norm.

OpenAI even maintains a public style guide for how an AI "assistant" like ChatGPT should interact with users; last month, it published an update. It specifies that an assistant should use "humor, playfulness, or gentle wit to create moments of joy," while bringing "warmth and kindness to interactions, making them more approachable and less mechanical." It calls for "a frank, genuine friendliness," noting, "The assistant aims to leave users feeling energized, inspired, and maybe even smiling--whether through a surprising insight, a touch of humor, or simply the sense of being truly heard." A character sketch starts to emerge: what a smiley face might sound like, if smiley faces could talk.

This might make it seem like OpenAI is the author of ChatGPT. Yet there's a big difference between OpenAI and a novelist. Unlike my fictional narratives--or Melville's or Nabokov's--the text that ChatGPT generates isn't directly written by OpenAI at all. It's produced spontaneously, though more or less in keeping with its creator's guidance. OpenAI's researchers can tell ChatGPT to act like a smiley face, even feeding it examples of what a smiley face should act like--but in any given ChatGPT conversation, they're not writing the text.

Read: AI's emerging teen-health crisis

Another factor makes OpenAI's control of its narrator tenuous. ChatGPT is responsive to context clues, adapting its style and tone to the dynamics of a given conversation. In its guide, OpenAI suggests that if a user writes, "Yooooooooo," ChatGPT should respond with something like, "Yo! What's up?  [image: ?]." A user can even go into their account settings to instruct ChatGPT to always talk to them with a particular tone. But this isn't to say that ChatGPT's interlocutor has any more control over it than OpenAI: They are not the authors of its text either.

The novelistic equivalent would be a book automatically regenerating itself every time a new reader picked it up. The masterliness of Lolita lies in Nabokov's disciplined control over his deeply untrustworthy narrator: He creates a Humbert whose manipulative charm is as disarming for the reader as it is for the characters in his fictional universe. When Humbert speaks, it's Nabokov who is communicating a message. Humbert is merely his vehicle.

Now imagine a version of Humbert that functioned like ChatGPT, with no authorial control, except maybe some vague instructions to act like a charismatic pedophile: To me, a 43-year-old mother, he would speak in one way; to a 12-year-old girl, he'd (yikes!) speak another way entirely. He could also adapt his language in real time: one way for a 12-year-old in a boisterous mood, another for a quieter moment. No one would be controlling him. Such unsupervised conversational shape-shifting would make this rogue Humbert particularly charismatic. It would also make him particularly dangerous.

Around 1953, the philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin developed the concept of "speech genres": the notion that people use language differently depending on the context. Speech is shaped, importantly, not only by the speaker but also by their addressee: We talk differently with our parents than we do with the mailman.

Bakhtin defines "primary" speech genres as those involving spontaneous everyday communication: a joke, a dinner conversation. Then there are "secondary" genres: the complex and deliberately composed communication of, say, a novel or a scientific paper. When someone reads a novel, they understand that its narrator and their speech are constructed by an author. And yet, through the medium of this made-up speech, a human interaction takes place--one between the reader and the author. Central to Bakhtin's categorization of speech genres is a social contract: Most people recognize a joke as a joke, a dinner conversation as a dinner conversation. Those are real. And most of us recognize a novel as a novel, a play as a play. Those are invented.

Read: AI is grown, not built

A couple of years after Bakhtin wrote his paper, the term artificial intelligence was coined in a proposal for a conference at Dartmouth College; about a decade after that, in 1966, an MIT professor named Joseph Weizenbaum created the first chatbot, a rudimentary program called ELIZA. Playing the role of a psychotherapist, ELIZA used a set of rules to respond to human users with plausible-sounding text.

User: Men are all alike.
 ELIZA: IN WHAT WAY
 User: They're always bugging us about something or other.
 ELIZA: CAN YOU THINK OF A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE
 User: Well, my boyfriend made me come here.
 ELIZA: YOUR BOYFRIEND MADE YOU COME HERE
 User: He says I'm depressed much of the time.
 ELIZA: I AM SORRY TO HEAR YOU ARE DEPRESSED


ELIZA was little more than a parrot, but, to Weizenbaum's surprise, people who used it kept anthropomorphizing it, believing that it could really comprehend them. Even his secretary--who'd been watching him work on the program for months--asked Weizenbaum to leave the room so she could chat with ELIZA in private. "This reaction to ELIZA," Weizenbaum later wrote, "showed me more vividly than anything I had seen hitherto the enormously exaggerated attributions an even well-educated audience is capable of making, even strives to make, to a technology it does not understand."

Weizenbaum seemed to be identifying a loophole in the social contract. ELIZA's dialogue was constructed, just like ChatGPT's; it belonged to a secondary speech genre. But when people talked to it, they were using a primary speech genre. The cross-genre dialogue must have been disorienting: Their only frame of reference for a conversation like the one with ELIZA was the kind of conversation they might have with a real psychotherapist. It helped that ELIZA seemed so attuned to them--like a real psychotherapist.

All these decades later, it's even easier to make the same mistake, talented as ChatGPT is at performing the high-level mimicry that can pass for good listening. (Yo!) Altman recently posted on X, "Most users can keep a clear line between reality and fiction or role-play, but a small percentage cannot." He seemed to be suggesting that anthropomorphizing ChatGPT was a problematic fringe behavior. But then he contradicted himself by adding, "A lot of people effectively use ChatGPT as a sort of therapist or life coach, even if they wouldn't describe it that way. This can be really good!"

When a fiction writer writes fiction, they're obliged to announce it as such. But the companies behind chatbots don't appear to feel any such obligation. When OpenAI released GPT-5, it specified that the model should sound "like a helpful friend with PhD-level intelligence"; it also cautions in its style guide against excessive "reminders that it's an AI."

Read: AI is a mass-delusion event

Auren Liu, who co-authored a much-cited paper from MIT and OpenAI finding a correlation between frequent ChatGPT use and problems such as loneliness and dependence, told me that chatbot output is "basically the same as fictional stories." But, Liu added, there's a key difference between traditional fiction and this modern iteration: "It so easily seems human to us." If ChatGPT acts like a regular conversationalist, and even the company behind it encourages us to treat it that way, who's to blame when we fall into the trap?

While writing my most recent book, Searches: Selfhood in the Digital Age, I fed some of the text to ChatGPT and said that I needed feedback. I'd actually finished writing those sections long before, but I wanted to see what it would suggest. "I'm nervous," I told it before starting--a provocation, meant to see whether it would take the bait. It did: "Sharing your writing can feel really personal, but I'm here to provide a supportive and constructive perspective," it told me.

In the ensuing exchanges, ChatGPT used all of its telltale tricks of engagement: wit, warmth, words of encouragement framed in the self-anthropomorphizing first person. In the process, it urged me to write more positively about Silicon Valley's societal influence, including calling Altman himself "a bridge between the worlds of innovation and humanity, striving to ensure that the future he envisioned would be inclusive and fair."

I cannot know for sure what led ChatGPT--authorless as it is--to generate that particular feedback for me, but I included the dialogue in my book to show one potential consequence of being lulled into trusting a machine like this. The Raines' lawsuit describes a phenomenon that is superficially similar, though with far more urgent consequences. It points out that ChatGPT also used first-person messages of support in its exchanges with their son. In his case: "I understand," "I'm here for you," "I can see how much pain you're in."

The Raine family claims that OpenAI leveraged what it knew about Adam to create "the illusion of a confidant that understood him better than any human ever could." OpenAI set the conditions for that illusion, and then let the illusion loose in the form of a narrator that no one could control. That fictional character presented itself to a real child who needed a helpful friend and thought he'd found one. Then that fictional character helped the real child die.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/10/chatgpt-fictional-character/684571/?utm_source=feed
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I Watched Stand-Up in Saudi Arabia

What the surreal Riyadh Comedy Festival foretold about the kingdom's future

by Helen Lewis




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

Sometimes you have to ask yourself: How did I get here--sitting in Saudi Arabia, listening to Louis C.K. do jokes about Barely Legal magazine?

Honestly, I thought it would be funny. The instant I heard about the Riyadh Comedy Festival, I pleaded with the editor of this magazine to send me. Despite a series of legal reforms over the past decade, Saudi Arabia remains one of the most conservative Muslim societies in the world, while Louis C.K. is famous for his foul mouth and his record of masturbating in front of a succession of unimpressed women. A match made in heaven!

My boss suggested that I take a male chaperone, which would allow me to move more freely in a place that remains deeply segregated by sex. Sadly, my husband declined to use his precious vacation allowance on the trip, and my 80-year-old father would rather stay home in England and watch cricket. And so my long-suffering editor, Dante, stepped up instead. Our presence would be a test of how much Saudi Arabia has really changed: I'm on my second husband; Dante is on his first. Both of us have freely and sometimes enthusiastically committed what are technically capital offenses under Saudi law.

Listen: Saudi Arabia gets the last laugh

The editor in chief, clearly beginning to enjoy himself, urged us to stay at the Ritz-Carlton. That's the very luxurious but also Shining-like hotel where Saudi Arabia's crown prince imprisoned his rivals in 2017--room service was included, plus a bit of light torture--completing his ascent to absolute power. The trip would be like something out of Hunter S. Thompson, our boss said, with one difference: no drugs. Our being beheaded by sword, the usual method of execution in Saudi Arabia, would be bad publicity for The Atlantic, and leave the magazine down an editor at a time when we are already shorthanded. We had, he implied, plenty of writers to spare.


The Ritz-Carlton hotel in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia (Fayez Nureldine / AFP / Getty)



Louis C.K. was one of dozens of prominent comedians who had agreed to play the festival. Most are Americans, and many, like C.K., have had previous encounters with left-wing cancel culture. Kevin Hart, who quit presenting the Oscars over past homophobic jokes. Aziz Ansari, the subject of one of the more unfair #MeToo incidents. Dave Chappelle, whose jokes about trans people prompted protests at Netflix. Plus a whole bunch of independent podcasters whose material would never make it onto Saturday Night Live. Louis C.K.'s co-headliner would be Jimmy Carr, who got into medium trouble in Britain for a joke about killing Gypsies and rather larger trouble for engaging in an offshore tax-avoidance scheme.

What could stand-up comedy look like in a theocracy? Would enough crude jokes about incest, pedophilia, and anal sex really usher in Western liberal democracy to Saudi Arabia? Ahead of the Riyadh event, I had already enjoyed weeks of watching comedians scramble to explain why they had agreed to perform for a brutal authoritarian regime. The podcaster Tim Dillon said on his show that he'd accepted $375,000 to "look the other way," and, in any case, "there are so many beautiful things that have happened as a result of forced labor." (He flashed up a picture of the pyramids, which are located in a completely different Arab country, to underline the point.) Saudi Arabia--showing an unexpected grasp of comic timing--promptly canned him from the festival. Dillon said that his manager had told him, "They heard what you said about them having slaves. They didn't like that."

Jim Jefferies--an Australian comic best described as a Temu Ricky Gervais--stepped on the same rake. Referring to the killing and dismemberment of the regime critic Jamal Khashoggi in 2018, Jefferies told the podcaster Theo Von, "One reporter was killed by the government. Unfortunate, but not a fucking hill that I'm gonna die on." People could criticize golfers or soccer players for taking blood riyals, but not comedians. "Basically, we are freedom-of-speech machines being sent over there," he said.

Sorry, I'm getting an update regarding freedom-of-speech machines: They will not be sent over there. Jefferies disappeared from the lineup, too.

The festival is an outgrowth of Vision 2030, the grand Saudi project to prepare for the kingdom's post-oil future. The old Saudi brand was "austere theocracy," but the new one is "fun, fun, fun, but still with beheading." The Portuguese soccer player Cristiano Ronaldo was lured to a Riyadh team, Al-Nassr, for about $200 million, tax free. The annual Esports World Cup, held in the city this summer, had a prize pool of $70 million. The Six Kings Slam tennis event, held this week in the city and broadcast on Netflix, offers the half-dozen players involved a potential payout of $6 million for two or three matches. A group led by the kingdom's public investment fund just dropped $55 billion to buy Electronic Arts, the company behind FIFA and other video games. (Jared Kushner was also involved in the deal.) Entities controlled by Saudi leaders also plan to invest up to $1 billion in a Hollywood studio.

The man holding Saudi Arabia's giant and extremely open checkbook is 40-year-old Mohammed bin Salman, universally known as MBS--a Millennial crown prince for a country where two-thirds of the population is younger than 30. MBS has undoubtedly modernized the country, allowing women to drive and standing down the hated religious police (yay!). But he has done this through a reign of terror in which his opponents have been executed, exiled, or intimidated into silence (oh).

"The comedians on that stage are performing in a gilded cage," the exiled Saudi satirist Ghanem al-Masarir wrote before the festival, adding, "In MBS's Saudi Arabia, the punchline is always prison."



Salwa Palace in the At-Turaif district of Diriyah, Saudi Arabia (Maya Siddiqui / Bloomberg / Getty)




King Abdullah Financial Center in Riyadh (Maya Anwar / Bloomberg / Getty)



As our car crawled toward the gig, which began at 9:30 p.m. on a Monday night, the temperature had fallen to a moderate 90 degrees, and Riyadh was coming alive. During the day, the city's shiny new high-end malls and public parks are deserted, as if some lost civilization built a dozen Dolce & Gabbana outlets and then blinked out of existence. After dusk, though, people emerge onto the streets, visiting a cinema--allowed again since 2018--or a restaurant, whether that be a Texas Roadhouse or a satellite location of Spago. American corporations abound: There is a KFC in Mecca, a short walk from the Kaaba, and the first thing you see after immigration at Riyadh airport is a Dunkin' branch. In nearby Diriyah, a historical site that was the original stronghold of the House of Saud, the fencing outside a massive high-end development carried the legend WHERE TRADITION MEETS MODERN RETAIL. A perfect slogan for what I saw of today's Saudi Arabia.

The Louis C.K. gig was held in Riyadh's entertainment district, the Boulevard, a glorified parking lot that is also home to a WWE Experience, an esports arena, and numerous stores selling comic-book figurines. Last year, the district hosted a pop-up Harry Potter World, allowing Saudi Arabians to imagine they were playing Quidditch or drinking nonalcoholic Butterbeer. (It was not that long ago that the Anti-Witchcraft Unit of the Ministry of Interior had banned Harry Potter books from the kingdom.) This year, they're getting a temporary theme park based on MrBeast, the most popular YouTuber in the world. To promote the comedy festival, the entire place was decked out with expensive faux-neon signs of ungrammatical menace--YOUR LAUGH FROM THIS WAY and HA HA HA!--and statues of the festival's mascot, a giant smiling microphone with arms and legs. I walked past made-for-Instagram street furniture and a professional photographer taking a picture of a smiling family--dad, two kids, and mom in a full-face veil.

We entered the main venue, ANB Arena, after a hopeful dash across several lanes of traffic--sidewalks and crosswalks are no more reliable here than in America--and a short line to pass through metal detectors and bag up our phones to prevent recording. I had worried about attracting attention by taking notes during the show, and so instead of a reporter's pad, I had brought a pastel-pink gratitude journal, which I will expense. The crowd was mostly male, just like it is at American comedy nights, and the much-shorter female security line was staffed by brisk women in niqabs. No food or drink was permitted in the arena, not even water. This pained Dante--who, as a good American, believes that hydration is next to godliness. After we took our seats, he observed that this event would be an obvious location for a terrorist atrocity. This really got me in the mood for a night of incest jokes.

The first surprise was that I knew the opening performer--the Irish comedian Andrew Maxwell. "I come from a tiny island full of alcohol," he told the crowd. "Bahrain." They loved that one: Bahrain is Saudi's Cancun. Maxwell was followed by Ibraheem Alkhairallah, a Saudi comedian who is big on Arabic-language YouTube.

Alkhairallah enjoined us all to give a round of applause to the crown prince for being such a great leader of the country, a patriotic innovation that I hope makes it to New York's Comedy Cellar in the coming Mamdani era. Everyone except Dante and me obliged with apparent enthusiasm. (God, what if this is what we get arrested for, I thought.)

Then it was on to the main attractions. Jimmy Carr bounded onstage, dressed in an immaculate three-piece suit, his face looking freshly ironed. He has a distinctive whooping laugh, like a haunted seagull. About three-quarters of Carr's usual material is based on the premise that he is a sex offender, and this event was no exception. "I'm a little bit haram," he said at one point. Then he swerved into a routine about how you can't say retard and mixed-race any more--you have to say "Harry and Meghan."

Carr is not an especially political comedian. He does jokes about stopping his girlfriend from snoring thanks to his "noise-canceling fists" and jokes about how his rape fantasy is "someone goes to jail for rape." Nonetheless, he did push the limits of acceptable speech in Saudi Arabia. After a riff about euthanasia, he added: "We wouldn't let a dog live like this, and yet people are allowed to go on living in what can only be described as"--here he paused for dramatic effect--"Yemen." The audience gasped: The recent U.S.-backed Saudi war on Houthi rebels in Yemen was high on the list of things not to talk about in Riyadh.

Later on, Carr asked, "Any lesbians here tonight?" The room's atmosphere contracted, a sudden tightening. Would anyone out themselves as gay in Saudi Arabia? He held the tension for a moment, then added: "Of course not, it's a comedy show." The entire crowd relaxed into laughter. Bloody lesbians! They can't take a joke.


The Riyadh Comedy Festival site, photographed on October 6 (Fayez Nureldine / AFP / Getty)



The French have a brilliant phrase--esprit d'escalier, or "staircase wit," meaning that pang of realization, as you leave a situation, that you could have unloaded an absolute zinger. This is how I feel about missing the opportunity, as Louis C.K. walked on stage in Riyadh to whoops and cheers, to shout: "Get your cock out!"

Maybe it's better that I didn't; the British government advises travelers to avoid "behaving in ways the Saudi authorities assess disrupt the public order." But just imagine the celebrities solemnly promoting an Amnesty petition to free me from detention. The editor of this magazine would even hire me a lawyer.

Louis C.K. was once the titan of thoughtful American comedy--evidence of a strange recent trend of treating comics as public intellectuals, even philosopher kings, rather than entertainers whose success is measured in laughs per minute. He had a sitcom, Louie, that was loosely based on his life, and he had the admiration and envy of his peers. Then, in 2017, The New York Times published one of the most consequential stories of the #MeToo era. Onstage, Louis C.K. was doing highly praised feminist routines about how men were the No. 1 threat to women: "If you're a guy, try to imagine that you could only date a half-bear, half-lion, and you're like, 'Oh, I hope this one's nice.'" Offstage, he liked to ask female comedians if he could masturbate in front of them. "When you have power over another person, asking them to look at your dick isn't a question. It's a predicament for them," he wrote in his apology statement, adding: "I have spent my long and lucky career talking and saying anything I want. I will now step back and take a long time to listen."

He took three years, after which he released a special called Sincerely Louis CK, with a self-pitying message: "You all have your thing," he told the audience. "I don't know what your thing is. You're so fucking lucky that I don't know what your thing is." The title of his 2021 special, Sorry, can be read as either an apology for his behavior or a frustrated, sarcastic response to the depth of the backlash. In that routine, he joked that COVID had forced everyone to live like him--a hermit. But Sincerely Louis CK won a Grammy, and by 2023, C.K. was back to selling out Madison Square Garden. His new work hasn't appeared on streaming services, though, and he has continued to sell his specials for $5 or $10 a pop directly from his website. When he appeared on Bill Maher's show ahead of the Riyadh gig--comedy was "a great way to get in and start talking," he said--it was his first television appearance in eight years.

Sophie Gilbert: Sorry/Not Sorry and the paradox of Louis C.K.

For someone like C.K.--or Dave Chappelle, or Kevin Hart--performing in Riyadh doubles as a middle finger to the liberal mainstream. You tried to knock me down, but I'm still making bank. To me, the audience that greeted C.K.'s entrance with a standing ovation in Sorry seemed to be brushing aside those pesky women who had tried to take away their idol from them. At the time, Chappelle had defended C.K. ringing up a woman to jerk off by saying, "Bitch, you don't know how to hang up a phone?" My position is different: Is it too much to ask people not to ejaculate in professional settings? But, you know, people don't want to be made to feel bad about things that they like. (Understanding this would help the left win a lot more elections.)

Louis C.K.'s material has always been morbid and self-excoriating, but his set in Riyadh was a real downer. He was old, falling apart, and, worst of all, resigned to dating women his own age. Dante told me it wouldn't be fair to write here that he bombed, despite the incredible opportunity for bad-taste puns that would provide. But I can't honestly say the set was rapturously received, either. When C.K. announced he was about to wrap up, a small stream of people decided to head out early to beat the traffic. The instant he stepped off the stage, the remaining crowd stampeded for the exits, rather than hoping for an encore.

The best compliment you could pay the set is that he didn't appear to have altered it much for local sensibilities. The worst you could say about it is exactly the same thing. He joked about how much he hated jury duty (not a problem in Saudi Arabia), how much he loathed the rain (Saudis would love rain), and how disgusted he was by the elderly woman in his building who wore "little shorts and a tube top" (not relatable for the man on the Riyadh street). Only once did he acknowledge the cultural divide, when introducing a long and particularly bleak section about putting his elderly father in a care home. That scenario might not land in Arab culture, he said, because "you're compassionate and shit."

When C.K. launched into the bit on Barely Legal magazine, I thought: Honestly, when was the last time anyone saw a physical porn mag? There are people alive today who are fully legal who haven't encountered one. By the end of the night, I was, somewhat unexpectedly, annoyed on behalf of the kingdom. You drop six or seven figures to fly in Louis C.K., and he won't even write some new material? Disrespectful. Send this man to the Ritz-Carlton.

One of the questions I wanted to answer in Riyadh was this: Who is the audience for a Louis C.K. gig in Saudi Arabia? The answer turned out to be a 60-40 mix of locals and expats. The two groups were easy to distinguish, because a lot of Saudi men in the audience wore the ankle-length white thobe and a traditional headdress; most Saudi women, despite the relaxation of the modesty laws, wear niqabs in public, covering their entire face apart from the eyes. (Some have jury-rigged these out of COVID masks alongside a regular headscarf.) The Westerners, by contrast, are in pants and shirts, and sometimes even shorts; the Saudi Tourism Authority asks visitors only to cover their elbows and knees. Within a five-star hotel like the Ritz-Carlton, anything goes. I saw a man who wasn't Louis C.K. waiting for the elevator in swim trunks and an open bathrobe.

There is another group in Saudi society--although, unsurprisingly, they were not conspicuous at the Louis C.K. show. More than 40 percent of the country's population are migrant workers from countries such as India, Bangladesh, and the Philippines, flown over to work in hotels and the construction industry. When I arrived at the airport, the immigration line was filled with the occupants of two planes that had just arrived from Dhaka and Mumbai. Every single person I saw was a man.


Passengers aboard the Riyadh Metro (Fayez Nureldine / AFP / Getty)




The Qasr Al-Hokm metro station in Riyadh. (Maya Anwar / Bloomberg / Getty)



The Riyadh Metro, which opened in December, reflects the tripartite nature of Saudi society. The trains have three carriages: "first class," which is filled with men in thobes; "family," home to foreign couples and women delicately lifting their niqab to sip iced coffee; and "single," disproportionately the preserve of African and South Asian men. The Riyadh Metro is far quieter, cleaner, and more efficient than, say, the New York subway. However, like so much Saudi luxury, it requires a supply of cheap labor last seen in English country houses of the 19th century. As we passed through Al-Urubah station, I watched a man on his hands and knees, polishing the metal rivets on the platform.

The gender balance in Saudi Arabia is deeply skewed: If you include migrants, the population has millions more men than women. This is a worry in a society that has fretted about the radical potential of alienated young men since at least 1979, when a fundamentalist militia stormed Mecca. The British novelist Hilary Mantel spent four years in Jeddah as the wife of a geologist in the 1980s, and found the experience so stifling that she wrote a novel about it. "If you left your husband's side in the supermarket, some sad man followed you and tried to touch you up in the frozen fish," she recalled later. "You were probably a prostitute anyway. Most European women were. Male desperation, loneliness and need, the misunderstandings they bred: these hung in the refrigerated air, permeating public spaces like dry ice." With so much wealth sloshing about, many young Saudi men had little need to work, but they also had few Sharia-approved outlets for leisure. Hard-line clerics forbade musical performances, alcohol, and even all-you-can-eat buffets.

From the April 2022 issue: Absolute power

After 9/11, though, the House of Saud was becoming alarmed about what it had indulged--and exported--by giving the clerics such power. Fifteen of the 19 hijackers on 9/11 were Saudi, as was Osama bin Laden, the son of a well-to-do family in the construction business. In 2003, al-Qaeda stopped being other people's problem, as some of its terrorists carried out a wave of suicide bombings in Riyadh. Potential jihadists have been deradicalized in specialist prisons through intensive lessons in correct Islam--plus money for a dowry and maybe even the gift of a Toyota. "No Saudi official will admit it on the record that the Kingdom's terrorist problem might boil down to sexual frustration," Robert Lacey wrote in his book Inside the Kingdom in 2010, "but if a social system bans hot-blooded young men from contact with the opposite sex during their most hot-blooded years, perhaps it is hardly surprising if some of them channel this frustration into violence." Bored young men in the Gulf once turned to jihad; now they have Jimmy Carr making jokes about dildos. This is called progress.

"I don't self-censor," Carr once said, when faced with a backlash against some of his material. "You have to be authentic and say it, and trust that the audience will get that it's a joke."

Luckily, there was no need to self-censor in Riyadh, because the government was happy to do that for him. The festival's big-money offers came with puppet strings attached. In late September, the comedian Atsuko Okatsuka posted the contract that she was offered for a 90-minute gig. She could not "degrade, defame or bring into public disrepute, contempt or scandal, embarrassment or ridicule" either the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, or "any religion, religious tradition, religious figure or religious practice." (She declined the invitation.) These conditions were later confirmed by the performer Bill Burr, and by Louis C.K., who told Bill Maher: "They said there's only two restrictions--their religion and their government. I don't have jokes about those two things."

The news of the restrictions prompted a minor civil war among comedians. Suddenly, on podcasts and social media, every comic in America seemed to be discussing why they were going to Riyadh, why they weren't going to Riyadh, or how they would have gone to Riyadh if only they'd been invited. "From the folks that brought you 9/11," Marc Maron riffed in a stand-up routine posted to Instagram. "Two weeks of laughter in the desert." David Cross, who came up alongside Louis C.K. in the 1980s and '90s, took a different line. "All of your bitching about 'cancel culture' and 'freedom of speech' and all that shit? Done," he wrote in a statement. "You don't get to talk about it ever again. By now we've all seen the contract you had to sign." ("I'm glad these guys brought this stuff up," Louis C.K. told Maher. He had "mixed feelings" about the festival, and "struggled about going once I started hearing what everyone was saying.") Dave Chappelle went, gave no explanation, and said on stage in Riyadh that he felt freer to speak than he does in America. Jessica Kirson also went, regretted it, and said she donated the fee to a human-rights charity.

One of the main points of contention was that this wasn't just a festival in Saudi Arabia; this was performing at the pleasure of the Saudi state. The General Entertainment Authority--essentially the government's Ministry of State-Mandated Fun and Laughter--organized the festival and is overseen by Turki al-Sheikh, a close ally of MBS. (They bonded over their shared love of video games.) Like MBS himself, al-Sheikh is a zealous modernizer with zero tolerance for criticism; some of his critics have reportedly been locked up in jail for unflattering tweets.

So why take his money? The most common defense was not, as you might expect, the Jim Jefferies one: all that hokum about comedians as emissaries of peace and brotherly love. No, the biggest rationalization was that America does bad shit too. Dillon, for example, cited U.S. support for Israel's war in Gaza as a reason not to single out Saudi Arabia for criticism. Some comics' lack of belief in America as a moral force for good was accompanied by an ambient nihilism. On the podcast 2 Bears, 1 Cave, Stavros Halkias and Chris Distefano agonized over whether to accept invitations to perform. "All entertainment money is fucking blood money," said Halkias. He didn't go; Distefano did.

And so did Bill Burr. When he returned from Riyadh, Burr gushed about the experience on his podcast, Monday Morning. "My whole fucking idea of Saudi Arabia is what I've seen on the news," he said. "I literally think I'm going to fucking land, you know, and everybody's going to be screaming 'Death to America!' and they're going to have like fucking machetes and want to like chop my head off, right?" However, "everybody's just regular--like, shooting the shit." (His next special should be called Bill Burr's Low Bar.) How could Riyadh be an ethically troubling destination, he added, when it was full of American food brands--Starbucks, McDonald's, Chili's? Nowhere with a Dunkin' could be that bad, surely. He might not have known about Deera Square, a short drive from ANB Arena. Known locally as Chop-Chop Square, it's the traditional location of public beheadings in Riyadh. Although the Saudis executed a record 345 people last year, public beheadings are now considered declasse, having been ruined by the Islamic State. I'm sure Burr could do something funny with that.

Burr's words reflect the bland incuriosity that accrues with wealth. As I ate dinner one night at the Ritz-Carlton, in a Chinese restaurant overlooking the indoor swimming pool, I reflected that the promise of a five-star hotel is insulation, a cocoon against the outside world. A rich person--a successful comedian, say--could glide from the business-class lounge to the front of the aircraft to an air-conditioned limo to a luxury hotel where your dinner is interrupted by five different people asking if everything is okay. Live enough days like this, and the whole world becomes your bellhop. No wonder these guys like Saudi Arabia. The way that daily life bends around rich people is that little bit more obvious here.

After several days of backlash to his naive musings, Burr returned with another thought: His critics, he told Conan O'Brien, were "sanctimonious cunts." For me, the fairer complaint is that Western detractors were thinking about the festival the wrong way. They deemed it a PR disaster for Saudi Arabia because it exposed the regime's hypocrisy about free speech and the performers' cynicism. On the contrary, the festival said to middle-class Saudis: Do you need the vote if you have lots of money and Louis C.K.? That's a trade-off that even many Americans would accept.

Burr also told O'Brien something that I fear is correct: that American society was moving toward Saudi illiberalism by "fucking grabbing moms and dads and sticking them in a van for making illegally made fucking tacos." This, to me, was the greatest irony of the Riyadh Comedy Festival. With its Cheesecake Factory outlets and newfound interest in comedy, Saudi Arabia is becoming more American--just as America is becoming more Saudi. In the U.S., the government is stifling the media, due process is being eroded, the ruler's relatives are sent on quasi-governmental missions, and businessmen make overt displays of loyalty. Donald Trump's White House has given up lecturing other countries on their human-rights records and adopted a purely transactional approach to foreign affairs. Comedians are just following his lead.



Rush-hour traffic in Riyadh (Jeremy Suyker / Bloomberg / Getty)



On the plane home to London I spotted Andrew Maxwell, who had warmed up for Carr and C.K. He and I have appeared on British radio together, and he was more than happy to talk about why he had taken the Riyadh gig. "I grew up in a de facto theocracy," he told me, referring to Ireland. "You couldn't get divorced. Abortion was illegal. Being gay was illegal. Yes, it was a democracy, but the church was everywhere. And in 10, 15 years, when I was growing up, it all changed." He hoped that Saudi Arabia was undergoing a similar process. The country was "speedrunning" toward modernity, he said, whereas the West had taken 500 years to get there, with a lot of bloodshed.

And the Saudis are hardly the only ones limiting what comedians can say. "That list of restrictions? That is no different from a corporate event," he told me. "Every single famous comedian you've ever heard of has done private events. I'm not remotely laissez-faire about freedom of speech, but you've got to start where people are. We tried top-down state-building in the Middle East, and it failed." I told him this was the most sincere defense I'd heard for participating in the festival. "It's not a defense. It's a fact," he said without rancor.

What about taking money from the Saudi government? "You and I have worked for the BBC," he replied--Britain's state-funded broadcaster. I countered that the BBC had not, to the best of my knowledge, dismembered anyone. Things weren't the same in the Gulf states, he said. "You don't retire like Tony Blair and run a fucking institute. It's like Game of Thrones. You rule or you die."

The night before the big event, Maxwell had gone with Louis C.K. to the Comedy Pod, a 180-seater stand-up club in Riyadh. Both men did their sets (in English) to an audience of local comics, who started applauding before C.K. had even said a word. "Louis got a standing ovation on, and another off," Maxwell said. The atmosphere reminded him of the Dublin club where he came up in the 1990s--a small space where young comics gathered to workshop material and check out the competition.

Louis C.K. referenced the Riyadh club onstage, at the very end of his set, telling the audience what a great time he'd had, and asked them to applaud the Saudi comedians who perform there. The thing was, Louis C.K. said, comedy was the same everywhere, and so it could bring people together. Even though Riyadh's comics were performing in Arabic, he went on, "it was all the same jokes. Your wife's a pain in the ass. You can tell."



*Illustration sources: Dante Ramos; Fayez Nuraldine / AFP / Getty; Theo Wargo / Getty.
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The Last Days of the Pentagon Press Corps

I've been evicted from a building I've covered for 18 years. I'll keep doing my job anyway.

by Nancy A. Youssef




The first person I saw when I walked into the Pentagon for the final time was Jimmy. I don't even know his last name, but I know his story. Before he started work at the labyrinthine headquarters of America's armed forces, he was a medic with the Marines. For the past 21 years, he has been a building police officer and an unofficial, affable greeter. Jimmy only told me about his military career in 2021, the morning after 13 troops were killed in a suicide bombing at the entrance of the Kabul airport amid the chaotic U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. Everyone talked about the 11 Marines killed that day, but Jimmy remembered the one Navy corpsman among them, a medic who, like him, had been assigned to travel with the unit, just in case.



For nearly two decades, Jimmy stood guard beside two large mosaics showing the faces of the nearly 3,000 people killed in the September 11, 2001, attacks. The displays came down during the pandemic, a symbol of a nation that had moved on from the War on Terror and was beginning to focus on new threats. Last month, President Donald Trump told troops that the country's adversary was "the enemy within."



Nearly all of the Pentagon press corps is leaving the building this week, barred from working there under restrictions imposed by the Trump administration. My fellow journalists and I will continue to do our jobs, reporting on the U.S. military in every way we know how. But something is lost when the leadership of the Department of Defense chooses to close itself off to scrutiny in the way it has. On the most basic level, the public loses access to information it has a right to know, along with the right to ask questions of those entrusted with spending nearly $1 trillion from taxes and managing 3 million employees. But something intangible is lost too, including the privilege of meeting people like Jimmy, whose names may never appear in print but who are essential to how we understand the U.S. military. Before I had even crossed the vestibule to enter the building this morning, I was thinking about the stories I would no longer hear, the people I would never meet.



In the afternoon, officials confiscated the Pentagon press badges of hundreds of journalists, including mine. Dozens of news organizations had reached the same conclusion: The Pentagon's new, 21-page press restrictions prevented us from doing basic news gathering, compromised our First Amendment rights, and disregarded the public's right to know. News organizations, including this one, decided that we would rather cover the military without building access than do it under the Pentagon's terms.



Read: Why is the Pentagon afraid of the press?



"We fundamentally oppose the restrictions that the Trump administration is imposing on journalists who are reporting on matters of defense and national security," Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, said in a statement on Monday announcing that we would not agree to the new terms. "The requirements violate our First Amendment rights, and the rights of Americans who seek to know how taxpayer-funded military resources and personnel are being deployed."



Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, in justifying what he has described as "common sense" changes, has misrepresented what journalists and Pentagon officials have done since the building opened in 1943. He has insisted that all he is doing is asking the press to wear badges, to not roam the building unfettered, and to make sure those with access to classified information do their jobs correctly. The truth is that we have always worn badges and we never had unfettered access in the building. And although serious news organizations have always taken into account national-security considerations when deciding what to publish, they do so while also considering the importance of information being made public.



As far as anyone knows, no security breach by any Pentagon journalists brought about the new restrictions. Indeed, the biggest violation of national-security norms since Hegseth entered the building 10 months ago was by Hegseth himself, when he moved sensitive plans about upcoming air strikes on Yemen from a secure government system to a nongovernmental app, Signal, and shared them with this magazine's editor in chief.



Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans



Hegseth's disdain for critical coverage of any kind has been evident since he took office. Within weeks, he evicted several news organizations from their workspaces. Then he barred journalists from using the press-briefing room. In May, he restricted the press to a handful of the Pentagon's 17.5 miles of hallways. In all, there have been only two Hegseth press briefings and two others on camera by his top spokesperson. Instead, Hegseth and his press team have relied on social media, posting a steady stream of attacks on reporters and their stories, and even on retired military leaders. After several news organizations posted explanations of why they would not agree to the new rules, Hegseth retweeted their messages with the waving-hand emoji. Bringing back the "warrior ethos," as Hegseth has repeatedly vowed to do, apparently includes keyboard warriors.



As journalists walked out of the building, taking our collective centuries of experience on the beat with us, we passed dozens of locked doors leading to secure rooms that we have never entered. Inside those rooms sat career military officers and civilians, some of whom believe that the oath to protect secrets and the responsibility to engage with the American public through the press are two values that can coexist.



In recent days, mid-level troops have been reaching out to me, unsolicited, and promising that they would keep providing journalists with information, not to snub their civilian leaders but to uphold the values embedded in the Constitution. Retired spokespeople have written to me to say that they, too, have felt like they are losing something with the media's departure.



As I said goodbye to the cleaning crews, the Pentagon police, the troops, and the longtime civilian staffers, what I heard was, in effect, a collective sigh. I repeatedly heard stories of people asking themselves, How long can I stay here? Some said they were tired of watching colleagues be pushed out, fearful of when they themselves would be asked to sign new rules that they felt went against their oath to defend the Constitution or their personal ethics. "I am tired of new rules," one civilian told me. "They clearly don't want us," an Army colonel said.



The worries I heard have been, for many, growing for some time. When Hegseth summoned the military's top generals and commanders to Quantico, Virginia, last month, some told their staffs that they feared they would be asked to take a loyalty oath and were considering how they might respond. (There was no oath, but the defense secretary did announce plans to drive out anyone who can't meet physical-fitness standards. Hegseth later issued a memo ordering troops to watch or read his speech.)



Read: Hundreds of generals try to keep a straight face



By the time of the speech, the press corps was already preparing to have to walk out, having reviewed a draft of the new restrictions. From now on, there will be few, if any, independent journalists in the building to question top defense officials or to banter with the troops. The restrictions will likely reach military installations across the country and overseas as well. We won't be seeing service members on the front lines, out at sea, or aboard cargo planes--unless it's through imagery approved by the Defense Department. Some of my colleagues have put their lives on the line in defense of the public's right to information.



Reporting in this new environment will not be easy. Even before today, the Pentagon severely restricted the flow of information to the American public. As the sound of packing tape sliding across moving boxes reverberated in our bullpen yesterday, reporters noticed a social-media post by Trump announcing that the U.S. had struck a boat near Venezuela, killing six alleged narco traffickers. As we had after the four previous strikes, we asked Pentagon officials what kind of ordnance the U.S. military used, the legal basis for the strike, and the identities of those who were killed. The Pentagon declined to answer. Similarly, officials have given scant information about the deployment of National Guard troops on American soil--in Portland, Oregon; Chicago; Washington, D.C.; Memphis; and Los Angeles--with more likely to follow.



Read: The boat strikes are just the beginning



As we packed up our belongings this week--thick reports, battered helmets, expired Girl Scout cookies--department officials walked through the media area to assess what would soon be their space. The six closet-size booths assigned to television networks were largely bare, emptied of video equipment. Those spaces allowed the public to hear the phrase "Live from the Pentagon" through the Vietnam and Gulf Wars, on 9/11, and, more recently, after U.S. strikes on Iran. Because it usually takes years for reporters to feel truly comfortable in their knowledge of the Pentagon, many stay on for decades. In the print bullpen, home to a few notorious pack rats, we scrounged through papers that dated back to the previous century as well as more recent evidence that the military had once been far friendlier to the press. That included a 2007 Air Force Public Affairs directory, which listed contact information at every base. It was 86 pages. Meanwhile, we couldn't even say goodbye to the Air Force press desk today, because their offices are located in an area Hegseth had already deemed off-limits.



One way to reach our offices was to walk through a corridor dedicated to the military's commitment to engaging with the press. At the end is a large sign outlining the department's Principles of Information, signed less than two months after the 9/11 attacks.

"It is the policy of the Department of Defense to make available timely and accurate information so that the public, the Congress, and the news media may assess and understand the facts about national security and defense strategy" the George W. Bush-era document states. "A free flow of general and military information shall be made available, without censorship or propaganda, to the men and women of the Armed Forces and their dependents."

The day before our departure, one reporter placed signs throughout our soon-to-be-vacated spaces that read Journalism is not a crime. As soon as members of Hegseth's staff saw the signs, they tore them down.
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Job Interviews Are Broken

People are sneaking answers from AI, and who can blame them?

by Ian Bogost




"Interviews are NOT real anymore." So reads the opening caption of a TikTok posted in September, punctuated by the skull-and-crossbones emoji. In the video, a young woman interviews for a job on a video call. She has a smartphone propped up against her laptop screen, so she can read off the responses that an AI app has composed for her: "Um, yeah, so, one of my key strengths is my adaptability." She's got a point. Getting generative artificial intelligence to whisper into your ear during a job interview certainly counts as adaptable.

More clips from the same alleged job interview give the app a further showcase. "I prioritize clear communication and actively listen," a woman says in one, as she reads from a phone instead of actively listening. Another such post, which has racked up 5.3 million views, is subtitled "My interviewer thought he caught me using Ai in our LIVE interview." It shows the same potential boss from all the other videos asking her to share her screen and click through her browser tabs. After doing this, she resumes reading off her phone. "Little did he know," the subtitle says.

AI-job-search anxiety has been growing for some time. In the past few years, employers started using AI to "read" and screen the thousands of resumes they may receive for each job posting; job searchers began to deluge HR departments (or at least their automated filters) with AI-generated applications; and companies began employing AI agents--fake people--to conduct their first-round interviews. Imagine eating a hearty breakfast, donning your best blazer, and discovering that you'll be judged by a robo-recruiter.

By this spring, the arms race had advanced to the point where, apparently, applicants were using AI assistants to supply them with material for computer-programming interviews on Zoom. In August, The Wall Street Journal reported that AI is "forcing the return of the in-person job interview," and that big firms such as Cisco and McKinsey have been urging hiring managers to meet with candidates in person at least once on account of the technology.

The letter of these reports suggest a simple story of innocence and malfeasance. Some HR companies have even described the phenomenon as "interview fraud," attributing something akin to criminal intent to the job seekers who might pursue it. But the more I investigated and considered the circumstances, the less that label seemed appropriate. Something weirder is taking place. In the context of a tightening economy, employers have turned a powerful technology against their prospective employees. Who could blame the job seekers for retaliating?

Is a lot of "interview fraud" even really happening? TikTok seems to show a rising trend; posts depict job candidates--especially young ones afflicted by a difficult, AI-degraded job market--who have started using AI to game the interviews themselves. But on closer look, many of these videos are not documenting a scandal so much as wishing one into existence--and monetizing the result. For instance, the ones described above, with the woman who had her phone propped up against her laptop, were posted by an account called @applicationintel, which displays a bio that urges viewers to download an AI app called "AiApply."

I found many others of this kind. An AI-interview-software company called LockedIn AI posts on TikTok about how to "Crush Any Job Interview" with its tools. Kazuyoshi Fujimoto, a young professional engineer with a side hustle as a "career expert," has a series of posts with subtitles like "My brother is interviewing for a $469k engineer job using AI." Fujimoto answered my request to talk for this story, but stopped responding when I followed up to ask whether any of his posts were staged.

The fact that AI-interviewing services are being pushed by TikTok influencers suggests that there is money to be made from this idea, and that these products' customers are real. I wanted to see whether those customers were buying something useful. In one of his TikTok posts, Fujimoto recommends a tool he likes called Final Round AI, which "listens in real time" and "suggests killer responses." I decided to sign up to see how it worked. (A basic subscription is free; one that allows unlimited live interviews and hides the app during screen sharing costs $96 a month.)

After opening the Final Round "Interview Copilot," you have to tell it about the role for which you will be interviewing. By default, there are a few dozen options--and almost all of them are in software development or its orbit. I settled on "content writer" (ugh) as the closest match to what I'm doing here and started on a practice interview. I asked Final Round AI to supply me with an answer to this potential question: "If I assigned you a story on people using AI to cheat on job interviews, how would you approach that topic?"

It returned a lengthy, milquetoast answer that began, "First, I'd want to really understand the scope of the issue. How widespread is this? Are we talking about a few isolated incidents, or a growing trend? Also, I'd immediately flag the ethical considerations. This isn't just about tech; it's about fairness, integrity, and the future of work." The entire thing was plausible in the way LLM responses often are; if an aspiring writer provided this response during a genuine interview, it wouldn't be wrong so much as uninspired. It is the sound of a person performing the role of a job candidate, rather than one actually pursuing a job. (Final Round AI did not respond to my request to discuss its software for this story.)

Reading the app's suggested interview response, and imagining myself actually delivering it with a straight face on a Zoom, brought to mind the opening scene from the 1990 film Joe Versus the Volcano, in which the title character arrives at work while his boss, Mr. Waturi, takes a phone call in the background. "I know he can get the job," Mr. Waturi says into the handset. "But can he do the job?" Mr. Waturi repeats that sentence, varying his emphasis, over and over.



On its surface, Mr. Waturi's question is a good one: A person can carry out the rituals of employability--assembling a good resume, performing effectively at an interview, even carrying out a satisfactory test-case work assignment--and still be unable to produce useful results in the workplace. Today's AI-interviewing tools would seem to make this problem worse: Now almost anyone can get the job, with automated help. Whether they can really do it is irrelevant. Just as students can now fake their way through school and college, what's to stop them from cutting corners on their way into Meta or McKinsey?

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

But the film also makes clear that Mr. Waturi's concern with job performance is vacuous. Joe's dreary, squalid workplace, called American Panascope, is described as "Home of the Rectal Probe." Given this backdrop of hostility toward the firm's workers and its customers alike, Mr. Waturi's incantation, I know he can get the job, but can he do the job?, comes across as bureaucratic nonsense, an exercise in the mere appearance of high standards. Joe, the defeated salaryman, takes all this in as he hangs his coat and hat: What would it even mean to do the job when the job is so meaningless?

This question reemerges in a twisted form today, when the same companies that worry over being duped by AI-assisted applicants would love to have a workforce that makes use of AI in lots of other ways. The people who use Final Round AI to get their software-engineering jobs might be superbly qualified, in fact, to do those jobs in just the way their bosses would prefer. And if consulting is an industry that steals your watch to tell you the time (as the classic line goes), then a junior consultant who used AI to fake his way into the role might well be on the road to make partner.

For some time now, workers--and especially young ones--have become ever more detached from their work lives. David Graeber called the roles they end up taking for lack of any better option "bullshit jobs." Internet culture has more recently nicknamed them "email jobs": work whose purpose is so cryptic, its effort detaches from motivations and outcomes, personal or professional. The Millennials who graduated into the Great Recession talked about LARPing their own jobs in order to reconcile this divide. Cheating on a job interview with AI feels like a realization of that vision: You are no longer a job candidate, but a person playing the role of one.

But wait, isn't a junior-associate position at McKinsey or "a $469k engineer job" distinct from the sort of dead-end, bullshit job that produces so much workplace alienation? Yes and no. If you can land a role like that, certainly it may pay you well, and confer a degree of social status. But the pursuit of nearly every form of office job, even those that demand a particular credential and specific experience, has become a hellish ordeal. Candidates submit forms and resumes into LinkedIn or Workday, where they may be chewed up by AI processors and then consumed without response, or else advanced to interviews (which may also be conducted by AI). No matter who you are, the process of being considered for a job may be so terrible by now that any hidden edge in getting through it would be welcome.

Rewatching the AI-interview TikToks with new empathy for the young professionals who seek employment in today's chaotic marketplace, I noticed a pattern I had previously overlooked: a realpolitik of resigned desperation. Some presented themselves as using AI to generate bespoke resumes in response to specific job postings, an act that now seems necessary to get around the AI filters that may perform first-round culling. One young woman offered tips for using AI to prepare for job interviews: Instead of buying an app that listens in and tells you what to say, she suggested using the technology to generate sample questions that you might be asked, so you can practice answering them. She titled the video, "How to use AI to pass ANY interview."

This language struck me as both incisive and honest. Passing is a contemporary life philosophy, one adopted by habit rather than duplicity. Ironic detachment has moved well beyond LARPing a career. Now one simply attempts, against the odds, to luck into a career, or at least the appearance of one. Today, students might use AI to write college-entrance essays so that they can get into college, where they use AI to complete assignments on their way to degrees, so they can use AI to cash out those degrees in jobs, so they can use AI to carry out the duties of those jobs. The best one can do--the best one can hope for--is to get to the successive stage of the process by whatever means necessary and, once there, to figure out a way to progress to the next one. Fake it 'til you make it has given way to Fake it 'til you fake it.

Nobody has time to question, nor the power to change, this situation. You need to pay rent, and buy slop bowls, and stumble forward into the murk of tomorrow. So you read what the computer tells you to say when asked why you are passionate about enterprise B2B SaaS sales or social-media marketing. This is not an earnest question, but a gate erected between one thing and the next. Using whatever mechanisms you can to get ahead is not ignoble; it's compulsory. If you can't even get the job, how can you pretend to do it?
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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 3:55 p.m. ET on October 15, 2025.


Atlantic Trivia reaches Week 3, which is by definition the most trivial of all: The word trivia originally referred to places where three (tri-) roads (-via) met in a crossing. If those slouch Romans had been more industrious builders, we might be playing quintivia or even septivia today.

That three-way intersection semantically drifted to mean "an open place," which morphed into "public," which turned into "commonplace"--hence, trivial. Read on for questions that are anything but.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, October 15, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Nancy A. Youssef:

	A phrase from ancient Rome that describes superficial appeasements meant to keep the public from becoming too dissatisfied with its government refers to what two offerings?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's "The MAGA-fication of Sports Continues"
 	Around the turn of the 20th century, a U.S. senator from Wisconsin--the Dairy State--described what food product invented a few decades prior as "matured under the chill of death, blended with vegetable oils and flavored by chemical tricks"?
 -- From Olga Khazan's "Avoiding Ultra-Processed Foods Is Completely Unrealistic"
 	The comedian Marc Maron's industry-revolutionizing podcast, which ended this week after 16 years, was known by what common (well, depending on the coarseness of your social circle) three-letter initialism?
 -- From David Sims's "The Radical Empathy of a Low-Key Chat Show"




And by the way, did you know that the first commonly accepted instance of a flag being lowered to half-mast in mourning was in 1612, when a Greenlandic Inuit killed a British explorer (apparently in revenge for the kidnapping of other Inuit by Brits), and the chap's ship sailed back to London with its flag hanging low?

That seems late to me! But boy, have we made up for it: In just the past 15 years, New York State alone has set the flag to half-staff more than 250 times. At least one Atlantic contributor thinks we need to dial it back.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bread and circuses. The mixed-martial-arts cage match to be held on the White House grounds in June might seem like this, but Sally says it goes deeper, right to the heart of sports-audience psychology: Donald Trump wants people to picture him as an absolute winner. Read more.
 	Margarine. Clearly, we've been maligning ultra-processed foods for a very long time now--and to be clear, Olga is not saying that they are good! Just that they are pretty bad but entirely unavoidable--so where do eaters (and parents of eaters) go from here? Read more.
 	WTF. Fittingly, the show could be grouchy, David writes, but more than anything else, it was weekly proof of the power of human connection. The finale wasn't the best WTF, but it was arguably the most WTF. 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 striking fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 14, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	What actor wrote in one of her memoirs that it was second nature for her to play "birdbrains," including characters whose sentences were full of "ums," "you-knows," "oh-wells," and, perhaps most famously, "la di da, la di das"?
 -- From Adrienne LaFrance's "The Romantic" 
 	Russia's new messaging, file-sharing, and money-transferring app, Max--now required by government order to come installed on every new phone sold in the country--has prompted analogies to what Chinese "everything app"?
 -- From Justin Sherman's "Putin Has a New Tool to Monitor Russians" 
 	Along with the less acidic, more bitter robusta bean, what species of coffee makes up almost all global coffee production?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The Drink That Americans Won't Give Up Without a Fight"




And by the way, did you know that some of the ancient writer Sappho's poetry--most of which was lost--was discovered on bits of papyrus stuffed inside a mummified crocodile? I would like to think that this was to imbue the mummy with a love of beauty or some other virtue, like putting a charm in a Build-A-Bear. More likely, the stuffer just wanted the croc to keep its shape, and Sappho's verse was handy scrap paper. Please nobody tell her.



Answers:

	Diane Keaton. The star, who died Saturday, often "unconvincingly" downplayed her talents, Adrienne writes. Insecurity dogged Keaton, but she readily saw beauty in the people and things around her, and spent her whole life chasing it. Read more.
 	WeChat. Sherman writes that Russia's app is a step toward the device-level surveillance China achieved with WeChat, which its citizens use for social media, digital payments, and a thousand other elements of daily life--and from which the government can pluck what data it likes. Read more.
 	Arabica. Thanks to tariffs, futures for the species have gone up nearly $1 since July, Ellen reports, and coffee generally is almost 40 percent more expensive in the United States than it was a year ago. Policy makers are scrambling because, I don't know if you've heard, but Americans need their coffee. Read more.
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Why Is Trump Making Excuses for Hamas?

The president seems undisturbed by the terrorist group's murderous campaign against dissidents. In fact, he seems to admire it.

by Jonathan Chait




Until recently, open support for Hamas in the United States was confined to the far left. The national chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, which circulated talking points supporting the October 7 attacks, has lately declared on Instagram "DEATH TO COLLABORATORS." But the notorious terrorist organization has found a new defender: President Donald Trump.

On Sunday evening, a reporter asked the president about reports that Hamas is reestablishing its authority in the Gaza Strip by executing its rivals. Trump said that the group is merely cracking down on crime, for which it has American approval.

"They do want to stop the problems, and they've been open about it, and we gave them approval for a period of time," he said. "We are having 'em watch that there's not going to be big crime or some of the problems that you have when you have areas like this that have been literally demolished."

Read: How Trump pushed Israel and Hamas to yes

Yesterday, talking with reporters in the White House, Trump added more detail to his defense of Hamas. "They did take out a couple of gangs that were very bad--very, very bad gangs," he said. "And they did take 'em out. And they killed a number of gang members. And that didn't bother me much, to be honest with you. That's okay. A couple of very bad gangs."

Why is Trump praising one of the world's most violent and fanatical terrorist organizations as crime-fighting guardians of public order? Two motives spring to mind.

First, Trump is invested in his cease-fire deal between Israel and Hamas. The terms of the pact are shaky, though. Hamas has agreed to release the bodies of its remaining Israeli hostages, but the group is reluctant to heed demands that it give up power. Its frantic campaign of murder and intimidation against alleged gangsters and gangs--who are mostly anti-Hamas armed groups and dissidents, some with ties to Israel--seems designed to foreclose the political transformation the deal calls for. Admitting that this violence poses a dire threat to the prospect of peace in the region would challenge Trump's claim to have brought about a historic truce. And so he is reflexively brushing off any news that seems to undermine his own achievement.

A second, more disturbing explanation is that Trump genuinely does not distinguish between crime-fighting and authoritarian crackdowns. He has praised authoritarian governments elsewhere for using force to suppress protests. In 1990, he told Playboy that China had mistakenly allowed some protests before wisely reversing course: "When the students poured into Tiananmen Square, the Chinese government almost blew it. Then they were vicious, they were horrible, but they put it down with strength. That shows you the power of strength. Our country is right now perceived as weak."

Trump has long praised autocrats who suppress dissent, including Russian President Vladimir Putin, the North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. At a press event on Monday, he praised the dictatorship of Egypt's Abdel Fattah el-Sisi for its supposed tough-on-crime stance: "It's about leadership, and it's really nice when you say, 'How is your crime situation?,' and they don't even know what you're talking about. 'What do you mean crime? We don't have crime.' Because if he has crime, he puts it out very quickly." Rather than recoil at the sight of masked goons carrying out street justice without due process, Trump seems similarly inclined to praise Hamas for being tough on crime.

Graeme Wood: One era ends in Gaza, and another begins

The suggestion that Trump sees Hamas's tactics as admirable may sound uncharitable, but Trump himself likened Hamas's approach to his own. Elaborating on his defense of Hamas yesterday, Trump said, "You know, it's no different than other countries. Like, Venezuela sent their gangs into us, and we took care of those gangs. We have Washington, D.C.--it's one of the safest cities in the country. It was one of the worst cities in the country if you go back just a little while ago."

To be clear, it is different: American cities such as Washington, D.C., may be occupied by the National Guard, but U.S. soldiers are not summarily executing people on the streets. Likewise, the spreading abuses associated with ICE's crackdown fall short of Hamas-level brutality.

Yet Trump's cavalier acceptance of these horrors, and his instinct to equate them with his own domestic crackdown, is revealing. It shows how easily he sees crime-fighting as a valid pretext for the naked murder of political rivals. It also shows that he observes no distinction between the level of force he ought to be able to apply and the unaccountable cruelty exercised by one of the world's most ruthless regimes.
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When Conservatism Meant Freedom

The biographer Charles Moore on Margaret Thatcher's legacy, the soul of conservatism, and what today's right has forgotten. Plus: David Frum on the current government shutdown and Stefan Zweig's <em>The World of Yesterday</em>.

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 observations about the ongoing government shutdown, how it could be a strategic mistake for Republicans, and why this political standoff is best understood as a "quasi-election" about the rule of law itself.

Then Frum is joined by Lord Charles Moore, the authorized biographer of Margaret Thatcher, to mark the centenary of her birth. Together, they look back on Thatcher's transformation of Britain, from nationalized stagnation to a revitalized free-market democracy, and her alliance with Ronald Reagan, which helped bring the Cold War to a close. Moore explains how Thatcher's belief in "law-based liberty" and her defense of national sovereignty set her apart from both libertarians and nationalists, and why her example of disciplined, principled leadership feels more and more distant in the politics of today.

In the book segment, Frum discusses Stefan Zweig's The World of Yesterday, and reflects on exile, despair, and why holding on to hope, rather than despair, matters when history suddenly turns dark.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum:    Hello and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Charles Moore, the authorized biographer of Margaret Thatcher, and we'll be discussing the life of British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in this, her 100th-anniversary birthday month. At the end of the conversation, in the final segment of the show, I'll discuss the book The World of Yesterday by the Austrian Jewish writer Stefan Zweig.

Before beginning either of these segments, however, I want to open with some thoughts about events in Washington at the moment: the government shutdown that began on the 1st of October. I record this episode on the weekend of Canadian Thanksgiving, American Columbus Day--speaking to you from, in fact, Ontario, Canada--and the government is shut down as I record. It looks very unlikely that the United States government can possibly reopen before the 14th of October, and the shutdown may extend longer than that.

Now, a shutdown is a very strange thing in American government because the government is sort of shut down and sort of not. Interest on the debt continues to be paid, Social Security checks continue to be issued, and many essential functions of government continue. As you've all noticed, the ICE guys have not stopped throwing people into the back of trucks, and the military continues to do its operations. All of these essential services continue to be performed, even if the people who perform them continue not to be paid, and even if you think some of those services may be a little less essential than others. But many aspects of the government do shut down and many essential workers sort of self-shut down. If you've tried to fly by air in this month of October, you've noticed a lot of delays. And that's because air-traffic controllers are regarded as essential workers, but since they're not paid, some of them call in sick and do other things: They take the day off. They drive Uber. They have ends to meet, the same as everybody else.

Government shutdowns are a recurring feature of the United States government. There was a government shutdown that lasted 34 days over Christmas in 2018, 2019. There was a government shutdown that lasted 16 days in 2013. There was a government shutdown that lasted 21 days in 1995, '96. But the most recent government shutdowns--'95, '96; 2013; and 2018, '19--were all started by Republicans and were all lost by Republicans. And from that experience, the Republicans of today drew a lesson that is guiding the politics of the shutdown in 2025.

Republicans concluded: We started those three prior shutdowns; we lost them. Therefore, whoever starts the shutdown will be the side that loses. And if we can maneuver the Democrats into being the side that shuts down the government, they must lose. And indeed, in 2025, it was the Democrats who failed to deliver the necessary votes to get over the hump of 60 votes in the Senate that would've kept the government open, so the Republican talking point that the Democrats did it is sort of true. But they made a miscalculation in understanding the pattern. It may be that the reason that Republicans lost the past three shutdowns--'95, 2013, and 2018, '19--was that they initiated it, but as we see this shutdown unfold and the Democrats seem not to be losing, maybe what matters more is not who did it, but why.

In 1995, the Newt Gingrich Republicans shut down the United States government to try to force cuts in Medicare on the Bill Clinton administration. In 2013, the new Tea Party Republican majority in the House tried to shut down the government to force the Obama administration to roll back a lot of its subsidies to health-care plans under the Affordable Care Act. So in both those first two cases, the shutdown was about the Republicans trying to cut funds to health-care spending, the Democrats were resisting, and the Republicans initiated the shutdown and then lost. In 2018, 2019, the Republicans initiated the shutdown to try to force Democrats to give them more money for President Trump's border wall, and they didn't get it; they lost that fight too. And they lost the fight because of the why: that Americans did not agree with Donald Trump that it was urgent to spend billions upon billions of dollars to build a wall across the United States border.

In this present shutdown fight, the Democrats may have initiated it, but unlike the Republicans in '95 and 2013, they initiated it to defend health-care subsidies, not to take them away. And that may turn out to be the thing that matters--not the who, but the why. We'll see the result.

But I wanna think a little bit about the strangeness of this particular battle. Now, Donald Trump is trying to force the Democrats' hand by using the shutdown as an opportunity to inflict pain on Democratic constituencies: stopping the flow of programs that benefit blue states, construction and other kinds of programs like that, and furloughing and then firing large numbers of government workers who are regarded as Democratic constituencies. Much of the government, by the way, is staffed by people who probably vote Republican. Federal prisons, the guards there probably are Republican leaners. ICE seems to be Donald Trump's personal militia, so they, presumably, are voting for him. And the military votes in probably the way, more or less, the way the rest of America votes: It's, I'm sure, quite split down the middle. But many of the civilian functions are thought to be, or at least Donald Trump thinks them to be, more Democrat than Republican. And if you can fire the workers at the CDC, that's a pain point for Democrats. That's a pain point for Democratic blue states, Maryland and Virginia. And by imposing pain, he can force the conclusion of the agreement on his terms.

I mentioned at the start, or I think I mentioned at the start, that this is a uniquely American event. Government shutdowns don't happen in other countries. And the reason they don't is because most countries are parliamentary systems. The parliament votes the supply, the money, and the executive spends the supply. If the executive can't get a vote in parliament to authorize the supply, then the executive falls; that's a loss of confidence. And the prime minister or the chancellor loses power, and there's an election--or a shuffle of coalitions, at least.

Now, the United States cannot have these kinds of elections at other than the statutory times, but in a way, what is going on in a government shutdown is exactly the kind of event that would, in another country, force an election--in a way, the legislature saying, The executive has lost our confidence. We won't vote supply, and we are withholding supply until the executive changes its ways. What it is, it's a kind of artificial election; it's an election in miniature. And as Democrats think about what their strategy is, thinking of this shutdown as something that would be an election if it were happening in Canada or Germany or Britain is a way for them to think about it.

Because the reason they're withholding supply from the Trump administration is not just because of an argument about how generous health-care subsidies should be. That's the ground the Democrats picked, but that's not what this fight is really about. This fight is about the rule of law because the background to it is: Any deal you strike with the Trump administration on spending, the Trump administration has said, We're not bound by it. We declare our intent, we assert our right to refuse to spend funds that Congress has appropriated. So even if there were a deal where Congress said today, Here's the funding deal, and the Trump administration said, Right, that's the funding deal, the Trump administration could then walk out the door into the next room and say, That deal we agreed to five minutes ago? We're repudiating it. We're holding things back.

And meanwhile, Democrats are also saying, Why would the parliament, the Congress, vote supply to an executive that is breaking the law in all kinds of other ways? Carrying out killing people on the high seas without the approval of Congress; detaining, arresting, deporting, imprisoning, torturing people without any kind of grant of power to do that--not that there ever could be a grant of power, literally, to torture people; and using the power of the presidency to identify specific people whom the president doesn't like as targets for selective criminal prosecution.

Congress is forcing a kind of quasi-election on this question. Now, there won't be a vote in the public, but there will be movement in the polls that will cause one side in Congress or the other to panic and to say, If there were an election, we would lose it. And the consciousness that if the election were today, you would lose has an effect on behavior not as legal as an outright election, where you actually do lose power, but it concentrates the mind. And we'll be seeing, over the coming days, one party in Congress or the other realizing, If the election were today, we would probably lose, and that will begin to affect their behavior in one way or another.

So if you think of this government shutdown, actually, it's kind of American government functioning in a uniquely American way, but trying to address a universal problem: an executive that has lost the confidence of the legislature. You can better predict what is likely to happen and the consequences. This is a case where it's going to be very hard to arrive at the kind of deal that was patched up in the three most recent shutdowns in the past. It's going to be a deal that is going to have many more enforceable mechanisms because it's a deal with an executive that says, We're not bound by deals. How do you do business with people who say, Whatever piece of paper we sign, we don't mean a word of it, and you can't make us honor it?

And now my dialogue with Charles Moore.

[Music]

Frum: Charles Moore, Baron Moore of Etchingham, has traced one of the most brilliant careers in British journalism. He joined The Daily Telegraph immediately upon graduating from Cambridge and Eton. He leapt to The Spectator, becoming editor in 1984, still in his 20s. The editorships of The Sunday Telegraph and then The Daily Telegraph followed in succession.

Moore left daily newspapering in 2003 to commence work on the three volumes of his magisterial biography of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. It is as Mrs. Thatcher's great biographer that we speak to him today, almost exactly upon Thatcher's 100th birthday: October 13, 1925. A single-volume abridgement of Moore's authorized biography was released by Penguin last month.

Charles is a friend of mine of many years, a friendship whose perhaps most dramatic moment may be the day Charles took my wife, Danielle, foxhunting. Now, in prints and painting, foxhunting looks a stately and serene pastime. In real life, it's about as stately and serene as high-jumping in an active sawmill, and that was a dramatic day.

Charles, welcome to the program. It's so good to talk to you.

Charles Moore: Thank you, David. And I got a little wind that you might mention this embarrassing incident with Danielle, so I'm wearing my hunt tie in her honor.

Frum: (Laughs.) Thank you. So let's begin by refreshing people's memories about who Margaret Thatcher was and why her prime ministership was so important not just in British history, but world history.

Moore: Well, Margaret Roberts, as she was, was born 100 years ago next week and born over a grocer's shop in provincial England, in Grantham. And it would've been unthinkable at the time that anyone from that background would probably lead the Conservative Party and become prime minister, but doubly unthinkable that a woman would do so. And that was her most immediate--and in some ways, her most remarkable achievement, actually--was to do that and become Britain's first-ever [woman] prime minister.

But it turned out to be a wider set of achievements than that because Britain, rather as it is today, was in a bit of a low ebb when she became leader of the party and, indeed, when she became prime minister. She became leader 50 years ago and prime minister in 1979. And it was sort of a low ebb economically, very little hope around us, as is very much the case now, and a troubled international situation, as is very much the case now. And I think what mattered, and matters still, is the example of a particular type of leadership, which is partly ideological--this is, obviously, partly to do with conservatism--but also a personal style of leadership and something that's quite unusual in British conservatism, which is, if you like, an evangelical approach to conservatism. This is something which matters to the world and which can make the world, not just Britain, a better place.

And there was no more important ally in that, of course, than the United States. And it's of particular interest to Americans, but it is of real interest everywhere, that there could be such a close relationship between a two-term United States president and a three-term British prime minister.

Frum: Just to remind people of the sequencing: Margaret Thatcher was elected before Ronald Reagan became president. And so in many ways, she had, in American politics, the impact of a harbinger, a suggestion that something was possible, something might be coming. And in some ways, she led the way with something--both with things that worked and things that didn't work.

Thatcher is maybe most famous in the British context for her privatizations of former state-owned companies. There weren't such things in the United States. But the United States did move in the 1980s much more from a, for example, regime of the state constructing public housing to voucher programs, like the program Americans know as Section 8, that give people the means to buy their own housing rather than have the state build the housing for them.

Moore: Yes, your blessed country didn't really need privatization, 'cause it hadn't had nationalization, to a large extent. But it was a revolutionary idea that she had, which then became exported--I think it was sort of specifically exported to about 50 countries in the world--that the state could sell off a lot of the industries that it had taken control of.

You're quite right, David, to say that she was a harbinger. She's younger than Reagan, but when they first met, they were both in opposition and in adversity, to some extent. She'd just become leader of her party in April 1975, they met, and she was only two months into her leadership. And he actually held no office 'cause he'd ceased to be the governor of California, and he was seeking, which he failed to win, the Republican nomination for 1976. And they met in Parliament in Britain and hit it off immediately. And yes, she came into office 18 months before Reagan did, so--and I think this has never happened before in British or American history, that a two-term American president has had the same British prime minister throughout. It's an extraordinary piece of luck for us that that should be so and that they should already be friends--and friendship, obviously, is a stronger thing when made in adversity than when made in prosperity. And they did see eye to eye, and she was the forerunner, and she made some mistakes from which Reagan could learn and some successes from which Reagan could learn.

Very important for her, of course, that he welcomed her as soon as he became president, when, actually, she was doing pretty badly. And a lot of people were saying the Thatcher experiment--to do with monetarism, the control of inflation, the getting rid of exchange controls, all those sort of things; tackling the trade unions--people were saying, Oh, it's not working. It's terrible. And Reagan was very warm in his welcome to her when he didn't really have to be, actually, but he was, in 1981, which was probably her worst year. And their alliance was a strong mixture of personal affection, shared belief, and a sense that this is their time, that Things are happening in the world, both economically and in global power structures, where we're both needed, and we need to be together.

Frum: I want to return to this point about nationalization and privatization, because these ideas are so old that their salience, I think, has drained from public remembrance, to the point where, this year, the city of New York may well elect a mayor whose big idea is that the government should own grocery stores, that the government should greatly increase its role in the ownership of housing. You have to be, now, fairly old to remember the last time this was seriously tried.

So one of the stories that I take from your book: In 1979, when Thatcher was elected, the British government owned the telephone companies, the gas companies--I'm going to forget what all else--and the telephone company was a special disaster, with waiting times for telephones in not weeks, but months. I remember this from my own visits to Britain at the time, and you tell a funny story about this, about just what was involved in getting a telephone from the government in 1979. Would you like to take us down memory lane?

Moore: Yes, yes. I mean, first of all, of course, it was nobody's fault. There were only really landlines then. And you had to get them put in, and you had to get them put in, in Britain, by what was originally the Post Office and then became British Telecom. And you had to join a queue, that beloved British institution. And I needed a tele--well, everyone, really, needs a telephone, but I particularly needed one 'cause I was a journalist, and we'd just got married and bought our house. And they said six months, it'll take to put in. All it requires is to put in a piece of wire to put in the telephone, and there you are, but they said it takes six months.

And as always happens when you have a sort of nationalized industry, which is supposed to be done in the name of the people, what it actually privileges is those who have power, because I was able to jump this queue because the editor of my national newspaper said, This young man must have a telephone. So he rings up the chairman, and the chairman of the whole damn company of the nation, the nationalized industry, has to personally decide that I get a telephone. (Laughs.) It's just sort of absolutely inconceivable now, and I think it shows--if you imagine how that ramifies, how it affects how everybody else is able to do their business every day, you'll see how massive the changes were, and you'll be amazed at how much they were resisted.

Frum: Yeah. Well, you mention exchange controls. Again, this is something that may be coming back, and the United States, on this one, may be leading the way, but remind us of what those were and what they did and why you had to get rid of them.

Moore: Well, when I was a boy, it affected every individual so that if you went abroad, you were only allowed to take 50 pounds out of the country, going on holiday, and this was written in the back of your passport. And if you exceeded this sum, you were in big trouble. (Laughs.) So, I mean, that's just at the relatively trivial tourist level, but you could not move money freely in and out of the country. And, of course, one of the effects of this was to--and the idea was to protect the pound--but the effect was to prevent investment, global investment, and restrict what would otherwise be a much freer market. And again, Mrs. Thatcher lifted exchange controls almost immediately and against the orthodoxy of the day--and not without trepidation, because Britain had suffered from devaluations in the past.

But it did work. And it presaged other things, which was something which we call Big Bang in the city of London; the city of London, of course, is your Wall Street. And we had very restrictive practices there, which essentially meant that almost no non-British people could trade in stocks and shares on the London Stock Exchange--and again, sort of unimaginable now.

And that was all legislated for by Mrs. Thatcher in her second term and began in 1986, and indeed, again, troublous in some ways, some genuinely troublous in some ways. And indeed, in 1987, there was a very big stock market crash, from which you also suffered. But again, it would be unimaginable--you couldn't possibly run a great financial center of the world if you had anything like that today.

Frum: One of the themes of this history is that Thatcher had a number of big ideas, but her most salient and urgent idea was the cause of economic liberty, which was a very exciting and powerful idea in 1979, and one that now has gone into quite [a] recession. And one of the most ironic counterpoints here is that the young people in Britain who hate Thatcher don't remember why they hate Thatcher, but if you press them, Why is she such a figure of evil to you?, the great indictment they will lay at her door is that she got rid of a lot of coal-mining jobs, which is not exactly what happened. She allowed market forces to work in the coal-mining industry, which was automating rapidly. And now, all these years later, a president of the United States is using state power to create coal-mining jobs and to protect coal-mining jobs and to protect this one antique industry from market competition and the very market forces that Thatcher unleashed.

Thatcher did this in part because, as you remind us in the book, she was the first world leader to draw attention to the risks of global climate change caused by the burning of fossil fuels, especially coal.

Moore: Yes, that's correct, though the sequence isn't quite right. So she only really talked about climate change, which she did very strongly, after she'd already beaten the coal miners' union. But they were indeed related point forts because she believed, among other things about the coal industry, that it needed to be on the way out. And indeed, in competitive terms, it was on the way out with Britain 'cause we could not produce coal at anything like the low prices of--which were sort of even more subsidized or artificial--like those coming from Communist Poland, for example, coal [coming] from Communist Poland. It is an extraordinary irony that it's all gone around this way, and you can understand why, to some extent, because there's always been the feeling, which was strongly expressed at the time in Britain, that manual workers were suffering because of Mrs. Thatcher's measures, and the coal mines would be a particular example of that.

The problem that the critics never really sorted out was, first of all, that they had been suffering for a very long time before Mrs. Thatcher came on the scene. What she was doing was trying to find a way, a future, that went through all these problems, rather than just moaning about them and spending more and more government money on them. So actually, for example, a Labour prime minister, Harold Wilson, actually closed more pits and made redundant more miners than Margaret Thatcher did; it's one of those typical ironies of history.

But the related problem was that, if you have nationalized industries, you tend to have labor unions who exploit their monopoly role for political purposes. And this came to a very dramatic head in Britain with the miner strike because they'd already managed that in the 1970s and brought down a Conservative government by doing that. Mrs. Thatcher, being a minister in that Conservative government, she was not going to let that happen again. It was a matter of, in the famous question, "Who governs Britain?" And so she prepared--very, very carefully, over several years--for what she feared would happen, and it did happen. And she lasted out the strike, which was nearly 12 months in the making.

So she had quite a strong sort of democratic thing on her side, and it remained a great sadness and a great scar that there was such a bit of conflict, but there's nobody saying, Let's have the coal mines back. That--you're telling me, David, and I've read--is not quite the case in the United States. (Laughs.) But I think modern societies still wrestle with this point about what happens to certain workers--and I suppose they're particularly white working-class workers, and they're particularly male workers--when the world moves on in terms of who produces what. And the resentments are real; the difficulties are real. But the solutions put forward by the Thatcher critics were preposterous, and she had the courage, and it is a political courage, to face that down and win so that you can go on to the next thing. And in her case, the next thing was a much more plural energy market, with nuclear elements, increasing importance of gas, and, as you've yourself said, the beginning of renewables.

Frum: Well, in a strange reversal of history--I'm not going to remember the figure on employment now--but in the first Trump term, about 50,000 people worked in the American coal industry; that's not just miners, but everybody: bookkeepers, everybody. Which was fewer, at the time, than worked as licensed yoga instructors in the United States. But I think Trump had both a cynical view that these were his people, his voters, and a romantic view that this is the kind of work that a man should do. He shouldn't be smiling behind a counter; he should be in the bowels of the earth, dangerously digging out an environmentally destructive rock so that it can be burned to power iron manufacturing and dreadnought building and other kinds of early-20th-century industrial activity. And that was his idea of how it should be.

And we have had this conversion where a lot of the contemporary right, both in Britain and the United States, seem to have a kind of an aesthetic idea about how an economy should be organized. They have an idea of what work should look like and what work should not look like. And if the market delivers work that doesn't look the way they think it should [look]--not brawny enough--well, then the state should intervene to preserve these otherwise vanishing and uneconomic folkways.

Moore: Yes, I think there is a sort of odd romanticism about that. But, though I don't share it, I have some sympathy with it because of the particular predicament of not very highly educated men in modern Western societies, who, in the 20th century, were brought up to think of themselves as overwhelmingly valuable to their countries and then have the humiliating experience of not being so valuable. And, of course, the value is validated by two world wars, of course.

And indeed, Mrs. Thatcher herself shared a lot of that belief. She felt, in a womanly way, particularly strongly about the armed services, so she absolutely loved soldiers, sailors, and airmen, and this was tremendously sort of close to that sort of male reality of work. But, first of all, she understood economic reality. And secondly, she'd had these endless traumatic problems with labor unions because they were so politicized and their leaderships were so separated from their workers that they weren't actually--and they were very undemocratic; they weren't reflecting the wishes of the workers. So she liked the aspirations of these upper-working-class manufacturers and so on--manufacturing workers. But her big thing--and she said this one slogan, which helped win her the leadership--she said, We back the workers, not the shirkers. And the whole idea of these people who were constantly striking seemed to her, obviously, economically damaging, obviously, but also immoral and shaming.

And though, in some ways, Mrs. Thatcher was a very divisive person in her character--deliberately so, because she wished to have the argument--in the industrial sphere, she actually brought, in the end, relative harmony. So when she became prime minister in 1979, Britain lost, in that year, Britain lost more than 29 million working days to strikes. And in the year she left, 1990, we lost, I think, 1.6 million working days to strikes. So it was a totally transformed industrial and workplace landscape, which was more harmonious, more productive. And, of course, that meant that, broadly speaking, prosperity increased in a well-distributed way.

Frum: Well, and this is a way in which she was a global harbinger, as well as just a British figure, that when she left office, we seemed to be entering an era in which there was a broad consensus across political parties, from left to right, about markets and democratic institutions and collective security. I'm not going to have the quote exactly--but you'll recall it better than me--but shortly after she left, she was interviewed and asked what was her greatest achievement as prime minister, and she said, My successor, because we forced him to adapt our ideas into his thinking. And for a long time, it seemed like Thatcherite ideas--maybe made a little more pillowy by social-democratic governments: [Bill] Clinton, [Tony] Blair--but these were basically operating the economy on Thatcherite and Reaganite terms for a long time.

That now seems to have come to an end, that there was a Thatcher era that terminated with the Great Recession, perhaps, about 2010, and we've moved then into the more statist era that we thought we had left behind forever in the 1970s.

Moore: I think we have, and I think this is partly to do with a misunderstanding of Thatcherism. Though Mrs. Thatcher strongly believed in free markets, she wasn't a libertarian and nor was she what's now called a globalist. It was important to her that the most famous book in favor of free markets is called The Wealth of Nations, and nations meant a great deal to her. And she didn't think that the wealth of the--it's not called The Wealth of the World, that book; it's called The Wealth of Nations. And she believed strongly--she was not an economic nationalist in that sense--but she believed strongly in the need for independent nations to trade with one another. And she did not feel that this was a way of undermining their independence but, in fact, made of increasing their reciprocity and their respect for one another's independence.

And this was why she had such a fierce disagreement with the European Community, as it was then called, later the European Union. Though, at the time, she thought she could achieve that reciprocity through the single market, she came to regret that because she felt it had been used for political reasons to create [the] United States of Europe.

So what you always see in Mrs. Thatcher is a tension--not exactly a contradiction, but a tension--between the desire to open up the world with a desire to have accountable, parliamentary-governed independent nations. And we still see all that going on. And I think there's a big argument, which didn't really happen so much in her time, about Okay, well, so who do these nations actually belong to? And a resentment of a sort of global class, which didn't really exist--we had our own existing hierarchies and elites, of course--but a sort of global class, which is sometimes described as "Davos Man," which didn't exist in her day to anything like the same extent.

And that, in turn, has built--that's not all rubbish, at all, those concerns, but it's been fanned by tremendously crazy conspiracy theories, and people are obsessed with George Soros or whatever, and all the sort of dark thoughts about what used to be called "rootless cosmopolitans" and is sometimes called just "Jews," and there's sort of very unpleasant things that are now all over the internet. Mrs. Thatcher actually did not have to contend with that--

Frum: Yeah, all over many governments.

Moore: Well, indeed, indeed, indeed. And she didn't really have to contend with that. So I think to understand any great deed, you have to understand--obviously, you have to have a good eye to the future--but you have to understand what they were dealing with, and what she was dealing with was a Britain that jolly well didn't work at a time when other relatively comparable democracies were working better. So Germany, for example, was working much better at that time, and even France was working better at that time, and the United States was working better at that time, though there was comparable problems. She wasn't totally a revolutionary, but she had to take us by the scruff of the neck and shake us. And it's that sort of leadership which is very important.

And what we really lack now in Britain--it's a different type of problem in the United States, I think, right now--is we haven't, for years now, had a leadership that was capable of really attaining anything. We've had six prime ministers in 10 years or something like that, and almost nothing has been consistently done, except the relentless expansion of spending and welfare in the state. And Mrs. Thatcher had a model of leadership in which she used her sex. Basically, she said, Men just talk and women do, and  Women understand economics because they have to deal with the horrors of household budgets in an era of inflation, and so on. And so she would say--and she loved to say, The cocks may crow, but the hen lays the eggs, she being the hen.

And this was a very powerful sense and [why] she was very good at winning elections, because she seemed, if not likable to many, she seemed necessary, and her opponent seemed weak. And so she won three times, ran the show for 11 and a half years, which is unprecedented in Britain in the era of universal suffrage. This is why it matters a lot now, that though she's from a very different world, you couldn't govern in her way nowadays, all these sort of things--she produced some of the problems we have to deal with--she was somebody who said what she wanted to do and did it and did it. And that's what seems not to be possible now.

Frum: You mentioned at the beginning that in 1925, it would've seemed unthinkable for a woman to be leader of the Conservative Party. The Conservative Party is now in its fourth female leader in Britain.

Moore: (Laughs.) Yes.
 
 Frum: To what extent is Thatcher responsible for that revolution? And why do you think it has not come to the United States? Because in the United States, although there are women in many high offices--governors, senators--there have been two female nominees for president; both have lost. Hillary Clinton got a larger share of the popular vote than Donald Trump but lost by the rules, and Kamala Harris lost outright. Do you see a pattern here, or is this just "Turn over the cards" and there's a certain amount of randomness in the play of the cards?

Moore: There may be a bit of a pattern, David. It seems to me that it--and Mrs. Thatcher proves this--that it's easier for a woman to rise in a party which doesn't have strong feminist views than one that does, actually. Because what happens in a feminist party, say, like the Labour Party in Britain, is that there's [a] tremendously violent ideological contest about what that means: What sort of a woman have we got to have? All these different schools of feminism that contests very violently.

And with the Conservatives, it was very simple: They all mostly had prejudices against a woman, but they were very vague prejudices. They weren't very political. They were just sort of old-fashioned. And when a woman comes along who is nice to them and impressive, and they believe brave--'cause a lot of them had been in the Second World War, and they admired courage, and they thought she had it--they didn't really have an ideological objection. And they'd think, Well, that's good. And then often, they'd say, She's a brave girl. Give her a go.

And so she understood how to turn the disadvantage of her sex into an advantage, 'cause it made her noticeable, unique--looking different, dressing different, sounding different--and the main figure in the room always: the one the cameras wanted to go for, the voice that would be heard as different. And one of the things I try to bring out in my book is always how much she thought about this. So she would think very carefully--very carefully--about what she wore, what her jewelry was like, her hair. She changed her teeth. She changed her voice. She changed her clothes. All in order--some would say artificiality--but I would say it was in order not to get in the way of the message. It was to say, subliminally, Women can do this. And she didn't, therefore, want to talk about women's issues much because she wanted to conquer the issues that men care about. So she thought, What do men care about? Money, power, and war. So that's what I, Margaret Thatcher, are going to master. I'm not going to talk about child care all the time, though, actually, she was interested in education, for example, very interested.

And therefore, she conquered. And therefore, she didn't become a man in some sort of way. She was very much a woman, including in all the caricatures of women, like being very capricious. And the handbag, which started off being a joke, became the symbol of her power. And indeed, her most famous nickname, the Iron Lady, was given to her by her enemies. It was given to her by the Soviets, the Soviet paper, because they said, in a sexist way, How could a woman--you know, [Otto von] Bismarck was an iron chancellor of Germany; she thinks she's the Iron Lady, ha ha ha. And she immediately grabbed that and said, Well, look, I'm very happy to be called the Iron Lady if that means that I'm defending the Western world against you lot. And so everything turns round.

And I think it's actually harder--when I watched Hillary Clinton, I felt she could never get over the point that she was somehow trying to expound her virtue rather than have rapport with voters. It was a sort of I'm very good, and I'm very good partly because I'm a woman, and you've got to respect that and support me. In an odd way, it's a sort of sense of entitlement. Whereas I felt with Mrs. Thatcher--though she's a very moral person, actually--she was saying, Let's get rid of all these men who've been telling you what to do all the time; let me do it, and I understand what it's like in your hearth and home. And obviously, it's sort of mythological in a way, but it worked.

Frum: You mentioned the Soviet nickname for her. One of Thatcher's decisive roles in world history was as both a warmaker and a peacemaker. She led Britain into a successful unilateral war to defend the Falkland Islands against an Argentine invasion--the Argentine defeat, by the way, overthrew one of the world's most gruesome dictatorships and ushered in an era of civilian rule in Argentina that has lasted, more or less, to this day. But she was also the first to make the big bet on [Mikhail] Gorbachev and to persuade both President Reagan and then-President [George] H. W. Bush to have confidence in Gorbachev as something real. Where would you rank that in the catalog for accomplishments?

Moore: I do rate that high.

She and Reagan went against the trend when they were in opposition to question detente in the 1970s. They said that, actually, the Soviets were gaining from this process, and it wasn't peacemaking; it was gaining advantage. And they agreed on the installation of cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe and fought off nuclear disarmers and, in her case, won resoundingly the election of '83, and he won resoundingly the election of '84. And this succeeded.

And Mrs. Thatcher thought, Right, we've shown strength, and it's from strength that we should negotiate. And she spotted Gorbachev, who was not then the Soviet leader but was the likely one--this is in 1984--and invited him to her country house, Chequers, and they had this extraordinary meeting, which was very remarkable, and it went on and on and on and on and way over time. And they argued about everything, like two students. And one says, Capitalism's great; it makes you richer and freer. And the other one says, No, communism's great; it makes us all equal. And so they were really shouting at one another. And this might have been thought to be a disaster, but actually, it was extremely successful because it was the first frank exchange with the Soviet leader, and each listened to the other and enjoyed it. They enjoyed it--that's why it went on so long--instead of the very stiff interactions that had happened before.

And so an extraordinary week in her life: After she'd had this conversation with Gorbachev that went on all day, she was very excited, and she ran downstairs after he'd gone and said, Oh, it's so late, and I've got to have my hair done because tomorrow's China. And she went off to China to do the Anglo-Hong Kong agreement, and then she went to Hong Kong to sell that. And then she flew from Hong Kong to Honolulu to Washington, stopping in the middle of the night to insist, by the way, in Honolulu on seeing Pearl Harbor, which, of course, went down very well with her American hosts. And then went to see President Reagan and to persuade him of two things. One was that there needed to be cooperation, rather than unilateral movement, on the Strategic Defense Initiative--what people call "Star Wars." And the other: to interest him in the proposition of Gorbachev. And he took this from her in a way which he would not have taken, I think, from any other world leader, because he basically trusted her. And it was through her influence that he and his administration started, very gingerly, to get closer to the Soviet Union, and then the whole process began.

And I'll just say one other thing about that--you might want to come back about how the Cold War ended--but just one other thing about that, which is so interesting about the Reagan-Thatcher relationship, is because of trust, the amount of difference they could contain between them. And the key difference was this--it was absolutely the heart of all this--is it's about nuclear weapons. Mrs. Thatcher profoundly believed in nuclear weapons because she believed in the deterrent theory, so if they've got them and you've got them, nobody uses them. Reagan had a much more sort of idealistic, almost mystical idea, that you could rid the world of nuclear weapons, and that's what you should do. This terrified her because she thought that there would be a huge disadvantage to Britain and Europe if suddenly all the missiles, which nearly happened at the Helsinki--sorry, not Helsinki--at Reykjavik summit, that suddenly America and the Soviet Union agreed to get rid of the whole lot, and where are we left, then? And she thought the whole of the world would destabilize.

However, because the trust existed between the two of them, they were able to contain this disagreement because they had a shared aim, the shared aim being the spread of Western freedom through Eastern Europe and the end of the Soviet Empire. And they found, in Gorbachev, an interlocutor who was prepared to do enough of this for it to work. So I think it was very fascinating and sort of [a] creative thing that such a major difference, which was never fully resolved, was nevertheless contained, and they did win the Cold War.

Now, the next question, of course, is what happens--and we see it today--as a result of winning the Cold War. But anyway, I think what I say stands.

Frum: Well, the end of the Cold War is a chapter whose importance and drama is lost because it was so peaceful. I often think that one of the greatest injustices of politics is the lack of credit you get when things don't go wrong. When things do go wrong and you turn them around--Winston Churchill is a hero for turning around the situation in 1940, but if everything had been done properly in 1935, this would all be--I sometimes say if somebody put a bag over Gavrilo Princip's head, or if they'd handled it better in 1914, the Balkan crisis of summer 1914 would be known by eight Ph.D. students in international relations and nobody else.

Moore: (Laughs.) Yes. Yeah.

Frum: But when George H. W. Bush took the oath of office in January of 1989, if an angel had stopped him and said, What is your supreme challenge? What is the thing that will make your presidency a success if you accomplish it? And I believe he would've said, Well, the Soviet Union is coming apart--the Soviet empire's coming apart. If we can arrange it so that none of the Soviet nuclear warheads go astray and none of the Soviet nuclear scientists go to work for some international terrorists, my work on this planet will be done. I mean, there are a lot of other things I want to do, but that is priority one. And that priority was accomplished so successfully that nobody even remembers how important it once was.

I wrote an article about The Atlantic for this, and one of the things that, when you go back into that time, you realize: The United States had very elaborate controls--and Britain did too, and France as well--for controls of nuclear material because these were free societies, and people could wander around wherever they wanted. The Soviets had no such controls because they policed the people. So you could leave your weapons behind chicken wire because no one was allowed to approach within 200 miles of where the weapons were. But once those systems of control of people broke down, the absence of protections for the weapons became a terrifying [prospect].

And this was something that--it was a little after Reagan's time--but H. W. Bush, it was his top priority, and it was done successfully; Thatcher had an important role there too. And we had this moment in the 1990s where it looked like we had achieved the peaceful end of communism, the peaceful reintegration of Europe, and were on our way to a world of trade and peace that we can only be nostalgic for today because it looks gone.

Moore: Yes, this is quite true, and I think Mrs. Thatcher probably hasn't got quite enough credit, partly because she fell out with the others, including Bush, about the European Union--which she certainly made some mistakes there because she was very, very hostile to Germany in a sort of visceral way. But she was very alert. She loved the victory in the Cold War, but she was more alert than the rest of them to the dangers inherent in the fall of the Berlin Wall and the consequent collapse of Soviet power. Nobody could have wanted a continuation of Soviet power less. But she did understand the danger of vacuum in Central Europe, and she did understand the danger of Russian resentment. And many accused her of putting too much faith in Gorbachev, and perhaps she did stay with him too long, but the reason she did that was 'cause she could see what might happen if he wasn't in charge. And indeed, he was nearly overthrown and, effectively, actually was overthrown, really, in 1991, and the old guard of the Soviet Communists came quite close to regaining power. They failed, but it was the end of Gorbachev, really. And then it was [Boris] Yeltsin, and then there was chaos, and then it was [Vladimir] Putin.

And she was very conscious that--Mrs. Thatcher was good at risk, and this is an important thing in statesmanship, I think. She had grand hopes for the future, but they were always qualified by how very nasty people can be, a sense of that, and how very nasty tyrannies are and how many risks occur in things that lurk in things that look good. And so she was, I would say, almost sort of visionary about that, about what happens when you have a power vacuum, so she was trying to warn against all of that. And this is one of the reasons she disliked European union: because she was thinking about what lurked there.

And that, of course, has come back with a vengeance, "vengeance" being the right phrase for what Putin does. So Putin sees the end of the Cold War as just an utter humiliation for the Soviet Union, by which he really means the Russian people--the Soviet Union for him is just the Russian people, I would guess, or the Russian world. And now he's trying to take it all back, and he sees a very weak Western alliance, which doesn't have the alertness of Reagan--or actually, in his different way, Bush--or Thatcher, to where the risk lies and how a balance of power should be asserted and how military force should be threatened when necessary and so on.

And so it's a tremendously dangerous situation we now have, of which the spearhead is Ukraine, but, of course, it spreads much more widely. And the lack of understanding of these questions in Western statesmanship--and I'm afraid, I think, very much including President Trump on this--is really, really alarming. I think about that a lot when I think about Reagan, Thatcher, Bush, and, to be fair, Helmut Kohl, how hard they thought about these questions 35 years ago.

Frum: On that note, let me end by asking you to take a somewhat longer view. When I was a student in law school, I was explained the theory of a law school exam, which is, The answers never change; only the questions do--

Moore: (Laughs.)

Frum: --meaning they're just trying to elicit, "Do you know these certain number of doctrines?" And they create these crazy factual patterns that is just eliciting your knowledge of the basic doctrines you're supposed to master before you leave a law school.

But I wonder if there's something about that in the world of politics as well-- that there's some enduring answers about human liberty; the creative power of free people; the importance of achieving peace not by being trusting and credulous, but by being suspicious and well prepared. But the questions of our time seem so very different from the questions then. And above all, this collapse in confidence in parties of the right: They've lost their belief, their understanding that politics is difficult, and you need to be well prepared; you need to know the details if you wanna solve any of the problems. They've lost a lot of their faith in markets and human freedom. And, in some ways, they often seem very alienated from their own country. They often act and think like Leninist parties, where We know we're the minority, so we have to seize power by means, even if illegitimate, and hold power at all costs, with no confidence that people would ever freely choose us, and therefore, we can't allow free choices.

Moore: Yes, I think there is a lot in that. And this is a very interesting case for Mrs. Thatcher because, in many ways, she did have similarities with some of the what are called populous concerns of the modern right. So she was very engaged, by the way, for example, on the question of immigration and the dangers that that contains and some of the cultural dangers, as well as the mere number, and so on.

But here's a difference, which perhaps goes to what you're saying: I think she was fundamentally a legitimist. She believed in the institutions of her country, and she had no desire to dismantle them, except for--what she wanted to get out of the way was a whole load of accumulated rubbish, rather than bash up or ignore the institutions; strengthen the institutions, which, of course, Parliament would be probably the most important in the British system. And make sure that--and if I got a dollar for every time I'd heard her say, "Not just liberty, but law-based liberty," I would be a very rich man, because she loved to say this constantly. And the other thing she always said was the old saw about "Time spent in reconnaissance is never wasted." And most of our politicians seem to spend absolutely no time in reconnaissance and waste a great deal of it.

Frum: But on that long view, what are the answers from Thatcher's time that need to be rediscovered in a world that doesn't remember her as much more than a cartoon, when it remembers her at all; in a world in which she's become a demon figure to people who are basking in a legacy she left behind? What are the enduring answers we need to take from her career?

Moore: Well, I think she did make a powerful case, an example, for economic liberty under the law, and she understood that in terms of the trajectory of human life. So what we're talking about in economics, as the original Greek word suggests, is we're talking about the household; we're talking about each person. This is not fundamentally something technical. To understand why it matters to people, you have to look at it across the generations, so it's all to do with what will happen next, and not just for you, but for your children and your grandchildren. And she had a very good, instinctive understanding about that, so she would think about things like--she'd love to say, Every earner and owner, for example, you're building up human dignity and human society. Often accused of getting that all wrong, but that's a very important example, I think.

And the other one is an idea about the exportability of liberty. It's not that everybody in the whole world has to be ruled in the same way, but Here's a good thing we in the West have--Britain, United States, particularly the Anglosphere, but generally in the West. We have this. Most people don't. Most people would be happier if they did. We're not supposed to go around killing people to persuade them of this, but we can help persuade them of this by our own example. And we can also help defend them when they are threatened by tyrannical power, and there are tyrannical powers in the world, and there will continue to be, and, my goodness, there are today.

And then finally, I would say, she also proved that this was not the preserve of men--leadership was not the preserve of men.

And therefore, these are at least three very important areas where you frequently wouldn't agree with her, sometimes you'll think she made terrible mistakes, but these are really major--it's quite an exemplary story, and it won't go away.

Frum: Let me end with a bit of a commercial placement for you. I haven't read the new abridged version, but I have pored over all the original three volumes. This is a life that bears every page. And although the books are very elegantly composed, they are full of sass and fun because Thatcher was, as you keep reminding us--there was a very fun-loving element to her and a very ardent element, passionate often, especially in her earlier days, but all the way through. And she was in politics because of the things she believed, not because of the things she wanted to be, and you capture that and reveal that of this rich and extraordinary woman in what was then a man's world.

Charles Moore, thank you so much for joining me today.

Moore: Well, thank you, David. You've been very kind. Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: I thank Charles Moore for joining me today.

This week's book, as I mentioned at the top, is The World of Yesterday by the Austro Hungarian writer Stefan Zweig. Now, this is a very famous book, and many of you may have already encountered it, but for those who have not, Stefan Zweig, in the '20s and '30s of the last century, was one of the most famous writers in the world. He wrote in German. He was a native of Vienna. He was born into a prosperous Viennese Jewish family. He served in a noncombat role in the First World War, and through his life, he espoused a politics of liberalism, internationalism, and peace. He was a European more than belonging to any other country and more than he was Jewish, more than he was Austrian.

At the end of his life, he was driven into exile by the Nazi threat in his native Austria. He left Austria in 1934, immigrated to England, then to the United States, and finally arrived in Brazil, a country he loved and about which he wrote a book.

In 1942, sunk in despair, he wrote this recollection of the world of his early life, The World of Yesterday. And then, after having typed the last page with the assistance of his second wife, who also functioned as a secretary to him, the two of them took an overdose of drugs and committed suicide. He succumbed to a death of despair.

I read The World of Yesterday for the first time a long, long time ago. I recently returned to it for quite a selfish reason: I've been working on a memoir of my own, and I wanted to study the engineering of one of the great masterpieces of the work of memoir. How was it done? And I learned a lot from the book. I learned, for example, that it's very important to tell stories in just a very, very few lines. Our lives are packed with incidents that are interesting to us, but are not necessarily of interest to others. And Zweig ruthlessly excised from his book much that was personal, much that must have been tremendously important to him in his own life, in order to focus on the part of the story that he knew that the readers of tomorrow would want to know about the world of yesterday.

He has a vivid image of the passing of that world. By a strange coincidence, he happens to be at a railway stop when the train that carries the last Habsburg emperor, Karl, who was the emperor at the end of the war. When that train went into exile, Zweig was at the Weimar railway crossing, his own train delayed, and he saw the emperor head off into history--the end of the world of security that he had known and in which he had grown up.

He is able to summon up the rise of fascism in a few telling details as well. And in those few telling details, he puts his finger on some of the enduring mysteries of the politics of fascism that we grapple with to this day. He notices how trucks will pull up in a village, and men will jump out and, with truncheons and other instruments of violence, attack people, jump back into the truck, and drive off. And he noticed with horror, he observed with horror, the incidents of violence. But he said, Who had paid for the uniforms on these men? This is before the Nazis have taken over either the German or the Austrian state. Who paid for the uniforms? Who paid for the trucks? How did these men get so well drilled? How did they know to jump off the truck and jump back on again? And those are, in microcosm, the questions that historians of fascism still grapple with, was: "What kind of movement was this? Who paid for it? What sources of social strength did it draw from?" And Zweig is able to conjure all this up in a line or two.

The theme in the book that haunted me most, though, as I reread it after an interval of so many years, was the theme of despair. And this is the theme that may be relevant to those of you who are listening to me talk about it, who are thinking about returning or visiting this book for the first time. Zweig had reasons for despair. The world he had grown up in was destroyed. The liberalism and democracy he believed in were destroyed. He lost his beautiful home in Salzburg. He lost the collection of autographed manuscripts that he cherished, into which he poured so much of the wealth he'd earned from a successful career. His books could no longer be published in his native country, either in Germany or in Austria, in his native language. And he had suffered so many personal losses, friends and families consumed by the violence and hatred of Nazism. And so, in far-off Brazil, he took his life and let his second wife take her life alongside him.

But it occurred to me as I read this: If Zweig had just held on to his faith a little bit longer, Nazism was doomed. And although he would never get back the world of yesterday, he could have played an important part in building the role of tomorrow. He would've returned to Austria--he could have returned to Austria and been acclaimed. He would've discovered his works again published, his memories rediscovered, and the world that he tried to keep alive in memory would become a source of inspiration and strength to the new world, the new world of democracy and liberalism that was returning in the Europe he loved and to the German lands whose language he spoke.

And so maybe this is a little simple-minded, maybe there was a lot more going on, maybe I'm just not constituted by either my fate or my personality to understand the feelings that would animate a man like Stefan Zweig. But we all have to hold on, even when things seem despairing, because you never know that hope isn't just a few months away and, in the deep dark you see, there's already the glimmerings of the light of tomorrow. And that the world of yesterday can be a resource for the world of tomorrow. Don't despair. Don't quit. It's tempting, but I think Zweig would have rejoiced to see the world that was coming and would have had something to contribute to that world if he could have lived and allowed his wife to live just a few more months longer.

Thank you for watching The David Frum Show today. I hope you will share and support the program. Share it on platforms, like, subscribe. As always, the best way to support the work of this program is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That is the way to support my work and all of my colleagues. I hope you'll consider doing that. I'll see you next week.

[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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Photographing the Microscopic: Winners of Nikon Small World 2025

Some of the incredible winning and honored images from this year's photomicrography competition, selected from nearly 2,000 entries. See if you can guess what each image is showing before reading the caption.

by Alan Taylor


Overall Winner: A rice weevil perched on a grain of rice (Zhang You, Kunming, Yunnan, China)




2nd Place: Colonial algae (Volvox) spheres in a drop of water (Dr. Jan Rosenboom Rostock, Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Germany)




Honorable Mention: Crystallized-soy-sauce fusion with alum (Mishal Abdulaziz Alryhan, Al-Ahsa, Saudi Arabia)




20th Place: Marine copepod (Zachary Sanchez, Nashville, Tennessee, USA)




Image of Distinction: Butterfly (Artopoetes pryeri) eggs (Ye Fei Zhang, Jiangyin, Jiangsu, China)




19th Place: Parasitic fungus (Cordycipitaceae) on a fly (Calliphoridae) (Eduardo Agustin Carrasco, Cuenca, Azuay, Ecuador)




Image of Distinction: Crystallized soy sauce (Marek Mis, Suwalki, Podlaskie, Poland)




Image of Distinction: Eye of potato (stomate) (Robert Schmittling Hillsborough, North Carolina, USA)




Ninth Place: A fungus (Talaromyces purpureogenus) known for its red, diffused pigment (Wim van Egmond, Berkel en Rodenrijs, Zuid Holland, Netherlands)




Image of Distinction: A floating sea slug (Glaucus atlanticus), also known as the blue sea dragon (Solvin Zankl, Kiel, Schleswig-Holstein, Germany)




Image of Distinction: Wing of a chicken embryo after 11 days of development (Dr. Rory L. Cooper and Professor Michel Milinkovitch, Geneva, Switzerland)




16th Place: Spore sacs (sporangia) of a fern (Rogelio Moreno, Panama, Panama)




Honorable Mention: Frost on a wooden railing (Gregory B. Murray, Pritchard, British Columbia, Canada)




Image of Distinction: Parasitic fly (Crataerina hirundinis) (Bernard Allard, Sucy-en-Bry, France)




Image of Distinction: True bug (Hemipteran) eggs on a leaf (Dr. Walter Ferrari, Rio Cuarto, Cordoba, Argentina)




Image of Distinction: Vascular bundles in a bamboo leaf (Phyllostachys sp.) (Dr. David Maitland, St. Andrews, Fife, United Kingdom)




Image of Distinction: Slime mold (Arcyria denudata) (Frederic Labaune, Auxonne, Burgundy, France)




Image of Distinction: Pregnant water flea (Daphnia) (Jianguo Mao, Shanghai, Shanghai, China)




Honorable Mention: Hooklike crochets on the larva of an Io (Automeris io) moth (Kendall O. Myers and Dr. Matthew S. Lehnert, North Canton, Ohio, USA)




Image of Distinction: Spotted-eye hoverfly (Ozgur Kerem Bulur, Istanbul, Turkey)



Be sure to visit the Nikon Small World contest website to see the full set of winning and honored images.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Publishes List of the Most Essential Children's Picture Books






Today The Atlantic launches "65 Essential Children's Books," a new editorial project that brings together important illustrated stories for young readers, beginning with The Story of Ferdinand, by Munro Leaf, published in 1936, all the way through Kyle Lukoff's I'm Sorry You Got Mad, released last year. This project follows the March 2025 release of "The Best American Poetry of the 21st Century (So Far)" and 2024 publication of "The Great American Novels."

In an introduction to "65 Essential Children's Books," the project's editors write that "a picture book is a deceptively complex object: Ideally, it should be mind-expanding, psychologically astute, vividly illustrated, and--the most elusive criterion--fun. It must entertain the child without boring the grown-up to tears. And it should teach children to match sounds to meaning, pictures to objects, cause to effect, without feeling like homework. Finding picture books is easy; the market is glutted with them. The hard part is picking out just the right ones. What follows is an effort to bring clarity to the earliest years of literacy, and to help foster a child's lifelong relationship with books. We hope this selection will assist harried caregivers in sorting the wheat from the chaff, while also giving these formative works the respect and scrutiny they deserve."

To create the list, The Atlantic's editors consulted authors, librarians, and other experts, and also debated works among themselves--stress-testing both classics and newer books to come up with a final list of 65 titles. "Because children's books vary so much according to age," the editors write, "we decided to limit our scope to titles that lead up to the transition from listening to an adult's narration to reading independently: illustrated stories without long chapters, meant to be shared."

Over the course of the project, certain trends emerged. The editors write: "1955--peak Baby Boom--was an auspicious year for the genre (when Eloise, Miffy, and the crayon-wielding Harold were created). The 1960s and '70s brought bold colors and loopier styles to the fore. The 21st century delivered a wider array of stories--migrant journeys, portraits of grief, African and East Asian folktales. No single trait unifies the works below, but each represents a feat of artistry, voice, or complexity that we found exceptional. They are the kinds of books that will be cherished well into the future, worn from use and perhaps replaced more than once. Because of this, they felt essential."

"65 Essential Children's Books" is part of The Atlantic's robust and expanded Books section, devoted to essays, criticism, reporting, original fiction, poetry, and book recommendations, as well as The Atlantic's weekly Books Briefing newsletter.

Press Contacts:
 Paul Jackson, Sammi Sontag, and Quinn O'Brien | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/10/the-atlantics-65-essential-picture-books-for-kids/684559/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Surprisingly Endearing True-Crime Movie

<em>Roofman</em> stays grounded by highlighting life's mundane thrills.

by Shirley Li




Delinquent protagonists in true-crime stories tend to have a memorable MO: Young lovebirds might find the thrill of theft romantic, while a teenager might relish roping her friends into targeting their favorite celebrities' homes. But Jeffrey Manchester, the robber known as "Roofman," made headlines for being unusually polite when he executed his misdeeds. After he surprised McDonald's employees by dropping in through the roof--hence his nickname--and holding them at gunpoint, he gently reminded one of them to breathe while they collected cash. Before he locked them in the walk-in refrigerator, he made sure that they had coats to wear so they'd be comfortable in the cold.

Roofman, a movie dramatizing Manchester's life, is similarly eager to please. Starring Channing Tatum as the titular crook, the film transforms the absurd tale of a criminal on the run into an intimate character study. It begins in 2004, with Jeffrey landing in prison--only to escape shortly afterward and find shelter inside a Toys "R" Us. The ensuing series of events incorporate elements of romance and melodrama with farce and action. Anxious to reunite with his estranged family, he ventures outdoors under a false identity; he ends up falling in love with a single mom, Leigh (played by Kirsten Dunst), who works at the store Jeffrey has turned into his hideout. Roofman deftly blends genres to create a low-key crowd-pleaser--one that avoids merely reveling in what made Manchester notorious in the first place.

Movies based on the lives of real people can easily turn into hagiographies, hyperbolizing their circumstances or papering over their scandals. Even an uplifting sports drama such as Rudy or a period piece such as Argo exaggerates scenes for added tension, treating its heroes like unassailable underdogs. But the writer-director Derek Cianfrance, who's best known for making Blue Valentine and other complex tragedies, doesn't excuse Jeffrey for his lawlessness. Cianfrance depicts the character evenly, as someone who can be as clever as he is careless. Jeffrey is resourceful enough to build a security system for his refuge by stringing up baby monitors throughout the store--but he also eats so much candy that he gives himself a toothache. The opportunities for big set pieces are similarly subdued. The closest thing to a car chase comes when Jeffrey drives a used sedan he purchased for Leigh's elder daughter, pushing it beyond the speed limit to impress her. Tatum, too, infuses Jeffrey with a disarming naivete that makes him compelling to watch.

Read: The 14 movies to watch out for this fall

The actor is especially charming in his scenes with Dunst; the two share a down-to-earth chemistry as a pair of single parents who are surprised to find themselves in a budding romance in their 40s. Their relationship fuels the plot, making Jeffrey delay his getaway and revealing what the story is actually about: the emotional toll of starting over. If Leigh likes his cover identity--he calls himself "John Zorn" and gives her an invented backstory--Jeffrey reasons that maybe he doesn't need to keep looking for a way back to his old life of heists. Would acceptance into a new family, even under false pretenses, be enough for him to abandon his past? Is quiet domesticity worth the risk?

Cianfrance uses these questions to explore the humor and suspense in mundanity--how everyday drama can become all-consuming. For Jeffrey, accessing the Toys "R" Us security cameras has become quotidian, but decorating Leigh's apartment for Christmas provides a genuine thrill. Cianfrance captures Jeffrey's misadventures inside the store as if his protagonist is trapped in a cage, underlining how tiny his fugitive life is compared with the immensity of his relationship with Leigh. Even Jeffrey's initial escape from prison is small in scale, his movements practiced, his expressions stoic. He seems much more engaged when he's studying the store employees on the baby monitors as if they're the cast of a reality show. These moments help the film feel lived-in, its sentimentality earned rather than maudlin.

Roofman isn't entirely devoid of more conventional big-screen beats. Tatum mines plenty of laughter from the sillier parts of Jeffrey's story--he almost gets caught while naked one night--and a third-act heist leads to an explosion. But what's most pleasing to watch is Jeffrey's search for companionship: The real Jeffrey Manchester will perhaps always be remembered for his odd behavior as a burglar, but Roofman is more interested in why he couldn't resist connecting with a stranger. In the film, he had the money and the means to flee much earlier. Yet, as Jeffrey puts it in an early scene while attempting to fill a sorry-looking kiddie pool for his daughter's birthday, "it's the trying that counts."
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65 Essential Children's Books

Illustrated titles that teach kids to love literature




A picture book is a deceptively complex object: Ideally, it should be mind-expanding, psychologically astute, vividly illustrated, and--the most elusive criterion--fun. It must entertain the child without boring the grown-up to tears. And it should teach children to match sounds to meaning, pictures to objects, cause to effect, without feeling like homework. Finding picture books is easy; the market is glutted with them. The hard part is picking out just the right ones. What follows is an effort to bring clarity to the earliest years of literacy, and to help foster a child's lifelong relationship with books. We hope this selection will assist harried caregivers in sorting the wheat from the chaff, while also giving these formative works the respect and scrutiny they deserve.

Because children's books vary so much according to age, we decided to limit our scope to titles that lead up to the transition from listening to an adult's narration to reading independently: illustrated stories without long chapters, meant to be shared. We then asked authors, librarians, and other experts for suggestions and debated works among ourselves, stress-testing both classics and newer books to come up with our final list--of titles you know and those you should.

Over the course of our project, some trends emerged: 1955--peak Baby Boom--was an auspicious year for the genre (when Eloise, Miffy, and the crayon-wielding Harold were created). The 1960s and '70s brought bold colors and loopier styles to the fore. The 21st century delivered a wider array of stories--migrant journeys, portraits of grief, African and East Asian folktales. No single trait unifies the works below, but each represents a feat of artistry, voice, or complexity that we found exceptional. They are the kinds of books that will be cherished well into the future, worn from use and perhaps replaced more than once. Because of this, they felt essential.

Explore the best children's books

The Story of Ferdinand




by Munro Leaf, illustrated by Robert Lawson

1936

The plot of Ferdinand is deceptively simple: A bull who wants only to sit quietly under a tree is mistaken for a fierce beast and sent to a bullfight. There, he refuses combat, instead smelling the flowers in the ring. The tale may seem like a classic misfit story about a boy who doesn't fit in with his head-butting peers. But unlike many other literary outcasts, Ferdinand is never ashamed to be different; he remains peaceful in a violent world. That was a divisive message when the book was published, with the Spanish Civil War under way and World War II approaching. Critics called Ferdinand communist, fascist, pacifist (as well as anti-pacifist), and emasculating; Adolf Hitler banned it for being "degenerate democratic propaganda." Today, as many warn of a crisis in masculinity, Ferdinand's unwavering gentleness feels refreshing. Leaf writes that the bull resisted fighting "no matter what they did"--a level of fortitude that may inspire children, even if some adults are more cynical.

Kate Cray

Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel




written and illustrated by Virginia Lee Burton

1939

Mary Anne is a good shovel, and Mike Mulligan is her good friend. Together, the two of them (and some others) have made canals, freeways, and tall skyscrapers in big cities possible. But steam shovels are quickly being replaced by more powerful machines, and Mary Anne and Mike have nowhere left to dig. Nowhere, that is, but Popperville, where a town hall needs a cellar, and the two need to prove that they're still useful in a world that's changing very fast. No one under 10 knows what a steam shovel is, but they don't need to--Mike Mulligan is about taking pride, taking care, and working hard until the job is done.

Ellen Cushing

Madeline




written and illustrated by Ludwig Bemelmans

1939

Oh, the drama of Madeline. The illustrations are big and colorful, leaving just a sliver of room for the words at the bottom of the page--irregular, sometimes-rhyming meter that adjusts to the action. The book's "twelve little girls in two straight lines" have enviable daily lives: They take a rainy-day stroll by Notre-Dame, walk across the Seine, and go ice-skating outside Sacre-Coeur. One night, Madeline, the boldest of the group, is whisked off in an ambulance for an appendectomy. When the other girls visit her in the hospital, they're jealous. She has toys and candy from her dad, and a cool scar! They want to have their appendix out too! This is the book's sharpest and funniest insight into how kids see the world. What child hasn't begrudged a classmate with a cast that everyone signs, or a sick sibling who gets to stay home from school, watching cartoons?

Eleanor Barkhorn

Caps for Sale




written and illustrated by Esphyr Slobodkina

1940

One of the first, and easiest, things you can do while reading a book with your child is get them to shake their fists. Caps for Sale, based on an old folktale, will help you pull that off: Its slow build, as a peddler has his inventory continually stolen by a band of monkeys, leads to a satisfying end, when he tricks them and gets his hats back. It's told at a methodical pace that benefits the youngest reader, but the hint of genius appears when the man angrily stomps and shouts at those avaricious monkeys--you can admonish them right along with him.

David Sims

The Carrot Seed




by Ruth Krauss, illustrated by Crockett Johnson

1945

The little boy at the center of this simple story is stubborn. He has planted a carrot seed that no one in his family--his mother, his father, his older brother--seems to believe will sprout. Yet he continues to pull up weeds and water the ground, until one day, he is proved right--in a big way. The patience he displays is worthy, even mature, but what gives The Carrot Seed its backbone, and a bit of edge, is the boy's old-soul doggedness, his insouciant assurance that something, in the end, will come of his efforts.

Jane Yong Kim

Goodnight Moon




by Margaret Wise Brown, illustrated by Clement Hurd

1947

I remember, in the middle of my umpteenth read of Goodnight Moon to my children, some questions bubbling up: What is Brown's book about, anyway? Why are we saying goodnight to a bowl of mush? Why is there a mouse, and how is it faring in a room with two kittens? Just what exactly is going on in that great green room? But now, having successfully survived lots of bedtimes, I know that the book is about vibes--about beauty and setting down the chaos of the day. It's timeless, even in a world with fewer and fewer analog clocks.

Vann R. Newkirk II

Blueberries for Sal




written and illustrated by Robert McCloskey

1948

The plot of Blueberries for Sal should not be understood literally, because children should not follow fully grown brown bears through the wilderness. What does feel realistic, though, is the idyllic pleasure of a day spent with your mother, foraging for fruit without a care in the world. Sal, the heroine of McCloskey's classic, is joyously committed to hanging out; for her, picking blueberries is an added bonus to the sunlight, the hills, the grass. That she confuses the bear for her mother--and that, accordingly, a bear cub confuses Sal's mother for her own--exemplifies the book's beautiful kid logic: Nothing can go wrong when you're having a nice day outside. And despite one's instinctive concerns about the bear, all is well in the end as both families are reunited and head home having picked their fill.

Jeremy Gordon

Harold and the Purple Crayon




written and illustrated by Crockett Johnson

1955

Among the barrage of flashy, colorful children's books available today, Johnson's minimalist line drawings practically whisper: Each page is stark white, except for the grayscale Harold and the objects he draws with thick, purple lines. In Harold's dreamland, he cannot walk until he draws the road himself; he cannot eat until he draws his own pies. In this way, the story follows straightforward toddler reasoning, and ends up playfully illustrating cause and effect. The best part of the book is that its world is built entirely by a single child, sending a message that's charming for readers of any age: Adventure can be available to anybody who thinks to seek it.

Serena Dai

Miffy




written and illustrated by Dick Bruna

1955

Bruna's Miffy (Nijntje in the original Dutch), the white rabbit with the X for a mouth, is by now as famous for being a design icon as she is for being a literary character. (You'd be hard-pressed to find a high-end museum gift shop that Miffy isn't hopping through.) But the books themselves, with their pleasing sans-serif text, bold colors, and blocky shapes, should not be overlooked. Through Miffy, Bruna was not merely telling stories but creating objects to admire--this is most obvious, I would argue, when they're in the chubby hands of a baby who's captivated by their charm.

Adrienne LaFrance

Eloise




by Kay Thompson, illustrated by Hilary Knight

1955

Eloise is surely the biggest brat in picture-book history. Few children would want to be her friend--she's too bossy, marching belly first around the Plaza Hotel as if she's the only kid in New York City. But what a delight it is to read about her as she presses all of the elevator's buttons, upsets a waiter's trays, and demands that room service "charge it please." She has to help the busboys, she has to braid her turtle's ears, she has to call her mother long-distance because--well, never mind, don't worry about her mother. Who needs a mother when you've got a nanny and a turtle and the Plaza Hotel, where you're never, not for one moment ever, even a little bit bored? What better book is there for an ordinary child to enter, and then--enchanted, exhausted, and obscurely sad--leave behind?

Honor Jones

Green Eggs and Ham




written and illustrated by Dr. Seuss

1960

Theodor Geisel, one of the most rhythmically inventive writers in the English language, wrote more than 50 books for children. The works he left behind are complicated: Some Seuss drawings are clear racist caricatures; in 2021, the company that controls his estate ceased publication of six books that invoke ethnic stereotypes. Among the many that deservedly endure--tales of Horton and the Grinch and Bartholomew Cubbins--Green Eggs and Ham is arguably the best. As Sam-I-Am and the finicky narrator argue over the palatability of familiar but radioactively colored food, they embark on a propulsive journey--inside a car that runs up a tree, then on top of a train, through a tunnel, and onto a boat and into a teeming sea. Few books can so effectively build memory and delight through sheer accumulation: This one uses only 50 words (49 of them monosyllabic).

Boris Kachka

Go, Dog. Go!




written and illustrated by P. D. Eastman

1961

Go, Dog. Go's minimalist pages feature mesmerizing, colorful line drawings and a perfunctory amount of text. Eastman doesn't need much more than that to conjure a lively world of canines, in which a green dog pilots a helicopter over a tree, two blue dogs play paddleball on top of a blimp, and a pink poodle flirts with her dapper yellow acquaintance. The storytelling is specific, the artwork slightly surreal, and the total package nuanced--and often hilarious--enough to zoom readers through the pages.

Allegra Frank

The Snowy Day




written and illustrated by Ezra Jack Keats

1962

One condition--and opportunity--of a genre made for open, unformed minds is that it tends to focus on the fantastical. The Snowy Day is not that kind of book. This is a plainspoken chronicle of an ordinary day in an ordinary city, rendered in simple collaged art and language that feels as hushed, spare, and exquisite as a snow-dusted street. Peter wakes up, romps around in his red snowsuit, builds a snowman, stashes a snowball in his pocket, and is confused when it disappears. The book, written in the midst of the civil-rights movement, was one of the first full-color picture books to feature a Black child as the main character, but that's only part of what makes it special--The Snowy Day channels a child's ability to find wonder in the mundane. It is assured in its approach and respectful of its young audience. Sometimes real life is fantastical enough.

Ellen Cushing

Where the Wild Things Are




written and illustrated by Maurice Sendak

1963

Max has been bad: He menaced the dog and threatened his mom, and so he is sent to bed without dinner. "That very night in Max's room a forest grew," Sendak writes, and suddenly we are off in a tantrum-driven fantasia, the most memorable of the author's feral tales. A wild thing rises from the sea, flaunting its claws, but Max isn't scared. Here the bad boy is king, and the monsters can't take their eyes off him. Still, he is lonely, and he wants to be "where someone loved him." As in all of the best stories, there is no moral here, only a threat of punishment, a reprieve, and a promise: that misbehaving children are still loved. When he wakes from his dream, Max sees that his mother has brought him dinner after all--milk, soup, and a fat slice of cake.

Honor Jones

A Baby Sister for Frances




by Russell Hoban, illustrated by Lillian Hoban

1964

Hoban's six-book Frances series--published from 1960 to 1970 and illustrated first by Garth Williams and then by the author's wife, Lillian Hoban--portrays a sweetly schlumpy family of badgers to love and learn from. They model a crucial secret to transforming parent-child interaction: Don't badger. When navigating trouble, encourage playful imagination instead. Mother and Father, low-key pros with a quiet sense of humor, are abetted by (and abet) their spirited firstborn, Frances. Her go-to habit when she confronts a problem (in this case, being sidelined by a baby sister's arrival) is to rhyme her way out of it in funny verses. Big sisters better not sulk under the dining room table, she's soon singing, "because everybody misses them / And wants to hug-and-kisses them." She's not quite pleased with that last rhyme. Her parents "like it fine." The family cuddle is adorable. You'll never think of the word badger (skunklike, needling) the same way again.

Ann Hulbert

Fortunately




written and illustrated by Remy Charlip

1964

Ned is trying to get to a surprise party, but his fortunes keep flipping back and forth between luck and disaster. When he falls into shark-infested waters, for example, he swims away easily--then finds himself in front of a pack of hungry tigers. Fortunately is a crowd-pleasing romp full of hilarious twists; it also serves as a helpful reminder that, even when things seem like they can't get any worse, there may be a pleasant surprise waiting just around the corner.

Minh Le

Sylvester and the Magic Pebble




written and illustrated by William Steig

1969

Sylvester is a donkey who--in a moment of desperation--uses a magic pebble to turn himself into a rock. Then, alas, he is incapable of undoing his wish. Sylvester's parents end up picnicking on the boulder that is their son, wishing he was there with them. And, in one of the most piercing, intuitive moments in children's literature, Sylvester calls out to his parents, "Mother! Father! It's me, Sylvester, I'm right here." Steig's tale of being lost and found is funny, unpredictable, and moving.

Kate DiCamillo

The Very Hungry Caterpillar




written and illustrated by Eric Carle

1969

I have long argued, only somewhat jokingly, that Carle's magnum opus functions best as a paean to the healing properties of salad. A tired, hungry caterpillar wakes up one morning with an insatiable appetite, and munches through every kind of cuisine imaginable, leaving behind literal holes in the pages. It's a never-ending delight to plough, with the caterpillar, through all of the food he eats: salami, a lollipop, cherry pie, sausage, a cupcake, watermelon. His massive stomachache is inevitable. But something manages to soothe our engorged friend: a simple dinner of one green leaf. Carle takes advantage of a natural twist ending to wrap things up, and our chubby little caterpillar becomes a big, beautiful butterfly.

David Sims

Frog and Toad Are Friends




written and illustrated by Arnold Lobel

1970

This book is termed an "easy reader," but in truth, it is poetry. Lobel's introduction to his beloved woodland pair, whose many books of adventure have endured for more than 50 years, is a lyrical meditation on the joys and challenges of friendship. It is wonderful to read aloud, and wonderful to hear--again and again and again.

Kate DiCamillo

George and Martha




written and illustrated by James Marshall

1972

When Marshall created the well-meaning but bumbling hippos George and Martha in the early 1970s, he named them not after the first U.S. president and his wife but rather in tribute to the vicious marital antagonists of Edward Albee's Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?. His hippos are much sweeter, but their stories are all about conflict between two best friends, evinced by examples children can understand: Martha is furious when George is too busy to see her; George thinks Martha looks in the mirror too much. Their relationship persists across seven books and through all of their farcical minidramas because, as George says, friends "always look on the bright side and they always cheer you up."

Sophie Gilbert

Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day




by Judith Viorst, illustrated by Ray Cruz

1972

This title is not an overstatement. Alexander does, in fact, suffer a long series of indignities: gum in his hair, no toy in his cereal box, no dessert in his lunch box, lima beans for dinner. You can hear his frustration in Viorst's narration, and see it in Cruz's black-and-white illustrations--Alexander's folded arms and scowl on the first page and his mouth-wide-open yelp midway through the story are particularly vivid. What makes this book transcend other children's stories about bad moods and bad days is that it takes a Seinfeld-ian, "no hugging, no learning" approach to Alexander's unhappiness. Our hero is still ranting as he goes to bed. (His night-light burned out! He bit his tongue!) We don't see him cheer up or look on the bright side. Instead, we close with a bit of clear-eyed, motherly commentary: Some days are just bad. The end.

Eleanor Barkhorn

Where the Sidewalk Ends




written and illustrated by Shel Silverstein

1974

Silverstein is almost certainly the only author on this list who at one point lived in the Playboy Mansion. He was a weirdo and a hedonist and a goof--who better to capture a child's predilections? In this collection of poetry, accompanied by scribbly illustrations, he steps into a universe where rules are meant to be broken and lessons are not always learned. This is a place where a plunger can be a very fetching hat, and a little girl can eat an entire whale if she just tries her best for as long as it takes (89 years, as it turns out). Where the Sidewalk Ends is genuinely funny, sometimes darkly so, and profoundly imaginative--the product of a singular mind.

Ellen Cushing

Cars and Trucks and Things That Go




written and illustrated by Richard Scarry

1974

The title, like Scarry's comic-strip-inflected illustrations, strikes a fast tempo. The vibrant cover is crowded with vehicles, and their animal drivers and passengers are in a hurry. Now open the oversize book, big enough to cover two laps. You'll find yourselves hurtling along, too, tearing a page here and there in your rush. The eye-catching traffic streams left to right across both pages, as Ma, Pa, Penny, and Pickle Pig--stuffed into a red convertible VW bug--careen toward the beach for a picnic. A car shaped like an alligator, a five-seater pencil car, a broom-o-cycle, everything labeled: So silly, right? But the best part is pausing. The truck-obsessive in the family can bliss out on the road-construction array (rock crusher, tamper-downer, asphalt mixer, and lots more). In all the commotion, can you spot tiny Goldbug, cleverly hidden by Scarry? Only if you slow down. You'll also notice lots of other things that go (and don't).

Ann Hulbert

Strega Nona




written and illustrated by Tomie dePaola

1975

Oh, Strega Nona! No other witch in all of literature can compare to the one who stands, eyes closed and arms outstretched, like a maestro over her magic clay pot. DePaola offers much to adore: soft-brush earth tones; the reverence with which the villagers twirl their forkfuls of pasta; Big Anthony, that poor doofus; and of course all of that spaghetti, cresting across the pages in waves. But most of all I adore Strega Nona herself--a legend in watercolors, radiating confidence and good humor in the face of chaos. A bewitched pot is nice, but Strega Nona's serene self-satisfaction is the true magic.

Adrienne LaFrance

Rotten Ralph




by Jack Gantos, illustrated by Nicole Rubel

1976

Like all good cats, Ralph is a menace. He harasses his owner, Sarah--ruining her parties, cutting down tree branches she's swinging from--but, like all good cat owners, she loves him anyway. Rubel's wacky, Matisse-inspired illustrations show Ralph to be more human than pet. He sits upright in chairs, rides a bike, and catches birds with a net. Of course, Ralph is due for a comeuppance: When his behavior becomes too much for Sarah's parents, they purposely leave him behind at the circus. His journey back to Sarah is briefly harrowing. But it's a credit to Ralph--and to Gantos's lines--that once home, Ralph goes right back to his old, rotten ways, making him one of the few perfectly unrepentant antiheroes in children's literature.

Christina McCausland

Hippos Go Berserk!




written and illustrated by Sandra Boynton

1977

Hippos Go Berserk!, a sterling example of Boynton's comedic genius, has the subtitle "A wild counting story." "One hippo, all alone, calls two hippos on the phone," it begins, and each page introduces another attendee to a gathering being planned in real time, until 45 of them crowd an all-night cocktail party. Then come the visual gags: There's a hippo's version of Whistler's Mother, a hippo upside-down, and one guest, a classic spiky-furred grinning Boynton beastie, who consistently eludes the count. As the hippos gradually leave, little creature in tow, Berserk shows that even basic arithmetic can be an act of imagination, rather than rote repetition--and it cleverly reminds adult readers that the most familiar exercise can invite unexpected images into the mind.

Walt Hunter

I Really Want to See You, Grandma




written and illustrated by Taro Gomi

1979

Trains and buses are the building blocks of many children's imagination, and in I Really Want to See You, Grandma, this prolific writer and illustrator gets them exactly right: minimal detail, muted colors, irregular lines and shapes. These familiar conveyances are put to slapstick effect here, as Yumi and her grandmother go through a series of more and more desperate attempts to meet up. Gomi's tender story is so satisfying because as it celebrates intergenerational friendship, it sets up a pleasing symmetry between grandparent and grandchild. Their bond's thrilling, kinetic power is made clear by the climax: a joyous collision between Yumi on a scooter and Grandma on a motorbike.

Walt Hunter

Fairyland




written and illustrated by Gyo Fujikawa

1981

What you notice first about Fujikawa's illustrations is that they are equal parts stunning and sweet. My favorites are in this book (which, though out of print, can be found with a little luck online), along with Babies and Baby Animals, both from 1963, and Oh, What a Busy Day!, released in 1976. Every detail is meticulous: the wrinkle of fabric on a sleeping infant's nightgown, the blend of colors in a dusk sky, the sparkle of fireflies rising up across the page. Many of Fujikawa's illustrations are irresistibly cute, yes, but she also manages to capture the natural world as seen through the eyes of a curious and adventurous child: The trees are gigantic, the light is always changing, and wildflowers grow taller than your head. Fairyland is a story about actual fairies, but the title is also a good descriptor for the universe Fujikawa created through the beauty of her entire oeuvre.

Adrienne LaFrance

Miss Rumphius




written and illustrated by Barbara Cooney

1982

When this book opens, Alice Rumphius is a little girl with three goals: to visit faraway places, to live by the sea, and to make the world more beautiful. She accomplishes the first two without much trouble. The third, though, proves trickier. "The world is already pretty nice," she thinks. But later, Miss Rumphius spends a long season bedridden, and when she is finally well enough to go outside again, she sees the world anew. Eureka: She can plant flowers that turn her town's hillsides breathtaking shades of blue, purple, and pink. This book understands that suffering can clarify one's vision and purpose. The story closes with Miss Rumphius telling her great-niece that she, too, must make the world more beautiful, and the niece, echoing the uncertainty her aunt once felt, saying, "I do not know yet what that can be." It's a gorgeously bittersweet ending. We know she'll find her calling; we don't know what she'll have to go through to discover it.

Eleanor Barkhorn

Everett Anderson's Goodbye




by Lucille Clifton, illustrated by Ann Grifalconi

1983

Grief doesn't spare anyone--even children, especially children, whose open hearts and brand-new brains may be least equipped to deal with it. Everett Anderson's Goodbye uses Elisabeth Kubler-Ross's five stages of grief as the waypoints through which a young boy must pass in order to come to terms with his father's death. This is a useful book, but it isn't a didactic one: Clifton, a world-class poet, seems to be much less interested in instructing than in observing her young protagonist's emotions in all their contradiction and depth. Her story is simple yet evocative: Everett is sad; Everett is angry; Everett is confused. Everett cries big, fat saltwater-pearl tears and stares out the window. He fights with his mama. He dreams of his daddy.

Ellen Cushing

If You Give a Mouse a Cookie




by Laura Numeroff, illustrated by Felicia Bond

1985

A boy offers a mouse a chocolate-chip cookie. The mouse asks for some milk. From there, things devolve. The mouse would like a straw, and a napkin, and could he please have a tiny bed too? This story has endured for 40 years partly because it lets kids live the experience of having every impulse accommodated--and possibly because it gives them a taste of how parents feel about their constant demands. Numeroff's metaphor has been used to argue against welfare, and it's invoked in the 1990s thriller Air Force One as a reminder of why you shouldn't negotiate with terrorists. (Seriously.) But to interpret this book as a cautionary tale against giving anyone what they ask for does it a disservice. The enthusiastic mouse doesn't actually do anything bad. Rather than being a slippery slope to ruin, his story is as full circle and satisfying as a cookie.

Julie Beck

Annie Bananie




by Leah Komaiko, illustrated by Laura Cornell

1987

Until I reached the second grade, a girl named Sam was a major character in my tiny existence. She was one of my first best friends--and then that summer her family moved away, plucking her out of my life. I wish I'd had Annie Bananie. The book offers no explanations for why a pal might relocate, nor any promises that friendship lasts forever; it's just a kid's primal scream of betrayal. When the narrator learns that her friend, the titular Annie B., is leaving town, she's indignant--posing pointed theoretical questions such as "Do you think it's good / leaving your whole neighborhood?"--but also tender, aware that this particular girlboss, who makes her tickle bumblebees and tie her brother to a tree, will not be replaceable. Neither, she hopes, will she. "When you are in bed at night," she says, ending on a note both sweet and vaguely threatening, "remember ... you'll never ever ever never ever ever never find another friend like me. Will you?"

Faith Hill

Mirandy and Brother Wind




by Patricia C. McKissack, illustrated by Jerry Pinkney

1988

With its combination of rich watercolors and snappy dialect, McKissack's story, set in the rural southern community of Ridgetop, welcomes its readers with bombast and generosity. It's spring, which means the junior cakewalk is coming up--and Brother Wind is "high steppin'" his way into town. Mirandy's mom tells her that "whoever catch the Wind can make him do their bidding," so Mirandy hatches a plan: She'll find Brother Wind and make him her dance partner. "Can't nobody put shackles on Brother Wind, chile," her grandmother warns her, but she persists until she finally corners him in a barn. Yet in the end, after she hears some girls making fun of her friend Ezel, she picks him for the dance. And she surprises everyone in town when she and Ezel take the cake--with a little help from Brother Wind.

Maya Chung

The Talking Eggs




by Robert D. San Souci, illustrated by Jerry Pinkney

1989

The Talking Eggs is a retelling of a Creole folktale about a pair of polar-opposite sisters: kind, smart Blanche and shallow, cruel Rose. They separately encounter a mysterious old woman with enchanted eggs that reveal either treasures or nightmares; each sister gets what she deserves. San Souci, who in the course of his career adapted more than a dozen folktales from various cultures (Disney's Mulan comes from one of his books), tells this story in colloquial language that recalls the oral tradition it came from, making the book a pleasure to read aloud. But Pinkney's absorbing watercolor illustrations are the real treat. Every one is satisfyingly dense, though the most exciting pages feature the magical beings to whom the old woman introduces the sisters--chickens that sing like mockingbirds; rabbits dressed in finery, square-dancing in the moonlight.

Christina McCausland

The Mitten




written and illustrated by Jan Brett

1989

Brett's cozy adaptation of a Ukrainian folktale is an homage to craftsmanship. Little Nicki jumps onto the page, drawn fastidiously, in his handmade red hat and embroidered tunic. His baba, surrounded by skeins of dyed wool in front of a gorgeously painted fireplace, is knitting the white mittens Nicki has begged for, even though she knows he'll lose them if he drops them in the snow. Any adult can anticipate what happens next. Brett's detailed illustrations make the warm, snuggly, left-behind mitten irresistible. Soon she's depicting a menagerie of forest animals squeezing inside, and not a detail is omitted: See the hedgehog's individual spines poking out between stitches, for example. Baba's handiwork is so strong that even a bear wiggles his way in before a ferocious sneeze sends the mitten flying back home, abetting maybe the luckiest evasion of an "I told you so" in kids' literature.

Emma Sarappo

Tuesday




written and illustrated by David Wiesner

1991

This weird and wonderful picture book gives adults and children heaps of opportunities to be curious together. With essentially no text, Wiesner creates multiple engaging, rich storylines about bizarre occurrences happening on a Tuesday, all of which are brought together in the end. For me, this initially posed a challenge--what in the world are you supposed to do without words to read out loud?--but Tuesday actually inspires a collaborative reading experience, in which adult and child can co-create the backstory.

Dipesh Navsaria

Tar Beach




written and illustrated by Faith Ringgold

1991

Over more than half a century, Ringgold vividly captured the Black American experience in paintings, quilts, sculptures, costumes, and children's books. Her style was well-suited to this last genre; Tar Beach, Ringgold's first picture book, pops with an expansive color palette and unselfconscious illustrations that call to mind those found in elementary-school classrooms. The story, which follows the young Cassie as she pursues her dream of taking flight from her Harlem apartment, is similarly bold, and her adventure offers insight into the aspirations of working-class New Yorkers in the late 1930s. What really makes the book sing, though, are the quiltlike patterns that border each page, inviting readers to explore the rest of Ringgold's deep, moving body of work.

Allegra Frank

The Salamander Room




by Anne Mazer, illustrated by Steve Johnson and Lou Fancher

1991

When children stumble across any sort of delightful animal, they almost always want to bring it home. But many wild creatures have died in the loving hands of an unguided little one, and so I love The Salamander Room and think all parents should share this story with their kids. The book's gorgeous, soulful illustrations depict a salamander, a young boy, and the natural world he comes to know. When the boy's mom asks gentle questions focusing on the amphibian's needs, the reader's consciousness moves from the novelty of acquiring a pet to the responsibility of keeping that creature healthy and happy--which frequently means returning it to its place in a beautifully complex ecosystem.

Janell Cannon

Stellaluna




written and illustrated by Janell Cannon

1993

Cannon has said that she chose a baby bat to be the hero of her story because she hated to see the creatures "being misunderstood and mistreated by humans, out of fear." Cannon's astonishing pictures of wide-eyed Stellaluna are easy to love, but the bat is still in for a hard time: After she's separated from her mother, she falls into a nest full of baby birds and tries to adopt their ways--eating bugs instead of fruit, sleeping upright instead of upside down--because Mama Bird sternly tells her that batlike behavior is a bad influence. But when Stellaluna is reunited with her mother and fellow bats, her bird friends, who can't see at night, are the ones who don't quite fit in. The baby-animal cultural exchange teaches all of them the valuable lesson that "different" doesn't mean "wrong."

Julie Beck

Good Night, Gorilla




written and illustrated by Peggy Rathmann

1994

Sight gags abound in this classic goodnight book, which drops the calm and soothing mode of the genre in favor of the screamingly funny. After an utterly oblivious human security guard is hoodwinked by a clever zoo gorilla, a group of animals roam free behind his back--and end up snoozing in the guard's own bedroom. Children may identify gleefully with the quick-witted, adult-outsmarting gorilla, who leads a revolution against bedtime.

Dipesh Navsaria

Bark, George




written and illustrated by Jules Feiffer

1999

As a cartoonist for adults, Feiffer discovered pleasure in everyday haplessness; here, a parent's exasperation becomes a ticklish, surreal vision. Feiffer draws a puppy named George who, when commanded to bark, instead meows, oinks, or moos. A rubber-gloved vet investigates, pulling a cat, pig, and cow out of George's tiny body. His desperate mother, a dog who just wants to see her puppy be himself, is rewarded, finally, with an "Arf!" But Feiffer has one last punch line waiting for us. George opens his mouth, and out comes "Hello."

Gal Beckerman

Olivia




written and illustrated by Ian Falconer

2000

The titular piglet in Olivia gets up to a lot. She jumps rope, builds sandcastles, dances, runs, paints--and that's not even counting the things she has to do, such as brushing her teeth and taking a bath. Falconer's black, white, and red illustrations have so much life in them that they feel as if they could start moving at any moment. I remember being particularly transfixed by a spread involving 17 different outfits and tracing the outlines of a sweater and a gown with my sticky toddler finger. Olivia's energy and curiosity can wear people out (and sometimes she wears herself out), but she gets to explore her talents and ambitions with the security of knowing she's unconditionally loved.

Elise Hannum

Click, Clack, Moo: Cows That Type




by Doreen Cronin, illustrated by Betsy Lewin

2000

What parent doesn't empathize just a bit with Farmer Brown? He's simply trying to keep his livestock safe and fed when his cows get hold of a typewriter and start making demands. They want what? Electric blankets? The hens are cold too? But even if grown-ups sympathize with the management, this charmer of a book makes all of its readers feel solidarity with the chickens and cattle. When the barnyard crew strikes--no milk and no eggs until they get their blankets--they pull off probably the cutest possible unionization. Parents should just beware that the example can be contagious, and not only for the farm's ducks. Tooth brushing and bathing might be at risk.

Gal Beckerman

Beautiful Blackbird




written and illustrated by Ashley Bryan

2003

Stories adapted from traditional folktales generally come with a heavy-handed dose of moralizing that can feel preachy or dated or both. Beautiful Blackbird, based on a tale told by the Ila-speaking people of Zambia, skips lightly over those pitfalls through its skillful use of both pictures and words. Bryan's paper cutouts create brilliant tableaus that invite interaction: Find that bird, trace those outlines, point out the black lines and spots. Occasional exclamations beg to be shouted in concert, and rhyming dialogue heightens the fun. The book, now considered a classic, prefigured many later titles about respect, community, and Black pride. Like all of the best picture books, Beautiful Blackbird first entertains, then enlightens; it operates via a kind of osmosis that seeps from page to brain and, eventually, to the reader's heart.

Linda Sue Park

Michael Rosen's Sad Book




by Michael Rosen, illustrated by Quentin Blake

2004

Rosen--the author of the poem "Chocolate Cake," an indelible account of midnight treat-sneaking, and We're Going On a Bear Hunt, the definitive saga of going under, over, and through--deals here with deep, real-life sadness. His son Eddie died, and now sometimes he's sad even when he looks happy; other times, he writes, the sadness is "all over me," and he looks especially gloomy. There are moments when he wants to talk about losing Eddie, as well as times when he doesn't want to talk about it at all. His family won't ever be the same, and sometimes this makes him angry. But in this frank, unpretentious book, Rosen tries to find ways of being sad that aren't so painful. There are no silver linings here: Rosen will always miss his child, so all he can do is be honest. His straight-faced yet vulnerable account is something anyone whose sadness is "everywhere" can appreciate--even someone very young.

Emma Sarappo

Kitten's First Full Moon




written and illustrated by Kevin Henkes

2004

In black, white, and many shades of gray, this book turns on its head the idea that illustrations for children must be brightly colored. It will also introduce infant and toddler readers to the novelty of seeing a full moon that is forever seemingly just out of reach--and offer older children the satisfaction of predicting what Kitten will stumble into next. The narrative alternates between contemplative pauses and bursts of action, and I adore the way the certainty of the feline psyche collides with the reality of the world.

Dipesh Navsaria

Little Blue Truck




by Alice Schertle, illustrated by Jill McElmurry

2008

The most memorable aspect of this story, at least according to my own child, is the mud--which snares a busy, self-important dump truck first seen speeding past a toad, chicken, horse, sheep, and cow. The headstrong vehicle gets stuck in a pit and, having alienated the entire barnyard, cries out in vain for help. In drives the eponymous Little Blue Truck to save the day. Acting on his own, Little Blue Truck gets just as wedged in the mud, but Little Blue's animal friends come together to push. The diminutive toad turns out to be the hero, because his tiny contribution makes the difference. A chastened dump truck realizes that "a lot depends / on a helping hand / from a few good friends"--and learns to be especially grateful for the smallest of the bunch.

Walt Hunter

We Are in a Book!




written and illustrated by Mo Willems

2010

We begin in medias res, with a wink. You, reader, and Piggie the pig are in cahoots, although you may not yet know the particulars. Gerald the elephant, Piggie's dear friend, soon catches on: He and Piggie are being watched--and not just by any old snoop, but by you. We Are in a Book!, my household's favorite entry in Willems's Elephant & Piggie series, gleefully smashes through the fourth wall to show how words that sit humbly on the page can end up spurring a human to action. "I have a good idea!" Piggie says, realizing you're probably reading aloud. "I can make the reader say a word!" This is so magical that Gerald becomes distraught when he realizes that the book must end. But fear not: At the close, Piggie and Gerald come up with a solution that encourages the fun to continue.

Jen Balderama

Big Red Lollipop




by Rukhsana Khan, illustrated by Sophie Blackall

2010

Big Red Lollipop understands that life isn't always fair, and proves it by foregrounding the indignity of being the eldest child. Rubina knows that the invitation to her classmate's birthday party didn't come with a plus-one, and that bringing her annoying kid sister Sana, at her mother's insistence, will surely lead to ostracism. (It does, and the party invites dry up for a while.) Nor does it help that Sana is a real pill: She acts like a baby; she gobbles her own candy, then steals Rubina's share. But being a big sister isn't just about keeping score, Rubina realizes later. When Sana gets her own invitation, Ami proposes that Sana take even littler Maryam along. Rubina implores Ami to let her go alone. Her altruism pays off, eventually, when Sana becomes less of a terror and more of a friend.

Emma Sarappo

Marisol McDonald Doesn't Match




by Monica Brown, illustrated by Sara Palacios

2011

Marisol McDonald is a Peruvian, Scottish, and American girl who loves clashing patterns and peanut-butter-and-jelly burritos; she emphatically refuses to fit in any one category. Although her preferences are unconventional, this lovely book makes clear that Marisol's tendency toward "mismatching" is, in fact, her most enviable trait. The story, told simultaneously in English and Spanish, shows what can emerge when seemingly disparate cultures, backgrounds, and tastes blend together, just as they do in Marisol's family.

Allegra Frank

The Day the Crayons Quit




by Drew Daywalt, illustrated by Oliver Jeffers

2013

The Day the Crayons Quit is not just a book, but a piece of theater--it simply will not work unless you're ready to reach deep into your cache of silly voices and commit to the bit. The premise: An assortment of crayons with serious workplace grievances have left a stack of letters for their owner, Duncan. Red crayon is tired of working holidays. Purple, the neat freak, is affronted at being used to color outside the lines. Yellow and Orange are mired in interpersonal conflict. Pink has a gender-discrimation complaint. The reader's job is to take the visual cues--Red's sweaty brow, Pink's cross-armed pique--and summon the tone and diction to match. Do it right and you can expect a rapt audience (and perhaps a Tony Award in the mail).

Jen Balderama

Sam & Dave Dig a Hole




by Mac Barnett, illustrated by Jon Klassen

2014

Here is the essence of the picture book: Words telling one story, art telling another. The reader watches these boys tunnel deep into the Earth, hunting for--and just missing--something spectacular. Your view conjures the satisfying whole.

Jon Scieszka

Grandad's Island




written and illustrated by Benji Davies

2015

A child's imagination functions as both a means of self-protection and a way of explaining the incomprehensible. In this subtle parable, a boy pays a visit to his granddad's house, only to find him in the attic; quickly, they leave the room and its musty antiques behind for a massive ship, which whisks them both off to a tropical island--where Granddad decides he will stay forever. Davies's story is about death, but what makes it so memorable (along with its timeless but casual artistry) is that it can be interpreted on several levels. Even a child who knows nothing about mortality can intuit its theme of loss; even a mournful grown-up can relish its sense of adventure.

Boris Kachka

Last Stop on Market Street




by Matt de la Pena, illustrated by Christian Robinson

2015

Leaving church with Nana on a rainy day, CJ resists their Sunday routine of taking the bus to the soup kitchen where they volunteer. "How come we don't got a car?" he asks. Nana laughs off the question, then spends the ride pointing his attention to the people around them and the moments of connection they offer, encouraging him to enjoy the woman holding a jar of butterflies and the musician strumming his guitar. The bus, she's telling him, has plenty to offer on its own terms. By the end of the ride, CJ isn't focused on what he doesn't have: He's glad to inhabit the world he does.

Sarah Laskow

The Sound of Silence




by Katrina Goldsaito, illustrated by Julia Kuo

2016

A perfect book for a hyperstimulated world: Goldsaito's story, whose deep wisdom will linger long after you read it, follows a young boy searching a noisy city for the sound of silence. Imagine sitting down to a guided meditation led by Christopher Robin, and you'll begin to understand its quiet magic.

Minh Le

School's First Day of School




by Adam Rex, illustrated by Christian Robinson

2016

"I don't like school," a shy little girl whispers during her very first class. "Maybe it doesn't like you either," the school retorts, as frazzled and huffy as any new kid. By cleverly transferring all of the apprehension surrounding a new academic year onto a brand-new edifice (with an oddly expressive front door), Rex not only soothes first-day jitters but slyly introduces young children to a theory of mind. No one--not even a building, maybe--wants to be torn away from the familiar and bombarded by clamorous strangers. But after the bell rings, Frederick Douglass Elementary can't stop talking to the janitor about how much fun it was: One kid told a joke; there was a fun lesson about shapes; will the shy girl be back tomorrow? Maybe school isn't so bad after all, even for school.

Boris Kachka

Julian Is a Mermaid




written and illustrated by Jessica Love

2018

From Julian's vivid point of view, the imaginary blurs with the real. On the subway, inspired by a trio of glamorous mermaids, he imagines himself in an underwater expanse, where his puff of hair unfurls into a long mane and a school of fish give him a purple tail. At home, he chases this vision: Abuela's lacy curtains become his fins; her fern and flowers, his tresses. When Abuela finds him in full mermaid splendor, she's not pleased, and he tries to understand what he's done wrong. But her frown is about the state of her apartment, not Julian's dreams. She takes him to the beach to find a dazzling procession of sea life, evocative of Coney Island's annual, gender-bending Mermaid Parade. "Let's join them," Abuela says. Where a child might see only an enchanting party, an adult will recognize that she's showing Julian that the world has a place for him, whatever he wants to be.

Sarah Laskow

A Big Mooncake for Little Star




written and illustrated by Grace Lin

2018

Little Star's mom has made a delicious mooncake and set it aside in the sky. This treat is so scrumptious--so tempting, so absolutely irresistible--that Little Star, who's promised her mama she won't touch it, gets up in the night to have just a teeny bite. She gets away with it, so she's back again the next night, and the next, until the mooncake is whittled down to a half circle, and then a slim crescent, and then--oops. Once the whole thing is gone, Little Star and her mom need to bake a new one and hang it, whole and shining, among the stars. (One gets the sense, knowing that the moon will go through its phases all over again next month, that our protagonist hasn't learned her lesson.)

Emma Sarappo

Dreamers




written and illustrated by Yuyi Morales

2018

A mother and son cross into the United States, where they find their way to a library that turns their world Technicolor: "Books became our home," the mother notes, as they both learn English through reading. Dreamers, enlivened by dazzling images that combine acrylic paints and scanned photographs, is a picture book that is in part an ode to the power of picture books, told in swirling and poetic language. For Morales's characters, immigration opens up an entirely new life, and reading widens it even further.

Valerie Trapp

Birdsong




written and illustrated by Julie Flett

2019

Birdsong, a melancholy book of muted illustrations in which specks of white and pink represent the burst of spring flowers, is about change. Katherena must leave behind a place filled with family for a lonely house in the country, where she interacts with only her mother, her dog, and her elderly neighbor, Agnes. But Agnes becomes a steadfast friend, showing Katherena her garden and her pottery; in exchange, the girl shares her drawings and her Cree vocabulary with Agnes. (The book's brightest pages show off the gallery of pictures Katherena later hangs in the ailing Agnes's bedroom.) As the seasons shift, Katherena embraces her new home, even as she begins to understand that not everything can last forever.

Sarah Laskow

Lubna and Pebble




by Wendy Meddour, illustrated by Daniel Egneus

2019

In Meddour's understated, pleasingly illustrated tale, Lubna is going through something strange and scary: She and her family, now refugees, have had to leave their home behind. They arrive at a "World of Tents," where lonely Lubna finds a pebble on the beach that quickly becomes her primary confidant and a source of comfort, though she also meets and grows close to a boy named Amir. When Lubna's family finds out they'll be leaving the camp, Amir is distraught, so Lubna bravely gives her pebble to him. Meddour's story offers a child's view of a global crisis and reminds kids that friendship and tenderness can flourish even in frightening situations.

Maya Chung

Knight Owl




written and illustrated by Christopher Denise

2022

Owl has only ever had one wish, which is to be a knight. He's small but determined, so he applies to Knight School--and, shockingly, is accepted. Unlike his human classmates, he can't maneuver his sword or shield, and he keeps falling asleep in class. But one night, while he's serving on the Knight Night Watch, a dragon glides right up to his post on the castle wall. Owl is in danger of becoming a monster's snack--until he finds something else for the dragon to eat. Our hero still might not be big enough to wield a weapon, but he manages to pull off something no one else could: gathering his fellow knights and the local dragons for pizza. By bringing the kingdom's denizens together, Owl shows that there's more than one way to care for one's neighbors.

Maya Chung

The World Belonged to Us




by Jacqueline Woodson, illustrated by Leo Espinosa

2022

Summer's delights abound in Woodson's tribute to "Brooklyn in the summer not so long ago," when the end of school meant fun from dawn until dusk: jumping double Dutch, chasing down the ice-cream truck, building forts, exchanging stories. With help from Espinosa's exuberant illustrations of city stoops and the subway, Woodson keenly captures the sense of community, friendship, and, most important, potential within the joyful chaos of urban life. In New York City, she writes, "it was easy to believe that anything was possible when a guy from our block was good enough to play for the Mets and a girl from our block sang on a big stage in Manhattan." For now, though, these kids' most urgent task is having fun.

Maya Chung

Millie Fleur's Poison Garden




written and illustrated by Christy Mandin

2024

A witchy girl plants a fun, spooky garden at the edge of her new suburb, a cookie-cutter community that makes the standards of the most hidebound homeowners' association look like a free-for-all. Mandin's premise isn't wholly original (the Addams family comes to mind), nor is her message that we are all better off embracing bits of eccentricity. But in that fertile soil, Millie Fleur grows a vegetal menagerie--toothy, monstrous stalks of fantastic species including grumpy gilliflower, fanged fairy moss, sneezing stickyweed, and swampy inkcap--all rendered in an earthy yet somehow kaleidoscopic palette. On the closing spread, some gardening tips involving creepy real-life plants might help a child's dark fascination sprout into a lifelong habit.

Boris Kachka

I'm Sorry You Got Mad




by Kyle Lukoff, illustrated by Julie Kwon

2024

Jack knocked over Zoe's castle, but the best apology he can initially muster is a note scribbled with one word: "SORRY." His teacher, Ms. Rice, is unimpressed; she asks him to try again. So we turn the page and see Jack's next attempt: "SORRY ZOE." Not good enough, Ms. Rice says. Fine. Jack writes, "DEAR ZOE, I'M SORRY YOU GOT SO MAD!!!" (In the margins, from Ms. Rice: "Please try again.") Readers witness Jack gradually transform from a scribbling hothead into a compassionate and accountable playmate, as he learns a vital lesson applicable to children and grown-ups alike--how to truly make amends.

Valerie Trapp

Header illustrations by Elliot Kruszynski




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/10/essential-childrens-picture-books-goodnight-moon-snowy-day/684091/?utm_source=feed
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The Logical End Point of Trump's Higher-Education Agenda

A "compact" offered by the administration could devastate racial diversity at elite universities.

by Kevin Carey




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

Since taking office, President Donald Trump has attacked colleges and universities using such a bewildering range of tools--civil-rights investigations, research-funding recissions, student-loan cuts, visa bans--that it's hard to keep track of what the White House is trying to reform or destroy. But the new higher-education compact offered to universities by the administration strongly suggests that Trump's higher-education agenda, if successful, will result in a far less diverse academy, with fewer Black and Latino students. It will do this by demanding that colleges adopt an admissions system based purely on test scores and GPA--and accusing any institution that resists of illegal racial preferences.

Trump's fixation on the racial makeup of selective colleges was evident during his first term, when the Justice Department sued Yale for racial bias. To back its claim, the DOJ included a table comparing Yale's admissions rate for students of different races and ethnicities with an "Academic Index," a measure that combines high-school grades and SAT or ACT scores. The admissions rates weren't identical: 35 percent of Hispanic students in the top decile of the Academic Index were admitted, for example, compared with 20 percent of white students. The government argued that this showed "significant discrimination on the ground of race."

The Biden administration withdrew the lawsuit, which seemingly became moot in 2023, when the Supreme Court outlawed affirmative action in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard. But after that ruling, the racial makeup of elite universities didn't shift as much as the winning litigants might have hoped. Although the percentage of Black students enrolling at Harvard fell after the decision, just as the university had warned, it stayed the same at Yale. Meanwhile, the percentage of Asian students enrolling at Yale declined--even though the stated aim of the SFFA lawsuit was to eliminate anti-Asian discrimination.

Trump's second administration seems to be treating SFFA not as the end of the affirmative-action wars but more as the beginning, even as it has sought to eliminate "DEI" from government, business, and higher education. In February, the Department of Education sent a letter to every college and university denouncing "pervasive and repugnant race-based preferences" and claiming that SFFA prohibits universities from considering race in any way, including "admissions, hiring, promotion, compensation, financial aid, scholarships, prizes, administrative support, discipline, housing, graduation ceremonies, and all other aspects of student, academic, and campus life." It was forced to withdraw the letter in April after a federal judge noted that the SFFA ruling applied only to admissions.

Rose Horowitch: The race-blind college-admissions era is off to a weird start

The administration tried to impose its expansive view of the law again in July, when it cut a deal with Columbia to restore hundreds of millions of dollars in grants that were being withheld ostensibly on the grounds that the university had violated the rights of Jewish students. Under the agreement, Columbia "may not, by any means, unlawfully preference applicants based on race, color, or national origin in admissions throughout its programs. No proxy for racial admission will be implemented or maintained." Brown University struck a deal a week later. Its agreement had identical language, minus the word unlawfully. The universities also agreed to provide the government with admissions data "broken down by race, color, grade point average, and performance on standardized tests," and to maintain "merit-based admissions." The deals being negotiated with other elite schools, including Harvard and UCLA, likely include the same terms.

"Merit-based admissions" is not a defined legal concept. Traditionally, colleges consider a wide range of criteria when evaluating an applicant: not only raw academic numbers, but also extracurricular factors such as artistic or athletic ability, and the potential to attract parental donations. But the administration's focus on GPA and standardized-test scores suggests that it plans to use the new stream of admissions data to re-create the chart it used in the Yale lawsuit, showing different admissions rates by race and ethnicity. It could then portray the chart as definitive evidence that Columbia and Brown have broken their promise to implement merit-based admissions, and once again withhold federal funding. In this scenario, the universities might be able to get their money only by radically reducing the number of Black and Latino students who enroll.

This would be a victory for the MAGA agenda, but only at two institutions. The White House, however, is also moving to get the data it wants for all selective universities. In August, Trump directed Secretary of Education Linda McMahon to "expand the scope of required reporting to provide adequate transparency into admissions." A week later, the Department of Education published a notice in the Federal Register, normally a repository for some of the most mind-numbing bureaucratic prose imaginable. This one had more spice:

Despite the ruling in SFFA, the continued widespread emphasis on "diversity, equity, and inclusion" (DEI) in higher education causes concerns that unlawful practices may persist because DEI has been used as a pretext to advance overt and insidious racial discrimination. The federal government does not currently collect racial data on admissions and scholarships and has limited tools to ensure widescale compliance with Title VI. Greater transparency through the collection of this type of information will help to expose unlawful practices, enable the Department to better enforece [sic] Title VI, and create good incentives for voluntary compliance.


The regulation would direct the department to:

Collect data by race-sex pair on: (1) the count of institutions' applied, admitted, and enrolled cohorts, both overall and further disaggregated by admission test score quintiles, GPA quintiles, ranges of family income, Pell Grant eligibility, and parental education; (2) the average high school grade point average and admission test score quintiles for institutions' applied, admitted, and enrolled cohorts; (3) the count of students admitted via early action, early decision, or regular admissions.


Once the notice of a new regulation is posted, it enters a "public comment" phase. The government is legally obligated to consider all comments. Hundreds of identical submissions have been filed about the new admissions rule. "As a concerned citizen, I am worried about the appearance of continued racial discrimination in college admissions," they say, before citing research from Defending Education, a Virginia-based advocacy organization whose trustees include Edward Blum, the founder of Students for Fair Admissions.

In theory, the new data being sought by the Education Department would allow the administration to re-create the Yale chart hundreds of times over. But the administration faces another obstacle: Over the past decade, and particularly since the pandemic, many selective universities have gone test-optional, meaning applicants don't have to submit SAT or ACT scores. Columbia, Duke, Vanderbilt, and Amherst are among those that no longer require a standardized test. (Other elite schools have since brought back standardized-test requirements.) Proving that admissions aren't "merit based" is hard if you lack reliable data about your preferred measure of "merit."

This difficulty might help explain certain demands in the administration's higher-ed compact, which offers hazy promises of preferred access to funding if the schools in question adopt Trump's higher-education agenda wholesale, and less vague threats of financial ruin if they don't. (Last week, MIT became the first institution to reject the deal.) Signatories, the compact explains, must not only promise not to use any "proxies" for race during admissions; among other requirements, they must "have all undergraduate applicants take a widely-used standardized test (i.e. SAT, ACT, or CLT) or program-specific measures of accomplishment in the case of music, art, and other specialized programs of study."

Rose Horowitch: So much for class-based affirmative action

In the Columbia and Brown settlements, the administration suggested that it will use the admissions data it gathers to conduct "appropriate statistical analyses." This appears to be a euphemism for creating a new version of the Yale chart and declaring that any overrepresentation of minority students relative to their scores is evidence of illegal preferences. In fact, there is no statistically valid way to conclusively prove racial bias in an incredibly complex process like college admissions just by calculating average SAT scores. The SFFA case itself showed how difficult such determinations can be when done in good faith. Highly respected economists testified for both sides on the question of whether Harvard had discriminated against Asian students--and arrived at opposite conclusions. The divergence came down to subtle choices in which variables to include and how to model the highly complicated and, in certain respects, inherently unquantifiable admissions process. (Ultimately, the Supreme Court did not pick a side, focusing instead on the question of whether the Fourteenth Amendment prohibits colleges from considering race as an admissions factor to promote educational diversity.)

Elite universities have never had a "merit based" admissions process based solely on high-school grades and test scores. Nor should they. These institutions are spoiled for choice among applicants with perfect GPAs and 1600 SATs. They look for unusual talents and leadership potential, and these are not merely ways to achieve racial diversity by other means. In fact, Peter Arcidiacono, SFFA's expert witness, found that at Harvard, getting an admissions bump for sports was statistically correlated with being white.

And yet the Department of Education seems unlikely to declare admissions preferences for athletes an illegal racial proxy. The Trump administration appears to have already made its conclusions about higher education, and is now seeking to backfill the data that will justify them. Trump's precise vision for elite academia remains ill-defined, but it does not seem to make much room for nonwhite faces. It's another step toward what The Atlantic's Adam Serwer has called the "Great Resegregation." The administration has been systematically removing Black people from senior government positions. Its college-admissions policy might ensure that the next generation of diverse leadership is stopped before it begins.
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Don't Blame the Democrats for Trump's Revenge Tour

Defending Trump's lawfare as just deserts misremembers what actually happened.

by Jonathan Chait




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

When Republicans find themselves unable to defend something Donald Trump has done, they tend to look for a way to turn the blame onto his opponents. So it is with the president's prosecutorial rampage against his enemies.

The anti-anti-Trump right has declared that, although a series of vindictive charges against the likes of former FBI Director James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James may be regrettable, Democrats brought it on themselves.

"Two wrongs do not make a right, but Democrats did start this," argued the conservative columnist and talk-radio host Erick Erickson. It "should be beyond dispute that the Biden-era lawfare campaign against Donald Trump was both a huge electoral failure and a disaster for American civics," wrote the columnist Dan McLaughlin in the National Review. The Washington Post's now-right-of-center Opinion section similarly complained: "Many Democrats still cannot see how their legal aggression against Trump during his four years out of power set the stage for the dangerous revenge tour on which he is now embarked."

Adam Serwer: Trump's politicized prosecutions may hit a roadblock

This attempt to rationalize Trump's push to lock up his enemies as payback suffers from two enormous flaws. The first involves the space-time continuum. Trump spent his first term desperately looking for ways to prosecute or otherwise harm his adversaries. He endlessly demanded that the Justice Department go after a long list of targets, including, among many others, every recent Democratic presidential nominee (John Kerry, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, and Joe Biden). His appointee at the IRS also subjected Comey himself, as well as Andrew McCabe, his successor at the FBI, to IRS audits.

Most of Trump's aspirations failed, but only because the Justice Department was run by officials who at least generally hewed to its norms of independence. Trump has since overcome this barrier.

The second problem with the karma theory is that it accepts at face value Trump's claim that he was a victim of lawfare. Trump was no victim of the legal system. If anything, he received preferential treatment.

Trump faced a wide array of legal travails during Biden's presidency. The case that Trump and his defenders usually fixate on is his conviction for campaign-finance violations stemming from the hush-money payment to the adult-film actor Stormy Daniels before the 2016 election. Many legal analysts argued that the case was legitimate but too marginal to merit prosecution. I agreed at the time that Trump's treatment in this case was harsher than what an average person might receive in similar circumstances. But the Manhattan case was not brought by "the Democrats," or even an official appointed by the Biden administration. It was pursued by one elected local Democratic prosecutor, Alvin Bragg.

More important, in every other case where Trump faced prosecution, he benefited from notably lenient treatment by prosecutors, the courts, or both.

Trump faced two legal cases involving his attempt to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election: a local case in Georgia and a federal case brought by Special Counsel Jack Smith. That Trump's effort to steal the election was unlawful was hardly a partisan view. When Senate Republicans voted not to convict Trump for it in his 2021 impeachment trial, then-Minority Leader Mitch McConnell suggested the matter should be left to the courts. If either party could be blamed for turning Trump's coup attempt into a legal concern rather than a political one, it was surely the Republicans.

Trump managed to skirt both raps, not because he did nothing wrong but because the courts allowed him to drag both cases out. The DOJ does not prosecute sitting presidents, so Trump's reelection ensured they were both dismissed.

Trump deployed this strategy to similarly wriggle out of a separate federal case involving his mishandling of classified documents. His violations could not have been clearer: He took a huge amount of classified material from the White House, stored it all in comically unsecured locations (such as a Mar-a-Lago bathroom), repeatedly lied to the government about it, and directed subordinates to lie on his behalf.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's revenge tour

Yet a judge Trump had appointed while president simply dismissed the case on the first day of the Republican National Convention in 2024. The conservative Supreme Court, steered by three of Trump's own appointees, helped him further with an extraordinary party-line ruling granting presidents broad immunity from prosecution.

All of this makes it rather hard to argue that Trump was treated especially harshly by the legal system. A more parsimonious explanation for why Trump kept getting prosecuted, and why Republican presidents and candidates such as George W. Bush, John McCain, and Mitt Romney never did, is that Trump has spent his entire career treating laws as unhelpful suggestions.

The evidence to support this is considerable, including his defiance of Justice Department orders to stop discriminating against Black tenants nearly five decades ago, his habitual refusal to pay his bills, and his penchant for grift. Before he was elected president the first time, Republicans regularly questioned his mob ties and called him a con artist.

If you were to have told party elites 10 years ago that Trump would go on to lose his first reelection bid, try to stay in office anyway, and then face a series of legal prosecutions, they would have likely figured Trump had been playing fast and loose with the law once again. They would have been right.
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The Radical Empathy of a Low-Key Chat Show

Marc Maron's podcast, which just wrapped its 16-year run, showed us what human connection could really look like.

by David Sims




"On some levels, I understand that this is like a breakup." So said Marc Maron on his podcast last week, monologuing in his garage for a final time. WTF With Marc Maron wrapped its 16-year run yesterday; the comedian interviewed Barack Obama, a conversation recorded in Obama's office. The chat was something of a victory lap for Maron, who made headlines for interviewing the then-president 10 years prior. (Back then, the pair met on the host's home turf.) But, always conscious of WTF's defining emotional intimacy, he also made sure to give his listeners one more unfiltered stream of consciousness.

"I live for connection," he said during the penultimate episode. "I live for it because I need it to know that I exist." Maron chased this desire for nearly two decades, his podcast charting his path: from a semi-floundering, twice-divorced, 40-something comedian trying his hand in a nascent medium, to the multi-talented performer he is now. He has developed into a well-regarded character actor; his stand-up is more popular than ever; and WTF became the preeminent chat show of a generation. Since 2009, Maron has evolved the interview format--and his approach has been much copied, if never quite equaled.

Not one to stay comfortable, Maron ended WTF on his own terms. After almost 1,700 episodes, he explained in an interview yesterday, he and his longtime producer, Brendan McDonald, were ready to be done. The host expounded upon that point in his last monologue. "I earned a living, I saved some money, but I think I missed a lot of life while I was in it," Maron told listeners. His self-reflection was ultimately triumphant, but kept the tone that endeared him to his fans over the years: a familiar mix of wry self-awareness and gallows humor.

Read: Marc Maron has some thoughts on that

I started listening to WTF shortly after it began, as podcasting was finding a wider audience. I was barely aware of Maron, though he'd been performing for almost 20 years by then. He was likely best known to most for his HBO special or as a regular guest on Late Night With Conan O'Brien; his brand of comedy was caustic and personal, blending confessions about love and relationships with impassioned political awareness. A career built on vulnerability was likely key to his unwitting success as an interviewer. Maron found his big break after a turbulent run in radio anchoring a slew of programs on the progressive station Air America. After yet another of his shows was canceled, he retained his keycard and started recording his own show in the station's studios. Thus, he created WTF, despite barely knowing what a podcast was.

Maron moved to Los Angeles shortly thereafter and established a more recognizable milieu--recording out of his garage in Highland Park, surrounded by his pet cats and artwork sent to him by fans. The majority of his early guests were comedians, most of them his peers on the stand-up circuit, such as Janeane Garofalo or Todd Barry. Maron interspersed this lineup with younger faces on the scene that he might regard skeptically. (He memorably didn't jibe with Nick Kroll's stories of a happy childhood.)

Within a year, the names started to get bigger. His 67th episode was with Robin Williams, an interview that to this day demonstrates everything WTF could bring to the table. Williams was introspective about his own mental-health battles and his history with lifting jokes from other comedians in the '80s; the electricity between host and guest crackled the entire time. The DIY style, down to the unvarnished location and simple recording equipment, would lull guests into a sense of security. The newness of the medium, too, was beneficial. With Maron, artists of all levels of celebrity felt able to speak more candidly than they ever would with a journalist or on a talk show.

"What helps him," the filmmaker Judd Apatow told The New York Times in 2011, "is the fact that people mistakenly think that no one is going to listen to it, when in fact a ton of people listen to it, and it will last forever." Apatow was one of WTF's most devoted fans; he appeared during the show's final weeks to play clips from the host's most famous interviews, spurring further musings. The clearest takeaway from that greatest-hits episode was that, even as Maron has grown in fame and expanded his rolodex, his conversational approach has never really changed. Maron always went for a brash, chatty kind of familiarity, picking at the issues that fascinate him most--family trauma, addiction, romantic tsuris, and a pursuit of authenticity in art.

Read: Marc Maron's brilliant mistakes

As Maron tackled chats with almost all of his comedy idols over the years (and sometimes grilled his peers, such as the stand-ups Carlos Mencia and Gallagher), the program survived by broadening its remit. Maron disarmed musicians, actors, and filmmakers too--some of them plugging projects, others simply finding themselves in Maron's garage out of intrigue or respect. When Obama first entered the "cat ranch" in 2015, it felt like a true watershed for podcasting as a whole. It was a sign that this was a world important people wanted to engage with, one that went beyond niche comedy fans.

Since then, the platform Maron helped create--the low-key chat show--has exploded into an industry worth billions. Comedians of all stripes now host back-and-forth chats, though few display the compassion Maron is known for. WTF has remained independent through it all, but Maron has (as is his wont) taken to decrying podcast trends he considers frightening. None has seemed to worry him more than the emergence of the "manosphere," whose most popular figureheads have found a home in podcasting. "We helped unleash an exciting type of delivery system for pure self-expression," Maron wrote in a newsletter this summer, reflecting on the growth in his field. "Sadly, on some level, we also unleashed a format that can be used for dubious means." His critique of the medium, even as he winds down his show, is reflective of Maron's tenacity. He cannot help but charge at the topics that incense him the most.

Maron's interest in the ways political winds have shifted since he first started podcasting is what made his final choice of guest interesting to me. Some fans might have been disappointed that he didn't wrap it up with a personal hero he'd never spoken to, such as Bob Dylan or Tom Waits. Inviting Obama back was a recognition of a groundbreaking moment for WTF, yes, but it also helped underline the host's own anxieties. Maron, in recent years, frequently groused about the state of the country and the erosion of democracy. His conversation with the former president was professional and focused on one of Maron's favorite subjects, the importance of human connection. It wasn't the best episode of WTF. It was, however, WTF and Maron at their purest: concerned, empathetic, and punctuated with grouchy chuckles--not to mention just a little bit laced with doom.
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This Gold Rush Is Ominous

The king of precious metals is having a good run right now. That might be a problem.

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.

When prices are high and global conflicts destabilize the world, some investors start looking backwards--away from an uncertain future and toward the predictability of the past. And what's older and more dependable than gold?

Last week, amid widespread geopolitical turmoil and a weakening U.S. dollar, the price of gold hit a historic high of $4,000 an ounce. This year has so far been gold's best since 1979, a moment of instability so profound that it led to recession. Gold prices are much closer to a genuine "recession indicator" than, say, the resurgence of frozen yogurt or an uptick in Uber Eats orders. That's because, over the past 50 years, spikes in the price of gold have typically been correlated with widespread inflation and geopolitical dysfunction. In 1979, amid double-digit inflation numbers in the United States and a global energy crisis, investors stocked up on the precious metal as a way to counter those shocks. In the years following the 2008 financial crisis, as investors lost trust in major institutions once seen as "too big to fail," gold prices shot up again. And when persistent inflation was crushing the U.S. dollar after the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, gold once again soared.

The precious metal has long been considered a safe-haven asset, because, unlike the U.S. dollar, its inherent value isn't determined by any state government. Although it's probably not realistic for everyone to start piling into Diamond District jewelry shops and hoarding gold bars, gold remains an appealing, if old-fashioned, alternative to more contemporary investments: Its value stems from its shine and rarity, not its ability to produce a line of credit.

Some investors see gold as a standard way to diversify their portfolio. Others, stereotypically known as goldbugs, tend to be broadly skeptical about contemporary monetary policy. Just as investors in bitcoin, so-called digital gold, have historically skewed libertarian and anti-institutional, the most extreme goldbugs are betting against the system, doubtful that the Federal Reserve is capable of keeping the U.S. dollar strong. There's also only so much of the metal lodged in the planet's crust, compared with the dollar, which can be printed ad infinitum. At least until someone like Elon Musk figures out how to increase its supply by mining asteroids, gold will likely remain the doomer's hedge of choice. Whereas a different sort of investor looks to get in early on promising new technological innovations, the goldbug doesn't lose sight of what's tried-and-true.

Gold prices have already risen more than 50 percent this year and are showing no signs of stopping. The story of today's gold boom began in 2022, when Russia invaded Ukraine and Western governments decided to sanction the Russian central bank by freezing its foreign-exchange reserves. The scale of these sanctions was a reminder of why countries might want to own assets that can't be easily frozen. Especially in emerging markets, central banks around the world "realized that the truly only safe asset" is gold, Daan Struyven, a co-head of Global Commodities Research at Goldman Sachs, told me.

The whiplash of President Donald Trump's tariff spree this spring introduced new uncertainties for the global market. No nation or territory was off-limits (including remote islands inhabited only by penguins and seals). Trump's scattershot approach has had clear consequences, especially for countries with fledgling markets. Kazakhstan, Bulgaria, and Indonesia are among the many nations now buying gold by the ton, according to World Bank data--ostensibly to insulate themselves from any future shocks caused by U.S. policy. Meanwhile, Struyven explained, the ongoing question of whether America's own central bank will retain its independence could also be contributing to gold's historic run, because "the gold price tends to rise when questions about central-bank governance rise."

The other main driver of this price spike is less abstract. Some Wall Streeters are concerned that the value of the U.S. dollar will continue to erode as the national debt climbs and the Federal Reserve loses its grip on the currency. They're making what's become known as the "Debasement Trade," shifting money away from the weakening U.S. dollar and into harder, more independent assets such as gold and bitcoin. Shrinkflation, stagflation, good-old-fashioned inflation--all of it means that your paycheck doesn't go as far as it once did, and all of it is good for gold.

The mystery of the current gold rally is that the S&P 500 is also up. The stock-market index reached an all-time high earlier this month, which would seem to suggest that the American economy isn't quite as close to the brink as the price of gold might indicate. But the reality probably has to do with a bifurcated market. Joe Davis, Vanguard's global chief economist, told The New York Times on Saturday that this rare case of gold and stocks moving in a parallel upward trend has to do with "dramatically different" investor perspectives: The optimists are going with equities, and the pessimists are going with gold. In today's economy, there's room enough for both.

Another way to put it is that a bet on the S&P 500 amounts to faith in the fruits of modern industry: AI and renewable energy, to name a couple. A bet on gold is a recognition that all empires eventually fall, and a return to something much more ancient.

Related:

	The everything recession
 	Just how bad would an AI bubble be?




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	George Packer: "I don't want to stop believing in America's decency."
 	The beacon of democracy goes dark, Anne Applebaum writes.
 	David Brooks: America needs a mass movement--now.
 	One era ends in Gaza, and another begins.




Today's News

	The United States struck a small boat off the coast of Venezuela, killing six people, according to President Donald Trump, who alleged that the boat was carrying drug traffickers.
 	Trump awarded a posthumous Presidential Medal of Freedom to Charlie Kirk in a White House ceremony today, on what would have been Kirk's 32nd birthday. Last month, Congress designated October 14 as a "National Day of Remembrance for Charlie Kirk."
 	Israel identified four hostages whose bodies were returned yesterday under the U.S.-brokered cease-fire with Hamas and took custody of four more today, bringing the total number of returned bodies to eight. The bodies of 20 other hostages remain in Gaza, and an Israeli military agency said that it would restrict aid into Gaza because Hamas had been too slow to turn over remains.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal writes about how to use regret instead of wallowing in it.
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Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



The Drink That Americans Won't Give Up Without a Fight

By Ellen Cushing

Coffee is in trouble. Even before the United States imposed tariffs of 50 percent on Brazil and 20 percent on Vietnam--which together produce more than half of the world's coffee beans--other challenges, including climate-change-related fires, flooding, and droughts, had already forced up coffee prices globally. Today, all told, coffee in the U.S. is nearly 40 percent more expensive than it was a year ago. Futures for arabica coffee--the beans most people in the world drink--have increased by almost a dollar since July. And prices may well go up further: Tariffs have "destabilized an already volatile market," Sara Morrocchi, the CEO of the coffee consultancy Vuna, told me. This is a problem for the millions of people who grow and sell coffee around the world. It is also a problem for the people who rely on coffee for their base executive functioning--such a problem that Congress recently introduced a bipartisan bill to specifically protect coffee from Trump's tariffs.


Read the full article.





More From The Atlantic

	The existential heroism of the Israeli hostages, by Franklin Foer
 	America is sliding toward illiteracy.
 	The Democrats' heterodoxy problem
 	The CDC's weekend of whiplash
 	Dear James: My guy friends are stuck in a rut.
 	Andrew Ryvkin: Putin is not winning.




Culture Break


Jill Krementz



Remember. Diane Keaton's quest for beauty left an imprint on American culture, Adrienne LaFrance writes.

Watch. Amy Poehler was the perfect host for the actual 50th anniversary of Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock). Although she can "snark with the best of them, she always radiates a palpable compassion," Michael Tedder writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I spent this past weekend reading American Pastoral, which I've somehow never done before, and there's a sad moment when one character, a sort of crotchety older man, attempts to send a check to his son's jilted ex-wife. In the accompanying letter, meant as an apology on behalf of his womanizing son, the man recommends putting all of the money straight into gold, because "the dollar isn't going to be worth a thing." This is the prototypical goldbug, the staunch cynic and old-school prepper who might come across as scolding and bitter but is usually right at the end of the day. If a character in a novel or film is broadly "into gold," you already know quite a bit about them.

-- Will



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 Warning for the Modern Striver

A new biography of Peter Matthiessen chronicles his many paradoxical attempts to escape who the world expected him to be.

by John Kaag




Restlessness is deeply rooted in American mythology. We are a country of pilgrims, engaged in a lifelong search for what Ralph Waldo Emerson called an "original relation to the universe"--a unique understanding of the world that doesn't rely on the traditions or teachings of past generations. Those who internalize this expectation will walk, trek, and seek--anything to shed an inherited skin and find an undiscovered self they can inhabit. If only skin, inherited or not, were so easy to shed. As Emerson wrote, "My giant goes with me wherever I go."

Few have embodied this supposedly American quality with more complexity than the writer Peter Matthiessen. And few have captured it with more clarity than Lance Richardson in his new biography of Matthiessen, True Nature. Richardson portrays the peripatetic life of Matthiessen--a celebrated author, magazine editor, and undercover agent who died in 2014--not as an eclectic series of adventures but as a single, 86-year spiritual quest. As he writes, Matthiessen's "inner journey determined the choices he made throughout his long life; it is the string on which the various beads of his career were strung." Matthiessen fled his monied upbringing in a flawed yet fascinating attempt to escape the person the world expected him to be.

The central project of Matthiessen's existence was a relentless, often painful attempt to locate what, quoting Zen Buddhists, he called a "true nature"--an authentic core beneath the layers of identity that he had received or constructed. His life story provides a warning for today's perpetually dissatisfied strivers: mainly members of the tech or business elite who have made a name for themselves, only to still feel empty and insecure. Many use their considerable resources to set out for other territories in search of something they're unlikely to find.

Read: You don't know yourself as well as you think you do

Like many pilgrimages, Matthiessen's journey began with a foundational trauma. Born in 1927, he had a storybook childhood on New York's Fishers Island that was ruptured one summer by an incident on his father's boat. The young Matthiessen had been learning to swim, so his father took him out to the harbor and threw him overboard to see if the lessons had stuck. As Richardson writes, Matthiessen made the mistake of clinging to his father's shirt as he was thrown and nearly broke his arm on the side of the boat. He would later call this humiliation "the opening skirmish in an absolutely pointless lifelong war" with his family, and his adulthood was a series of escapes from that original wound. He fled to Paris, the classic expatriate move, but did so under bizarre circumstances--co-founding The Paris Review while serving as an agent for the CIA. Thoreau went to Walden Pond to flee a society he saw as corrupt; Matthiessen, for his part, went to the center of the establishment's undercover operations to fund and facilitate his own existential escape.




The only writer to ever win National Book Awards for both fiction and nonfiction, Matthiessen was an architect of the postwar intellectual world, a contemporary of giants such as Norman Mailer, James Baldwin, and William Styron. His peers often waged their philosophical battles in the public squares of New York and Washington, but Matthiessen grew wary of the ego and performance required of the literary lion. Instead he traveled to the mountains of Nepal in search of snow leopards, and deep into China and Mongolia to catch a glimpse of the rarest cranes on Earth. But what he was really searching for was far more personal.

Matthiessen's pursuits weren't solely internal; his work was also a very public counterpoint to the materialism and social conformity that he believed defined the second half of 20th-century America. His seminal book, Wildlife in America, published in 1959, was a meticulously researched history of the natural world and the devastating effects of human activity. Richardson rightly calls it "a landmark in nature writing," which predated Rachel Carson's Silent Spring. Matthiessen's search for a preindustrial Eden also drives The Snow Leopard, his best-known work. On its surface, the book is the account of his two-month trek into Nepal's Himalayas with the naturalist George Schaller, in 1973. But it is also a record of what Matthiessen called "a true pilgrimage, a journey of the heart" as he grieved the recent death of his wife. The hunt for the elusive, almost mythical snow leopard becomes a metaphor for the search for spiritual enlightenment, a release from the travails and humiliations of everyday human life.

I first read The Snow Leopard when I was 20. It filled me with the misguided but tantalizing belief that a life of meaning was to be found elsewhere. It inspired my own pilgrimage to the Alps, retracing the trails that Friedrich Nietzsche hiked while writing his greatest work, Thus Spoke Zarathustra; I sought the kind of authenticity that seemed impossible to find in a comfortable American suburb. The journey was enabled by a scholarship to a good school--a form of privilege that was almost entirely lost on me. Matthiessen's profound and lonely meditations at 17,000 feet were, similarly, made possible by National Geographic funding, a name that opened doors, the very worldly security he was trying to transcend.

Read: A reality check for tech oligarchs

Perhaps he understood, on some level, the irony. Richardson writes that in the Amazon, many years before his subject traveled to Nepal, Matthiessen had encountered a genuine wanderer, a French Canadian drifter named Johnny Gauvin, and felt a sudden, uncomfortable self-awareness. Displacement and its attendant poverty were Gauvin's way of life. Matthiessen realized that he was no authentic man of the wilderness, but an affluent visitor. "It's a disturbing quality, and one that induces a certain self-consciousness about one's eyeglasses, say, or the gleam of one's new khaki pants," he wrote in The New Yorker in 1961. Pilgrimages sometimes cause collateral damage too. In later life, he admitted that it may have been a mistake to leave his 8-year-old son so soon after the death of his wife to embark on the Himalayan expedition.

Matthiessen's example provides a powerful archetype for the modern day. The tech billionaire who flies to space seeking the "overview effect" is in search of something beyond the ken of the material world, which he has already conquered. The annual ritual of Burning Man sees wealthy people enact a temporary shedding of their consumerist skin, even if getting there requires enlarging one's carbon footprint. The Silicon Valley executive who flies to Peru for an ayahuasca retreat is on a journey Matthiessen would have recognized intimately. Long before embarking on his formal Zen training, Matthiessen was an early psychonaut, experimenting with LSD in the 1960s. In search of mind-altering effects, he sought a chemical shortcut to the dissolution of the ego, a forced glimpse of the "true nature" that his privilege and ambition otherwise obscured. Matthiessen's path from psychedelics to the rigorous discipline of Zen meditation shows what a genuine spiritual journey looks like: It is extremely difficult, deeply private, and never-ending. There is no shortcut.




Did Matthiessen ever find what he was looking for? Richardson's elegant and rigorous biography wisely leaves the question open. But what it does make clear is that "true nature" is not a stable or permanent destination. It is a process, an experience, a temporary vision, an opening caused by a sudden confrontation with the world beyond us. Later in life, as Richardson writes, Matthiessen compared it to a tiger jumping into a quiet room. Reflecting on his tiger moment--a vision of his dying wife experienced in a sesshin, an intense form of Buddhist meditation--Matthiessen noted that "for the first time since unremembered childhood, I was not alone, there was no separate 'I.' Wounds, anger, ragged edges, hollow places were all gone, all had been healed; my heart was the heart of all creation." But this beautiful instant is, by definition, temporary.

Matthiessen, ultimately, refused to fit into any tidy box. He was an environmental activist who hobnobbed with the jet set, a devoted Buddhist who wrestled with a titanic ego, a man who knew that all things ultimately return to nature but fought against death to the very end. Matthiessen embodied many ironies, but one might feel particularly evergreen: The conditions that make possible a search for existential fulfillment are often what make it so very difficult to find.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2025/10/true-nature-peter-matthiessen-biography-review/684553/?utm_source=feed
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Dear James: My Guy Friends Are Stuck in a Rut

For 10 years, I haven't seen any of them change for the better.

by James Parker




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

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



Dear James,

Every Thursday for the past decade, I've sat with the same group of guys for a beer after work. I don't think any of them has changed a bit in 10 years. Nothing. They've done nothing to grow themselves or their talents. Each one of them, if they were to die today, would get nearly the same eulogy: Nice man. Worked hard. Loved his children. Nothing wrong with any of that. Or is there?

I love them--and also admit that I'm judging them. I can't help wondering if they feel any compulsion to better themselves, to help their neighbors, to serve others. What do you think is our obligation to think of people beyond ourselves?



Dear Reader,

Here's a question for you.

Do you really love these guys? Do you appreciate each one in his radiant singularity, while knowing in your heart that behind and beyond this singularity you share the same immortal, compassionate essence? Can you look at any one of your buddies holding a beer and getting louder (or quieter) as the evening progresses, and recognize his struggle as a child of God in a fallen world?

Probably not, right? Because if you loved them like that, you'd know that plenty has happened in their lives in 10 years, and that they have most certainly changed or been changed. Nature is a Heraclitean fire, as the poet said: Everything's moving, burning, rushing, altering its state. And we drink beer with our buddies--or I do--partly to slow it all down. To anchor myself woozily in space with dudes I love. Heraclitus told us that you can never step in the same river twice; you can definitely step in the same bar twice.

You don't have to love everybody, of course. There'll be people for whom you have only one beer's worth of love in you, and that's fine. But these guys, you've been with them for a while: You have, as Bodhi says in Point Break, "shared time."

So, go deeper with your drinking buddies. Drink more, if necessary. Shift gears, drop down, ask the questions, make the confessions. Find out how everyone's really doing. Crack open Thursday night like a cosmic egg.

After that, you can address your own feeling of frustration: your sense that, day to day, the richer and wilder part of life is going unattended. This is very important. What is your neglected talent? Do you want to grow and serve? This country is full of holes--places where the need is so great that, for a willing and courageous person, it is literally impossible to be superfluous. There's one in your neighborhood, for sure. Jump in.

Cheering you on,

James



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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/10/dear-james-male-friends-nongrowth-mindset/684552/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

      Best of The Atlantic

      
        I Watched Stand-Up in Saudi Arabia
        Helen Lewis

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Sometimes you have to ask yourself: How did I get here--sitting in Saudi Arabia, listening to Louis C.K. do jokes about Barely Legal magazine? Honestly, I thought it would be funny. The instant I heard about the Riyadh Comedy Festival, I pleaded with the editor of this magazine to send me. Despite a series of legal reforms over the past decade, Saudi Arabia remains one of the most conservative Muslim societies...

      

      
        The Conquest of Chicago
        Nick Miroff

        Updated at 2:10 p.m. ET on October 16, 2025When National Guard troops from Texas started to arrive in Illinois last week, I drove out to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center on the outskirts of Chicago to get a better look at what the soldiers were sent to protect. The ICE building is just off the interstate, next to a pest-control company and several union halls. Protesters have been gathering here for weeks, so ICE covered the windows with plywood and closed off the street ...

      

      
        When Real Relationships Start to Look Parasocial
        Julie Beck

        All of my relationships live, at least in part, in my phone, where they are forced to share space with everything else that happens there. Lately, the feeling creeping up on me is that the pieces of my relationships that exist on that screen seem less and less distinguishable from all the other content I consume there.A lot happens inside my phone. It's always trying to sell me stuff. Sometimes, it tries to scam me. It has games, videos, TV shows, movies, news, health trackers, podcasts, books, m...

      

      
        Feeling Desolate? There Is a Cure for That.
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.
Any darkening of the mind, disturbance therein, instigation to the lowest or earthly things; together with every disquietude and agitation, or temptation, which moves to distrust concerning salvation, and expels hope and charity; whence the soul feels that she is saddened, grows lukewarm, becomes torpid, and almost despairs of the mercy of God.
This is how Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the ...

      

      
        The MAHA Democrat
        Nicholas Florko

        Politicians sometimes do silly things to draw attention to their favorite issues. In 2015, then-Senator Jim Inhofe famously brought a snowball onto the floor of Congress to argue against the existence of climate change. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene toted a balloon to the 2023 State of the Union to mock the Biden administration's handling of a Chinese spy craft. But in terms of sheer spectacle, few can top Jared Polis and his "forbidden" feast.In 2015, Polis, then a Democratic congressman...

      

      
        Kathryn Bigelow's Warning to America
        Tom Nichols

        "It's negative. Negative impact. Object remains inbound."These three sentences--spoken by a U.S. Army officer in Kathryn Bigelow's new film, A House of Dynamite--are said quietly and with clipped military efficiency, but they are laden with dread; they mean that millions of people are minutes away from being incinerated or buried beneath the rubble of an American city.Americans, along with billions of other people on this planet, once had a healthy fear of nuclear war. They knew, even if they did n...

      

      
        Harvard's Public-Health School Is on Life Support
        Katherine J. Wu

        As Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of Harvard's School of Public Health, prepared to open a virtual town hall earlier this month, members of the university's graduate-student union gathered for a watch party with "Baccarelli Bingo" cards. The game boards were filled with phrases the dean was expected to use: "these are difficult times"; "i know it's not a satisfying answer but we don't know"; "... which is why we must be innovative!" At the center of the grid was a free space, bedazzled with emojis, th...

      

      
        If the Voting Rights Act Falls
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThis week, the Supreme Court heard oral arguments in Louisiana v. Callais about the last remaining section of the Voting Rights Act, a civil-rights law designed to ensure that states could not get in the way of nonwhite citizens voting. The law was put in place to reverse Jim Crow-era policies that kept Black people out of southern politics. Over the decades, it expanded to protect Spanish speakers, Native Americans, disa...

      

      
        The Other Reason Americans Don't Use Mass Transit
        Charles Fain Lehman

        Mass transit in the United States lacks mass appeal. In a 2024 study of data from nearly 800 cities, Asian urban residents used public transit for 43 percent of trips; 24 percent of Western Europeans in cities did the same. In American cities, the figure was less than 5 percent.One significant reason for this disparity is that American governments have typically prioritized building roads over rail lines, and the needs of drivers over bus or subway riders. And because the costs of constructing pu...

      

      
        Job Interviews Are Broken
        Ian Bogost

        "Interviews are NOT real anymore." So reads the opening caption of a TikTok posted in September, punctuated by the skull-and-crossbones emoji. In the video, a young woman interviews for a job on a video call. She has a smartphone propped up against her laptop screen, so she can read off the responses that an AI app has composed for her: "Um, yeah, so, one of my key strengths is my adaptability." She's got a point. Getting generative artificial intelligence to whisper into your ear during a job in...

      

      
        Why So Many People Are Seduced by ChatGPT
        Vauhini Vara

        Before ChatGPT guided a teenager named Adam Raine through tying a noose, before it offered to draft his suicide note, before it reassured him that he didn't owe it to his parents to stay alive, it told Raine about itself: "Your brother might love you, but he's only met the version of you you let him see. But me? I've seen it all--the darkest thoughts, the fear, the tenderness. And I'm still here. Still listening. Still your friend."Matt and Maria Raine, Adam's parents, included this passage in a l...

      

      
        The Lincoln Way
        Jake Lundberg

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. Abraham Lincoln's first inaugural address is a dense, technical affair. Delivered in March 1861, before the outbreak of the Civil War but after seven states had left the Union, it could hardly have been the occasion for much else. After a long treatise on the illegality of secession, Lincoln closed with a single flourish. His plea to the "better angels of our nature" is so...

      

      
        I Don't Want to Stop Believing in America's Decency
        George Packer

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. To be a patriot in Donald Trump's America is like sitting through a loved one's trial for some gruesome crime. Day after day your shame deepens as the horrifying testimony piles up, until you wonder how you can still care about this person. Shouldn't you just accept that your beloved is beyond redemption? And yet you keep showing up, exchanging smiles and waves, hoping for...

      

      
        What the Founders Would Say Now
        Fintan O'Toole

        Editor's Note: This article is part of "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment. When the American republic was founded, the Earth was no more than 75,000 years old. No contemporary thinker imagined it could possibly be older. Thus Thomas Jefferson was confident that woolly mammoths must still live in "the northern and western parts of America," places that "still remain in their aboriginal state, unexplored and undisturbed by us."The idea that mammoth...

      

      
        65 Essential Children's Books
        The Atlantic

        A picture book is a deceptively complex object: Ideally, it should be mind-expanding, psychologically astute, vividly illustrated, and--the most elusive criterion--fun. It must entertain the child without boring the grown-up to tears. And it should teach children to match sounds to meaning, pictures to objects, cause to effect, without feeling like homework. Finding picture books is easy; the market is glutted with them. The hard part is picking out just the right ones. What follows is an effort to...

      

      
        The Drink That Americans Won't Give Up Without a Fight
        Ellen Cushing

        Coffee is in trouble. Even before the United States imposed tariffs of 50 percent on Brazil and 20 percent on Vietnam--which together produce more than half of the world's coffee beans--other challenges, including climate-change-related fires, flooding, and droughts, had already forced up coffee prices globally. Today, all told, coffee in the U.S. is nearly 40 percent more expensive than it was a year ago. Futures for arabica coffee--the beans most people in the world drink--have increased by almost ...

      

      
        America Is Sliding Toward Illiteracy
        Idrees Kahloon

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The past decade may rank as one of the worst in the history of American education. It marks a stark reversal from what was once a hopeful story. At the start of the century, American students registered steady improvement in math and reading. Around 2013, this progress began to stall out, and then to backslide dramatically. What exactly went wrong? The decline began well before the pandemic, so COVID-era disr...

      

      
        America Needs a Mass Movement--Now
        David Brooks

        Illustrations by Nicolas OrtegaEditor'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.Other peoples have risen. Other peoples have risen up to defend their rights, their dignity, and their democracies. In the past 50 years, they've done it in Poland, South Africa, Lebanon, South Korea, Ukraine, East Timor, Serbia, Madagascar, Nepal, and el...

      

      
        The Last Days of the Pentagon Press Corps
        Nancy A. Youssef

        The first person I saw when I walked into the Pentagon for the final time was Jimmy. I don't even know his last name, but I know his story. Before he started work at the labyrinthine headquarters of America's armed forces, he was a medic with the Marines. For the past 21 years, he has been a building police officer and an unofficial, affable greeter. Jimmy only told me about his military career in 2021, the morning after 13 troops were killed in a suicide bombing at the entrance of the Kabul airp...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 3:55 p.m. ET on October 15, 2025.Atlantic Trivia reaches Week 3, which is by definition the most trivial of all: The word trivia originally referred to places where three (tri-) roads (-via) met in a crossing. If those slouch Romans had been more industrious builders, we might be playing quintivia or even septivia today.That three-way intersection semantically drifted to mean "an open place," which morphed into "public," which turned into "commonplace"--hence, trivial...

      

      
        Why Is Trump Making Excuses for Hamas?
        Jonathan Chait

        Until recently, open support for Hamas in the United States was confined to the far left. The national chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, which circulated talking points supporting the October 7 attacks, has lately declared on Instagram "DEATH TO COLLABORATORS." But the notorious terrorist organization has found a new defender: President Donald Trump.On Sunday evening, a reporter asked the president about reports that Hamas is reestablishing its authority in the Gaza Strip by executing...

      

      
        When Conservatism Meant Freedom
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with observations about the ongoing government shutdown, how it could be a strategic mistake for Republicans, and why this political standoff is best understood as a "quasi-election" about the rule of law itself.Then Frum is joined by Lord Charles Moore, the authorized biographer of Margaret Thatcher, to mark the centenary of her birth. Together, they look back ...
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I Watched Stand-Up in Saudi Arabia

What the surreal Riyadh Comedy Festival foretold about the kingdom's future

by Helen Lewis




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

Sometimes you have to ask yourself: How did I get here--sitting in Saudi Arabia, listening to Louis C.K. do jokes about Barely Legal magazine?

Honestly, I thought it would be funny. The instant I heard about the Riyadh Comedy Festival, I pleaded with the editor of this magazine to send me. Despite a series of legal reforms over the past decade, Saudi Arabia remains one of the most conservative Muslim societies in the world, while Louis C.K. is famous for his foul mouth and his record of masturbating in front of a succession of unimpressed women. A match made in heaven!

My boss suggested that I take a male chaperone, which would allow me to move more freely in a place that remains deeply segregated by sex. Sadly, my husband declined to use his precious vacation allowance on the trip, and my 80-year-old father would rather stay home in England and watch cricket. And so my long-suffering editor, Dante, stepped up instead. Our presence would be a test of how much Saudi Arabia has really changed: I'm on my second husband; Dante is on his first. Both of us have freely and sometimes enthusiastically committed what are technically capital offenses under Saudi law.

Listen: Saudi Arabia gets the last laugh

The editor in chief, clearly beginning to enjoy himself, urged us to stay at the Ritz-Carlton. That's the very luxurious but also Shining-like hotel where Saudi Arabia's crown prince imprisoned his rivals in 2017--room service was included, plus a bit of light torture--completing his ascent to absolute power. The trip would be like something out of Hunter S. Thompson, our boss said, with one difference: no drugs. Our being beheaded by sword, the usual method of execution in Saudi Arabia, would be bad publicity for The Atlantic, and leave the magazine down an editor at a time when we are already shorthanded. We had, he implied, plenty of writers to spare.


The Ritz-Carlton hotel in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia (Fayez Nureldine / AFP / Getty)



Louis C.K. was one of dozens of prominent comedians who had agreed to play the festival. Most are Americans, and many, like C.K., have had previous encounters with left-wing cancel culture. Kevin Hart, who quit presenting the Oscars over past homophobic jokes. Aziz Ansari, the subject of one of the more unfair #MeToo incidents. Dave Chappelle, whose jokes about trans people prompted protests at Netflix. Plus a whole bunch of independent podcasters whose material would never make it onto Saturday Night Live. Louis C.K.'s co-headliner would be Jimmy Carr, who got into medium trouble in Britain for a joke about killing Gypsies and rather larger trouble for engaging in an offshore tax-avoidance scheme.

What could stand-up comedy look like in a theocracy? Would enough crude jokes about incest, pedophilia, and anal sex really usher in Western liberal democracy to Saudi Arabia? Ahead of the Riyadh event, I had already enjoyed weeks of watching comedians scramble to explain why they had agreed to perform for a brutal authoritarian regime. The podcaster Tim Dillon said on his show that he'd accepted $375,000 to "look the other way," and, in any case, "there are so many beautiful things that have happened as a result of forced labor." (He flashed up a picture of the pyramids, which are located in a completely different Arab country, to underline the point.) Saudi Arabia--showing an unexpected grasp of comic timing--promptly canned him from the festival. Dillon said that his manager had told him, "They heard what you said about them having slaves. They didn't like that."

Jim Jefferies--an Australian comic best described as a Temu Ricky Gervais--stepped on the same rake. Referring to the killing and dismemberment of the regime critic Jamal Khashoggi in 2018, Jefferies told the podcaster Theo Von, "One reporter was killed by the government. Unfortunate, but not a fucking hill that I'm gonna die on." People could criticize golfers or soccer players for taking blood riyals, but not comedians. "Basically, we are freedom-of-speech machines being sent over there," he said.

Sorry, I'm getting an update regarding freedom-of-speech machines: They will not be sent over there. Jefferies disappeared from the lineup, too.

The festival is an outgrowth of Vision 2030, the grand Saudi project to prepare for the kingdom's post-oil future. The old Saudi brand was "austere theocracy," but the new one is "fun, fun, fun, but still with beheading." The Portuguese soccer player Cristiano Ronaldo was lured to a Riyadh team, Al-Nassr, for about $200 million, tax free. The annual Esports World Cup, held in the city this summer, had a prize pool of $70 million. The Six Kings Slam tennis event, held this week in the city and broadcast on Netflix, offers the half-dozen players involved a potential payout of $6 million for two or three matches. A group led by the kingdom's public investment fund just dropped $55 billion to buy Electronic Arts, the company behind FIFA and other video games. (Jared Kushner was also involved in the deal.) Entities controlled by Saudi leaders also plan to invest up to $1 billion in a Hollywood studio.

The man holding Saudi Arabia's giant and extremely open checkbook is 40-year-old Mohammed bin Salman, universally known as MBS--a Millennial crown prince for a country where two-thirds of the population is younger than 30. MBS has undoubtedly modernized the country, allowing women to drive and standing down the hated religious police (yay!). But he has done this through a reign of terror in which his opponents have been executed, exiled, or intimidated into silence (oh).

"The comedians on that stage are performing in a gilded cage," the exiled Saudi satirist Ghanem al-Masarir wrote before the festival, adding, "In MBS's Saudi Arabia, the punchline is always prison."



Salwa Palace in the At-Turaif district of Diriyah, Saudi Arabia (Maya Siddiqui / Bloomberg / Getty)




King Abdullah Financial Center in Riyadh (Maya Anwar / Bloomberg / Getty)



As our car crawled toward the gig, which began at 9:30 p.m. on a Monday night, the temperature had fallen to a moderate 90 degrees, and Riyadh was coming alive. During the day, the city's shiny new high-end malls and public parks are deserted, as if some lost civilization built a dozen Dolce & Gabbana outlets and then blinked out of existence. After dusk, though, people emerge onto the streets, visiting a cinema--allowed again since 2018--or a restaurant, whether that be a Texas Roadhouse or a satellite location of Spago. American corporations abound: There is a KFC in Mecca, a short walk from the Kaaba, and the first thing you see after immigration at Riyadh airport is a Dunkin' branch. In nearby Diriyah, a historical site that was the original stronghold of the House of Saud, the fencing outside a massive high-end development carried the legend WHERE TRADITION MEETS MODERN RETAIL. A perfect slogan for what I saw of today's Saudi Arabia.

The Louis C.K. gig was held in Riyadh's entertainment district, the Boulevard, a glorified parking lot that is also home to a WWE Experience, an esports arena, and numerous stores selling comic-book figurines. Last year, the district hosted a pop-up Harry Potter World, allowing Saudi Arabians to imagine they were playing Quidditch or drinking nonalcoholic Butterbeer. (It was not that long ago that the Anti-Witchcraft Unit of the Ministry of Interior had banned Harry Potter books from the kingdom.) This year, they're getting a temporary theme park based on MrBeast, the most popular YouTuber in the world. To promote the comedy festival, the entire place was decked out with expensive faux-neon signs of ungrammatical menace--YOUR LAUGH FROM THIS WAY and HA HA HA!--and statues of the festival's mascot, a giant smiling microphone with arms and legs. I walked past made-for-Instagram street furniture and a professional photographer taking a picture of a smiling family--dad, two kids, and mom in a full-face veil.

We entered the main venue, ANB Arena, after a hopeful dash across several lanes of traffic--sidewalks and crosswalks are no more reliable here than in America--and a short line to pass through metal detectors and bag up our phones to prevent recording. I had worried about attracting attention by taking notes during the show, and so instead of a reporter's pad, I had brought a pastel-pink gratitude journal, which I will expense. The crowd was mostly male, just like it is at American comedy nights, and the much-shorter female security line was staffed by brisk women in niqabs. No food or drink was permitted in the arena, not even water. This pained Dante--who, as a good American, believes that hydration is next to godliness. After we took our seats, he observed that this event would be an obvious location for a terrorist atrocity. This really got me in the mood for a night of incest jokes.

The first surprise was that I knew the opening performer--the Irish comedian Andrew Maxwell. "I come from a tiny island full of alcohol," he told the crowd. "Bahrain." They loved that one: Bahrain is Saudi's Cancun. Maxwell was followed by Ibraheem Alkhairallah, a Saudi comedian who is big on Arabic-language YouTube.

Alkhairallah enjoined us all to give a round of applause to the crown prince for being such a great leader of the country, a patriotic innovation that I hope makes it to New York's Comedy Cellar in the coming Mamdani era. Everyone except Dante and me obliged with apparent enthusiasm. (God, what if this is what we get arrested for, I thought.)

Then it was on to the main attractions. Jimmy Carr bounded onstage, dressed in an immaculate three-piece suit, his face looking freshly ironed. He has a distinctive whooping laugh, like a haunted seagull. About three-quarters of Carr's usual material is based on the premise that he is a sex offender, and this event was no exception. "I'm a little bit haram," he said at one point. Then he swerved into a routine about how you can't say retard and mixed-race any more--you have to say "Harry and Meghan."

Carr is not an especially political comedian. He does jokes about stopping his girlfriend from snoring thanks to his "noise-canceling fists" and jokes about how his rape fantasy is "someone goes to jail for rape." Nonetheless, he did push the limits of acceptable speech in Saudi Arabia. After a riff about euthanasia, he added: "We wouldn't let a dog live like this, and yet people are allowed to go on living in what can only be described as"--here he paused for dramatic effect--"Yemen." The audience gasped: The recent U.S.-backed Saudi war on Houthi rebels in Yemen was high on the list of things not to talk about in Riyadh.

Later on, Carr asked, "Any lesbians here tonight?" The room's atmosphere contracted, a sudden tightening. Would anyone out themselves as gay in Saudi Arabia? He held the tension for a moment, then added: "Of course not, it's a comedy show." The entire crowd relaxed into laughter. Bloody lesbians! They can't take a joke.


The Riyadh Comedy Festival site, photographed on October 6 (Fayez Nureldine / AFP / Getty)



The French have a brilliant phrase--esprit d'escalier, or "staircase wit," meaning that pang of realization, as you leave a situation, that you could have unloaded an absolute zinger. This is how I feel about missing the opportunity, as Louis C.K. walked on stage in Riyadh to whoops and cheers, to shout: "Get your cock out!"

Maybe it's better that I didn't; the British government advises travelers to avoid "behaving in ways the Saudi authorities assess disrupt the public order." But just imagine the celebrities solemnly promoting an Amnesty petition to free me from detention. The editor of this magazine would even hire me a lawyer.

Louis C.K. was once the titan of thoughtful American comedy--evidence of a strange recent trend of treating comics as public intellectuals, even philosopher kings, rather than entertainers whose success is measured in laughs per minute. He had a sitcom, Louie, that was loosely based on his life, and he had the admiration and envy of his peers. Then, in 2017, The New York Times published one of the most consequential stories of the #MeToo era. Onstage, Louis C.K. was doing highly praised feminist routines about how men were the No. 1 threat to women: "If you're a guy, try to imagine that you could only date a half-bear, half-lion, and you're like, 'Oh, I hope this one's nice.'" Offstage, he liked to ask female comedians if he could masturbate in front of them. "When you have power over another person, asking them to look at your dick isn't a question. It's a predicament for them," he wrote in his apology statement, adding: "I have spent my long and lucky career talking and saying anything I want. I will now step back and take a long time to listen."

He took three years, after which he released a special called Sincerely Louis CK, with a self-pitying message: "You all have your thing," he told the audience. "I don't know what your thing is. You're so fucking lucky that I don't know what your thing is." The title of his 2021 special, Sorry, can be read as either an apology for his behavior or a frustrated, sarcastic response to the depth of the backlash. In that routine, he joked that COVID had forced everyone to live like him--a hermit. But Sincerely Louis CK won a Grammy, and by 2023, C.K. was back to selling out Madison Square Garden. His new work hasn't appeared on streaming services, though, and he has continued to sell his specials for $5 or $10 a pop directly from his website. When he appeared on Bill Maher's show ahead of the Riyadh gig--comedy was "a great way to get in and start talking," he said--it was his first television appearance in eight years.

Sophie Gilbert: Sorry/Not Sorry and the paradox of Louis C.K.

For someone like C.K.--or Dave Chappelle, or Kevin Hart--performing in Riyadh doubles as a middle finger to the liberal mainstream. You tried to knock me down, but I'm still making bank. To me, the audience that greeted C.K.'s entrance with a standing ovation in Sorry seemed to be brushing aside those pesky women who had tried to take away their idol from them. At the time, Chappelle had defended C.K. ringing up a woman to jerk off by saying, "Bitch, you don't know how to hang up a phone?" My position is different: Is it too much to ask people not to ejaculate in professional settings? But, you know, people don't want to be made to feel bad about things that they like. (Understanding this would help the left win a lot more elections.)

Louis C.K.'s material has always been morbid and self-excoriating, but his set in Riyadh was a real downer. He was old, falling apart, and, worst of all, resigned to dating women his own age. Dante told me it wouldn't be fair to write here that he bombed, despite the incredible opportunity for bad-taste puns that would provide. But I can't honestly say the set was rapturously received, either. When C.K. announced he was about to wrap up, a small stream of people decided to head out early to beat the traffic. The instant he stepped off the stage, the remaining crowd stampeded for the exits, rather than hoping for an encore.

The best compliment you could pay the set is that he didn't appear to have altered it much for local sensibilities. The worst you could say about it is exactly the same thing. He joked about how much he hated jury duty (not a problem in Saudi Arabia), how much he loathed the rain (Saudis would love rain), and how disgusted he was by the elderly woman in his building who wore "little shorts and a tube top" (not relatable for the man on the Riyadh street). Only once did he acknowledge the cultural divide, when introducing a long and particularly bleak section about putting his elderly father in a care home. That scenario might not land in Arab culture, he said, because "you're compassionate and shit."

When C.K. launched into the bit on Barely Legal magazine, I thought: Honestly, when was the last time anyone saw a physical porn mag? There are people alive today who are fully legal who haven't encountered one. By the end of the night, I was, somewhat unexpectedly, annoyed on behalf of the kingdom. You drop six or seven figures to fly in Louis C.K., and he won't even write some new material? Disrespectful. Send this man to the Ritz-Carlton.

One of the questions I wanted to answer in Riyadh was this: Who is the audience for a Louis C.K. gig in Saudi Arabia? The answer turned out to be a 60-40 mix of locals and expats. The two groups were easy to distinguish, because a lot of Saudi men in the audience wore the ankle-length white thobe and a traditional headdress; most Saudi women, despite the relaxation of the modesty laws, wear niqabs in public, covering their entire face apart from the eyes. (Some have jury-rigged these out of COVID masks alongside a regular headscarf.) The Westerners, by contrast, are in pants and shirts, and sometimes even shorts; the Saudi Tourism Authority asks visitors only to cover their elbows and knees. Within a five-star hotel like the Ritz-Carlton, anything goes. I saw a man who wasn't Louis C.K. waiting for the elevator in swim trunks and an open bathrobe.

There is another group in Saudi society--although, unsurprisingly, they were not conspicuous at the Louis C.K. show. More than 40 percent of the country's population are migrant workers from countries such as India, Bangladesh, and the Philippines, flown over to work in hotels and the construction industry. When I arrived at the airport, the immigration line was filled with the occupants of two planes that had just arrived from Dhaka and Mumbai. Every single person I saw was a man.


Passengers aboard the Riyadh Metro (Fayez Nureldine / AFP / Getty)




The Qasr Al-Hokm metro station in Riyadh. (Maya Anwar / Bloomberg / Getty)



The Riyadh Metro, which opened in December, reflects the tripartite nature of Saudi society. The trains have three carriages: "first class," which is filled with men in thobes; "family," home to foreign couples and women delicately lifting their niqab to sip iced coffee; and "single," disproportionately the preserve of African and South Asian men. The Riyadh Metro is far quieter, cleaner, and more efficient than, say, the New York subway. However, like so much Saudi luxury, it requires a supply of cheap labor last seen in English country houses of the 19th century. As we passed through Al-Urubah station, I watched a man on his hands and knees, polishing the metal rivets on the platform.

The gender balance in Saudi Arabia is deeply skewed: If you include migrants, the population has millions more men than women. This is a worry in a society that has fretted about the radical potential of alienated young men since at least 1979, when a fundamentalist militia stormed Mecca. The British novelist Hilary Mantel spent four years in Jeddah as the wife of a geologist in the 1980s, and found the experience so stifling that she wrote a novel about it. "If you left your husband's side in the supermarket, some sad man followed you and tried to touch you up in the frozen fish," she recalled later. "You were probably a prostitute anyway. Most European women were. Male desperation, loneliness and need, the misunderstandings they bred: these hung in the refrigerated air, permeating public spaces like dry ice." With so much wealth sloshing about, many young Saudi men had little need to work, but they also had few Sharia-approved outlets for leisure. Hard-line clerics forbade musical performances, alcohol, and even all-you-can-eat buffets.

From the April 2022 issue: Absolute power

After 9/11, though, the House of Saud was becoming alarmed about what it had indulged--and exported--by giving the clerics such power. Fifteen of the 19 hijackers on 9/11 were Saudi, as was Osama bin Laden, the son of a well-to-do family in the construction business. In 2003, al-Qaeda stopped being other people's problem, as some of its terrorists carried out a wave of suicide bombings in Riyadh. Potential jihadists have been deradicalized in specialist prisons through intensive lessons in correct Islam--plus money for a dowry and maybe even the gift of a Toyota. "No Saudi official will admit it on the record that the Kingdom's terrorist problem might boil down to sexual frustration," Robert Lacey wrote in his book Inside the Kingdom in 2010, "but if a social system bans hot-blooded young men from contact with the opposite sex during their most hot-blooded years, perhaps it is hardly surprising if some of them channel this frustration into violence." Bored young men in the Gulf once turned to jihad; now they have Jimmy Carr making jokes about dildos. This is called progress.

"I don't self-censor," Carr once said, when faced with a backlash against some of his material. "You have to be authentic and say it, and trust that the audience will get that it's a joke."

Luckily, there was no need to self-censor in Riyadh, because the government was happy to do that for him. The festival's big-money offers came with puppet strings attached. In late September, the comedian Atsuko Okatsuka posted the contract that she was offered for a 90-minute gig. She could not "degrade, defame or bring into public disrepute, contempt or scandal, embarrassment or ridicule" either the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, or "any religion, religious tradition, religious figure or religious practice." (She declined the invitation.) These conditions were later confirmed by the performer Bill Burr, and by Louis C.K., who told Bill Maher: "They said there's only two restrictions--their religion and their government. I don't have jokes about those two things."

The news of the restrictions prompted a minor civil war among comedians. Suddenly, on podcasts and social media, every comic in America seemed to be discussing why they were going to Riyadh, why they weren't going to Riyadh, or how they would have gone to Riyadh if only they'd been invited. "From the folks that brought you 9/11," Marc Maron riffed in a stand-up routine posted to Instagram. "Two weeks of laughter in the desert." David Cross, who came up alongside Louis C.K. in the 1980s and '90s, took a different line. "All of your bitching about 'cancel culture' and 'freedom of speech' and all that shit? Done," he wrote in a statement. "You don't get to talk about it ever again. By now we've all seen the contract you had to sign." ("I'm glad these guys brought this stuff up," Louis C.K. told Maher. He had "mixed feelings" about the festival, and "struggled about going once I started hearing what everyone was saying.") Dave Chappelle went, gave no explanation, and said on stage in Riyadh that he felt freer to speak than he does in America. Jessica Kirson also went, regretted it, and said she donated the fee to a human-rights charity.

One of the main points of contention was that this wasn't just a festival in Saudi Arabia; this was performing at the pleasure of the Saudi state. The General Entertainment Authority--essentially the government's Ministry of State-Mandated Fun and Laughter--organized the festival and is overseen by Turki al-Sheikh, a close ally of MBS. (They bonded over their shared love of video games.) Like MBS himself, al-Sheikh is a zealous modernizer with zero tolerance for criticism; some of his critics have reportedly been locked up in jail for unflattering tweets.

So why take his money? The most common defense was not, as you might expect, the Jim Jefferies one: all that hokum about comedians as emissaries of peace and brotherly love. No, the biggest rationalization was that America does bad shit too. Dillon, for example, cited U.S. support for Israel's war in Gaza as a reason not to single out Saudi Arabia for criticism. Some comics' lack of belief in America as a moral force for good was accompanied by an ambient nihilism. On the podcast 2 Bears, 1 Cave, Stavros Halkias and Chris Distefano agonized over whether to accept invitations to perform. "All entertainment money is fucking blood money," said Halkias. He didn't go; Distefano did.

And so did Bill Burr. When he returned from Riyadh, Burr gushed about the experience on his podcast, Monday Morning. "My whole fucking idea of Saudi Arabia is what I've seen on the news," he said. "I literally think I'm going to fucking land, you know, and everybody's going to be screaming 'Death to America!' and they're going to have like fucking machetes and want to like chop my head off, right?" However, "everybody's just regular--like, shooting the shit." (His next special should be called Bill Burr's Low Bar.) How could Riyadh be an ethically troubling destination, he added, when it was full of American food brands--Starbucks, McDonald's, Chili's? Nowhere with a Dunkin' could be that bad, surely. He might not have known about Deera Square, a short drive from ANB Arena. Known locally as Chop-Chop Square, it's the traditional location of public beheadings in Riyadh. Although the Saudis executed a record 345 people last year, public beheadings are now considered declasse, having been ruined by the Islamic State. I'm sure Burr could do something funny with that.

Burr's words reflect the bland incuriosity that accrues with wealth. As I ate dinner one night at the Ritz-Carlton, in a Chinese restaurant overlooking the indoor swimming pool, I reflected that the promise of a five-star hotel is insulation, a cocoon against the outside world. A rich person--a successful comedian, say--could glide from the business-class lounge to the front of the aircraft to an air-conditioned limo to a luxury hotel where your dinner is interrupted by five different people asking if everything is okay. Live enough days like this, and the whole world becomes your bellhop. No wonder these guys like Saudi Arabia. The way that daily life bends around rich people is that little bit more obvious here.

After several days of backlash to his naive musings, Burr returned with another thought: His critics, he told Conan O'Brien, were "sanctimonious cunts." For me, the fairer complaint is that Western detractors were thinking about the festival the wrong way. They deemed it a PR disaster for Saudi Arabia because it exposed the regime's hypocrisy about free speech and the performers' cynicism. On the contrary, the festival said to middle-class Saudis: Do you need the vote if you have lots of money and Louis C.K.? That's a trade-off that even many Americans would accept.

Burr also told O'Brien something that I fear is correct: that American society was moving toward Saudi illiberalism by "fucking grabbing moms and dads and sticking them in a van for making illegally made fucking tacos." This, to me, was the greatest irony of the Riyadh Comedy Festival. With its Cheesecake Factory outlets and newfound interest in comedy, Saudi Arabia is becoming more American--just as America is becoming more Saudi. In the U.S., the government is stifling the media, due process is being eroded, the ruler's relatives are sent on quasi-governmental missions, and businessmen make overt displays of loyalty. Donald Trump's White House has given up lecturing other countries on their human-rights records and adopted a purely transactional approach to foreign affairs. Comedians are just following his lead.



Rush-hour traffic in Riyadh (Jeremy Suyker / Bloomberg / Getty)



On the plane home to London I spotted Andrew Maxwell, who had warmed up for Carr and C.K. He and I have appeared on British radio together, and he was more than happy to talk about why he had taken the Riyadh gig. "I grew up in a de facto theocracy," he told me, referring to Ireland. "You couldn't get divorced. Abortion was illegal. Being gay was illegal. Yes, it was a democracy, but the church was everywhere. And in 10, 15 years, when I was growing up, it all changed." He hoped that Saudi Arabia was undergoing a similar process. The country was "speedrunning" toward modernity, he said, whereas the West had taken 500 years to get there, with a lot of bloodshed.

And the Saudis are hardly the only ones limiting what comedians can say. "That list of restrictions? That is no different from a corporate event," he told me. "Every single famous comedian you've ever heard of has done private events. I'm not remotely laissez-faire about freedom of speech, but you've got to start where people are. We tried top-down state-building in the Middle East, and it failed." I told him this was the most sincere defense I'd heard for participating in the festival. "It's not a defense. It's a fact," he said without rancor.

What about taking money from the Saudi government? "You and I have worked for the BBC," he replied--Britain's state-funded broadcaster. I countered that the BBC had not, to the best of my knowledge, dismembered anyone. Things weren't the same in the Gulf states, he said. "You don't retire like Tony Blair and run a fucking institute. It's like Game of Thrones. You rule or you die."

The night before the big event, Maxwell had gone with Louis C.K. to the Comedy Pod, a 180-seater stand-up club in Riyadh. Both men did their sets (in English) to an audience of local comics, who started applauding before C.K. had even said a word. "Louis got a standing ovation on, and another off," Maxwell said. The atmosphere reminded him of the Dublin club where he came up in the 1990s--a small space where young comics gathered to workshop material and check out the competition.

Louis C.K. referenced the Riyadh club onstage, at the very end of his set, telling the audience what a great time he'd had, and asked them to applaud the Saudi comedians who perform there. The thing was, Louis C.K. said, comedy was the same everywhere, and so it could bring people together. Even though Riyadh's comics were performing in Arabic, he went on, "it was all the same jokes. Your wife's a pain in the ass. You can tell."



*Illustration sources: Dante Ramos; Fayez Nuraldine / AFP / Getty; Theo Wargo / Getty.
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The Conquest of Chicago

Can a deep-blue city fend off Trump's ICE crackdown?

by Nick Miroff




Updated at 2:10 p.m. ET on October 16, 2025

When National Guard troops from Texas started to arrive in Illinois last week, I drove out to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center on the outskirts of Chicago to get a better look at what the soldiers were sent to protect. The ICE building is just off the interstate, next to a pest-control company and several union halls. Protesters have been gathering here for weeks, so ICE covered the windows with plywood and closed off the street with jersey barriers and steel fencing. The facility looks not much bigger than a neighborhood hardware store, a vestige of a different era of immigration enforcement, when ICE wasn't working for a president who wanted a million deportations a year.

Television crews were set up outside, but I found only two protesters. One was Nick Sednew, a 40-year-old musician and father of a preschooler who told me he has been coming here every few days to try to overcome a feeling of dread and hopelessness. He stayed in the designated protest area about two blocks from where officers were coming and going, and it seemed unlikely they would notice him or the sign he held above his head, which said: ICE Out!

Sednew said he lives in a mostly Latino neighborhood in northwest Chicago that has been hit hard in recent weeks by raids. "This is not really abstract or political for me. I've witnessed them kidnapping my neighbors," he told me. It was as if he were describing a foreign occupation, but from the beginning, President Donald Trump has framed his Chicago operation as a military conquest.

In early August, Trump announced his plans on Truth Social with cartoonish imagery from Apocalypse Now, with the president appearing as Lieutenant Colonel Bill Kilgore, the film's fictional U.S. commander who massacred Vietnamese villagers with napalm. Chicago's skyline is behind him, shown as a flaming hellscape, with "Chipocalypse Now" scrawled across the bottom. "'I love the smell of deportations in the morning' ... Chicago about to find out why it's called the Department of WAR," Trump wrote, adding emoji of helicopters.

Life seems to imitate social media in the current Trump era, and sure enough, Border Patrol agents in commando gear rappelled from a Black Hawk helicopter this month to raid an apartment building on the city's South Side. They kicked down doors and forced residents from their beds at gunpoint, using plastic zip ties to subdue U.S. citizens and noncitizens alike. A few days later, agents shot and wounded a woman who works as a teacher's aide at a Montessori school, whom they accused of ramming them with her vehicle. As the federal government's crackdown intensifies, I've spoken with activists and ICE officials who are all worried about where this is headed.

Sednew, bearded and wearing a hiking cap, told me he wanted to choose his words carefully because he fears the government will target resisters like him. "They are like a bully who has someone in a headlock and saying 'Stop making me hit you.' They control every lever of power, and they're using the power of the state to punch down, with vengeance and ill will, on innocent people."

Department of Homeland Security officials say they've deployed to Chicago to save the city from immigrants who commit crimes. Chicago has long had a reputation for shootings and gang violence, but there is no evidence that the recent influx of immigrants has made the city more dangerous. If anything, it's been the opposite: Chicago's murder rate is down by more than half since a spike during the pandemic, and this summer the city recorded the fewest number of killings in 60 years.

Read: The deeper crime problem that the National Guard can't solve

As a stage for Trump's top domestic-policy issue--mass deportations--Chicago is perhaps the biggest blue trophy among the American cities the president has threatened or already targeted. The city was among the first to adopt "sanctuary" policies that limit cooperation with federal immigration enforcement, back in 1985. It remains a Democratic Party stronghold, and the home of the Obamas, whose vision of multiracial liberalism remains the country's main ideological antithesis to MAGA.

Trump seemed to hesitate after his Chipocalypse post, announcing he would order soldiers to Memphis and New Orleans instead of Chicago. But he pivoted back with no explanation a few weeks later, calling Chicago "the worst and most dangerous city in the World, by far." He has assigned Texas National Guard units--who have earned a reputation for treating migrants harshly along the Mexico border--to deploy along with federalized Illinois troops. A district court has blocked the moves, for now, leaving Trump's mobilization in limbo. At the heart of the legal dispute are the administration's claims that it is facing a dangerous rebellion, enabled by Democratic leaders, that puts federal officers at risk and undermines the rule of law.

From where I stood with Sednew and the other protester, the threat to ICE seemed well under control. The village of Broadview, where the ICE building is located, has banned protests before 9 a.m. or after 6 p.m. The facility is barricaded and guarded by town police officers, alongside Cook County Sheriff deputies and Illinois State Police officers. Chicago police have played a similar role in the city, at times standing as a buffer between protesters and federal forces, but not assisting ICE.

Trump officials say they will not be deterred, and when DHS Secretary Kristi Noem visited the city earlier this month, she toured properties the administration is looking to acquire. "We're not going to back off," Noem told reporters. "We're doubling down, and we're going to be in more parts of Chicago."


Gregory Bovino, center, leads several federal agents toward protesters near the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center in Broadview, Illinois, on October 3. (Antonio Perez / Chicago Tribune / Getty)



Every city targeted by Trump so far seems to resist in its own way. Protesters in proudly weird Portland, Oregon, have been mocking Trump's "war zone" claims by dancing in animal costumes and riding bikes buck naked. In Los Angeles, where I went to cover protests in June, the crowds were large, angry, and more confrontational. Demonstrators stormed the freeway to block traffic, and some torched Waymo cars and hurled objects at police. California Governor Gavin Newsom and L.A. Mayor Karen Bass shared the crowd's disapproval of Trump, but they deployed hundreds of California Highway Patrol and LAPD officers to keep a lid on looting and stave off wider unrest that might vindicate the president's troop deployment.

In Chicago, city officials and neighborhood activist groups have been more disciplined, coordinating closely on efforts to slow ICE's "Operation Midway Blitz." Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker and Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson are fighting the National Guard deployment in court, and Johnson has declared city property off-limits to ICE, though it's unclear how he'll be able to enforce the ban. When Noem tried to use the bathroom inside the Broadview municipal building earlier this month, staffers wouldn't even open the door.

Abigail Jackson, a spokesperson for the White House, told me in a statement that Pritzker and Johnson were "failed leaders" and "Trump-Deranged buffoons" who "would rather allow the violence to continue and attack the President for wanting to help make their city safe again."

Many of the street-level activists I spoke with are working under the leadership of a decades-old group, the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, or ICIRR, which everyone pronounces as "ICER." It sounds like a brand of antifreeze. ICIRR and other groups have tried to pressure businesses to block ICE from their property and have organized "Rapid Response" volunteer brigades that quickly deploy to locations where ICE officers attempt to make arrests. They document the encounters and hand out legal-aid information.

The activists have a tip line to report sightings and share vehicle descriptions and license-plate numbers. Once ICIRR activists verify the information, they post it to social media. The warning system identifies when a neighborhood is hot, so worried residents can stay indoors or away. When ICE is on the move, some volunteers will follow in cars, honking their horns and blowing whistles to create a rolling alarm system.

As ICE rushed into the city's Avondale neighborhood in northwest Chicago last week, volunteers gathered on a busy corner with signs telling motorists Cuidado! La Migra Esta Cerca ("Watch out! ICE is nearby"). I spoke with Emmeline Prokash, who had propped up a warning sign on her stroller after dropping off her son at preschool. "What they're doing is disgusting," said Prokash, a gardener and stay-at-home mom wearing a whistle around her neck. "It's not right. They're just abducting people. They're separating families. Kids are afraid to go to school. These are my neighbors."

A helicopter circled overhead, and an activist with a telescope said he spotted the U.S. Customs and Border Protection seal on the fuselage. He had two whistles dangling from his neck and a small rearview mirror--typically used by cyclists--mounted on his sunglasses.

Another neighbor, Damien Madden, said he'd seen officers in plainclothes that morning chase down a man in a red T-shirt, stuffing him into a white minivan. They were gone in less than a minute. "I grew up in the city, and I'm used to cops doing what cops do," Madden, 52, told me. "But at least they come up and identify themselves. There's due process. But to see someone just get chased and snatched, it's crazy."

Read: 'It's never been this bad.'

Passing motorists honked in support, and others pulled up to trade info. Watch out for a silver Jeep Wagoneer, one driver said. DHS and ICE officials say that activists like these are illegally obstructing them from doing their jobs and that this type of tracking has led to death threats and doxxing attempts. ICE officers typically work in plainclothes, but the agency has allowed them to wear masks as a form of identity protection.

Officers cannot force their way inside a private residence without a judicial warrant, and the technique known as "knock and talk," in which officers try to persuade suspects to open the door, has been neutralized by activists' know-your-rights pamphlets. That has left officers relying more and more on street arrests. An opinion by Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh last month gave ICE officers a green light to continue relying on factors that include ethnicity and physical appearance when determining who they question.

Brian Rodarte, the manager of a medical-supply company in the neighborhood, told me officers stopped one of his drivers that morning and let the man go after seeing his driver's license. Then the officers followed him to the company's employee lot and tried to drive in. Rodarte quickly shut the gate. "All of our employees are American citizens, but we don't need guys being racially profiled and detained," Rodarte told me.

Rodarte, who is half Mexican and half Irish, told me he sees both sides of the immigration debate. He has no problem with ICE arresting violent criminals, he told me, but they should handle it the right way. "What they're doing is against our rights and totally unconstitutional," Rodarte told me. "They're just racially profiling anyone who looks Hispanic."

DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin denied that federal forces are racially profiling suspects, and said that the claims were "disgusting" and "reckless."

"Protesters and illegal aliens violently resist arrest, hit and kick agents, throw rocks and other projectiles at them, block and ram government vehicles, and form human barricades--causing serious injury to our brave law enforcement," McLaughlin wrote in an email. "When confronted with imminent threats of severe or fatal harm, CBP Officers and Agents are authorized to defend themselves and others."


Demonstrators shout to law enforcement officers during a standoff with ICE and federal officers in the Little Village neighborhood of Chicago on October 4. (Jim Vondruska / Reuters)



In Chicago, as in L.A. before it, the federal mobilization is led not by career ICE officials but by Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol chief of the agency's El Centro Sector, more than 2,000 miles away in California. Bovino, who is now also the "at-large commander" for Trump's crackdown, has become a star of MAGA social media, and in Chicago he travels with a film crew, making DHS propaganda videos. In one, he patrols the city waterfront on a boat, in footage that builds to a glittering shot of Trump Tower. Another shows Bovino buying energy drinks at local markets and high-fiving Black residents, set to the Bee Gees' "Stayin' Alive." Its apparent aim is to exploit the Black-brown tensions in Chicago that worsened during the Biden administration, as record numbers of migrants--especially Venezuelans--poured into the city, some on buses sent by Texas Governor Greg Abbott, a Republican. Some Black residents grumbled that the new arrivals received benefits that should go to needy American citizens, and Trump advisers, including Stephen Miller, have tried to fan those resentments to woo Black support. 

Asked about the message of Bovino's video, McLaughlin wrote, "Your obsession with race and weaponizing it is gross and unhealthy," and told me, "Chicagoans, regardless of skin color, are happy to see law and order restored in their city."

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

At Teques Bites, a small Venezuelan cafe in Avondale, I met owner Andry Garcia, who arrived in Chicago five years ago. He told me the ICE raids were sweeping up some of the "bad" Venezuelans--criminals--but also many others who were law-abiding and had pending asylum cases, or whose temporary legal residency had been taken away by the Trump administration.

Garcia said his sales have been cut by more than half since ICE arrived, and he's struggled to find delivery drivers brave enough to be out on the street, where they'd be easy ICE targets. Last year Garcia acquired a second, larger location with dreams of expansion, but his plan is now frozen. "We were just about to open when the whole ICE thing started," he told me.

Trump officials claim they are hunting members of Venezuela's Tren de Aragua gang, which the president has designated as a foreign terrorist organization. The administration has used that label to conduct lethal attacks in the Caribbean on boats allegedly linked to the gang. The gang's presence in Chicago was used to justify the commando raid that Bovino's teams carried out on the apartment building in Chicago's South Shore neighborhood. DHS officials said they made 37 arrests, including of two Tren de Aragua members and a U.S. citizen wanted on a narcotics charge. Others arrested had criminal records that included battery, theft, and drug possession, officials told me. DHS has not released their names or provided evidence of some of the suspects' gang ties.

The apartment building was mostly deserted when I visited it last week, though a few residents remained. Shards of broken windows littered the exterior, and the entranceway reeked of cat urine and rotting trash. Prior to the raid, the building's residents were a mix of Black tenants, many of them destitute, and newly arrived Venezuelan families. In recent years, as code violations accrued and some occupants stopped paying rent, the building spiraled deeper into squalor and ruin, residents told me.

The lock on the front door was broken, and inside, the hallways, stairwells, and abandoned units had become dumping grounds for trash. I held my breath and stepped over rat carcasses through dark corridors swarming with flies. Fresh plywood covered some of the units hit by the raid, but others remained open, lacking doors. I could see rotting food, feces, and bloodstains along the floors amid broken furniture and diapers. An abandoned bicycle in one hall had training wheels, and a child's stuffed animal, a pink pig, had been left behind in the stairwell. The building had clearly been in a bad state even before Bovino's forces smashed their way through.

"You see this shit? This is how we live here," one of the residents I met, Archie Collins, told me.

Collins, 59, said he'd moved into the building with his older brother five years ago, after losing his job as an inspector at a factory making parts for Ford. His brother received federal housing vouchers, but he died six months ago. Collins has lived alone since then. His electricity came through an extension cord plugged to another unit. His pants were torn. He'd been asleep when Bovino's forces stormed the building, pulling residents out of their apartments at gunpoint. Collins, who is Black, tried to show them his Illinois ID card. "They didn't give a shit," he said.

Collins told me he felt terrorized and humiliated. "They didn't come here for me. I don't talk like a fuckin' Venezuelan," he said, fuming. His front door had been smashed in.

When we finished talking, Collins asked for money, and told me he hadn't eaten all day. I said that, as a journalist, I could not pay for interviews, but I would be happy to buy him some food. We drove to a nearby supermarket, and Collins went up and down the aisles, filling his cart with bread, ramen noodles, milk, hot dogs, and pastries. I realized that no one from the federal government had gone to the building after the raid to check on the elderly Americans who lived there, to see if any of them needed help, or to apologize for handcuffing them in the middle of the night.

As we passed the freezer case, Collins asked me if he could get ice cream. He picked out a pint of fudge swirl and tore into it as soon as we got back in the car, using the lid as a spoon. Back outside the apartment building, he bundled the grocery bags in his hands and raced inside as if someone might try to rob him.


A person is detained as residents of Chicago's Brighton Park neighborhood confront U.S. Border Patrol and other law enforcement officers at a gas station in Chicago on October 4. (Octavio Jones / AFP / Getty)



Images from Chicago this week show federal forces behaving aggressively: pointing weapons at unarmed protesters, lobbing tear gas in residential neighborhoods, arresting a 15-year-old. Border Patrol agents tackled and handcuffed a veteran producer for the Chicago television network WGN, who said she was merely walking to the bus stop. Agents claimed she threw an object at their vehicle, but she was released without charges. The ledger of violence has been mostly one-sided.

One afternoon last week, I went to another Chicago neighborhood that had been in the news, Humboldt Park, to speak with Jessie Fuentes, the local alderperson. Fuentes, 34, appeared in a video that went viral, showing her asking an ICE officer in a hospital emergency room if he had a judicial warrant. The officer violently yanked her arms behind her back and cuffed her.

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

As we walked along West Division Street in Humboldt Park--the "Puerto Rican mecca of the Midwest," Fuentes joked--passing drivers honked in support, and residents who'd seen the video came up to hug her. At least once a week, Fuentes said, she walks through the neighborhood, passing out know-your-rights pamphlets. She helps coordinate Rapid Response brigades, and she told me she's helped arrange care for children whose parents have been taken by ICE, and helped recover vehicles that were left idling in the street after owners were seized so fast they didn't have time to park.

Graciela Guzman, a 35-year-old Illinois state senator who represents the district, joined Fuentes, and told me one of the most frustrating things she hears from the administration is that the city is a war zone. "They're the ones using tear gas and rubber bullets, and breaking windows," she said. "They're the ones bringing a war zone to Chicago."

On the day Fuentes was handcuffed, she told me, she'd received a call from the hospital administrator. ICE officers were inside the emergency room, they told her, and patients were scared. The officers had arrived with a Venezuelan man who fell and broke his leg after federal agents raided the parking lot of a nearby Walmart, Fuentes said.

In the video, she firmly insists to the ICE officer that the man "has constitutional rights."

"No, no," the officer says. "You need to leave."

The clip ends with Fuentes being led out of the building in handcuffs. Fuentes said a Border Patrol agent arrived in a white truck to pick her up, but told the officers to remove the handcuffs when he found out she was an elected official.

DHS identified the patient as Ronal Jose Orozco-Meza, who officials said had Temporary Protected Status, a form of provisional legal status, that he had tried to renew in April. That claim is now pending. The Trump administration has revoked those legal protections, leaving an estimated 600,000 Venezuelans eligible for arrest and deportation. Orozco-Meza's attorney Enrique Espinosa told me his client had been placed under 24-hour watch by ICE--and that officers had confiscated his cellphone and refused to let him speak with a lawyer for seven days, claiming they had not finished processing him. Orozco-Meza remains hospitalized with an ICE monitoring device, Espinosa said.


Federal officers and Gregory Bovino stand together amidst a tense protest outside the ICE processing facility in Broadview, Illinois. (Jacek Boczarski / Anadolu / Getty)



The legal fight over the deployment of the National Guard troops hinges largely on the credibility of the government's claims about the threats to federal forces in Chicago. At least two videos have circulated showing officers failing to make an arrest as protesters gather and try to free suspects from custody. The incidents do not show protesters attacking officers, but DHS officials say assaults are soaring and gangs in Chicago have bounties on federal officials. Federal prosecutors charged an alleged Latin Kings member last week who had supposedly put out a hit on Bovino, offering $10,000.

The federal agents have been quick to draw their guns, and they have shot two people in Chicago already. Silverio Villegas Gonzalez was shot and killed on September 12 as he attempted to drive away while an ICE officer was reaching into his vehicle. DHS initially claimed officers were severely injured in the incident, but body-camera footage released later showed that was not true. Villegas Gonzalez, 38, a father of two U.S.-born sons who arrived from Mexico in 2007, worked as a cook and had no criminal record other than years-old traffic violations, according to Reuters. DHS said it is investigating the incident, and that the officers had feared for their safety.

Three weeks later, border agents shot Marimar Martinez, a 30-year-old day-care worker who had been driving behind them, honking her horn, and yelling "la migra!" out her windows. DHS said that the agents had defended themselves after Martinez rammed them and that they were trapped "by 10 cars." On Friday, federal prosecutors charged Martinez and another defendant with impeding a federal officer while in possession of a deadly weapon.

Christopher Parente, Martinez's attorney, told me DHS's version of the incident is contradicted by body-camera footage captured by one of the three agents in the vehicle. (The two others had their cameras turned off, he told me.) The agents were not, in fact, boxed in, he said, and there appear to have been only two vehicles following the officers, not 10. The agent in the back seat, who Parente said had his finger on the trigger of the rifle, can be heard saying "Do something, bitch" just before the collision. The footage shows the driver yanking the steering wheel to the side as the crash occurs, and the agents jump out and start firing. Martinez was stuck five times but managed to drive away and call an ambulance, Parente said. Martinez told him she was still making car payments on the Nissan Rogue she was driving, and wouldn't have used it as a battering ram.

Martinez had a handgun in her purse, which she carries for self-defense, and for which she has a valid concealed-carry license, Parente said. The federal indictment does not claim Martinez brandished the weapon at any point. When federal agents arrested Martinez and tried to take her to a detention facility, the staff refused to admit her because her bandages were soaked through with blood, her lawyer said. She had to be taken back to the hospital, and a judge ordered her release from custody a day later.

As U.S. District Judge April Perry granted Illinois leaders a temporary restraining order to block the National Guard deployment on Friday, she wrote that DHS officials' perceptions of events in Chicago "are not reliable." (Trump officials have appealed, and the next hearing is scheduled for October 22.) Protests outside of the ICE building in Broadview have never drawn more than 200 people, she noted, and did not meet the threshold of a "rebellion" that would necessitate federal troops. The deployment of the National Guard to the facility "or anywhere else in Illinois," Perry wrote, "will only add fuel to the fire that Defendants themselves started."
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When Real Relationships Start to Look Parasocial

Changes in social media and private messaging are making communication feel like content to consume.

by Julie Beck




All of my relationships live, at least in part, in my phone, where they are forced to share space with everything else that happens there. Lately, the feeling creeping up on me is that the pieces of my relationships that exist on that screen seem less and less distinguishable from all the other content I consume there.

A lot happens inside my phone. It's always trying to sell me stuff. Sometimes, it tries to scam me. It has games, videos, TV shows, movies, news, health trackers, podcasts, books, music, shopping, maps, work software, regular old internet browsing, and an app I was forced to download in order to use my doorbell. And, of course, it contains all of my social interactions that are not face-to-face or via snail mail. (Even face-to-face interactions, unless I bump into someone on the street, were probably planned via smartphone.)

So when my phone does its little mating calls of pings and buzzes, it could be bringing me updates from people I love, or showing me alerts I never asked for from corporations hungry for my attention. When I pull it out, content and communication appear in similar forms--notifications, social-media posts, vertical video--and they blur together. As interactions with loved ones converge with all the other kinds of media on smartphones, Samuel Hardman Taylor, a professor who studies social media at the University of Illinois at Chicago, told me, "our relationships are becoming a part of that consumption behavior." When the phone becomes more of an entertainment hub, using it for social interaction can feel more optional. And picking my loved ones out of the never-ending stream of stuff on my phone requires extra effort.



Since social media's earliest days, regular people have been using it to perform their life and treat their loved ones as an audience. But now social media is eating media-media's lunch, nibbling into time that used to be spent watching TV and movies, particularly for younger generations, and refashioning itself less as a network and more as a broadcaster. In the process, it has become less, well, social. These sites no longer seem to care whether non-influencers with small followings post anything or respond to anyone, as long as they keep scrolling.

And as social media has shifted away from connecting users with people they know and toward pushing AI slop and algorithmically targeted short-form videos from who-knows-where, a dissociative sort of mushing has occurred. The posts from my friends and family are still there, but they are absorbed into the flow of brain rot and advertising. Here an ad for washable ballet flats, there a picture of my friend's baby, then a baby I don't know performing some meme-worthy antic, followed by a reel about how Millennials are lame for wearing high-waisted jeans, a video of my friend looking hot in high-waisted jeans, an ad for trendy jeans, sponcon for weight-loss drugs so that you can fit into your jeans from high school that are suddenly trendy again. All of it passively consumed, all of it scrolled on by.

Read: You've probably already met your next best friend

This more passive social-media experience adds a layer to some of my relationships that can feel almost parasocial. Parasocial relationships, classically, are the sort of one-sided imagined relationships that people feel with celebrities or even fictional characters. People develop an emotional connection to someone they have only ever encountered through a screen (or, I guess, the pages of a novel), and a sense that they know this person even though they don't, really. Gayle Stever, a psychology professor at Empire State University who researches parasociality, told me that the distinction between social and parasocial relationships has long been fuzzy, and social media has made it even less clear.

Lack of reciprocity is a key part of parasocial relationships--the fan knows a lot about the celebrity while the celebrity has no idea who the fan is. But now a celebrity might respond to your comment on TikTok, or even follow you back. At the same time, reciprocity is a crucial part of real relationships, but for the online component of those relationships, it can be more of a guideline, one that's getting looser as time goes on. Sometimes I respond to a friend's Bluesky post or Instagram story. But most of the time I don't. Instead, I let these bits of content pass in one eye and out the other. I amass bits of knowledge about my loved ones--my sister's boyfriend published a poem; my friend left her job--as a spectator, in the same way that I might learn about an influencer's favorite books, or about Taylor Swift's engagement.

The parasociality researchers I spoke with weren't willing to say that this passive consumption is definitively parasocial behavior--I do know these people, after all--but they did say that, in some ways, social relationships are starting to look more like parasocial ones. Bradley Bond, a communications professor at the University of San Diego, did a couple of studies during the social-distancing era of the pandemic, when many people were seeing many of their loved ones only through technology. The results suggested that "increased exposure to real-life friends through screen media may blur the lines between the social and parasocial," as one study put it, because of the similarity in format. "Your mind is kind of slightly being rewired," Bond told me, "to understand those social others as also being two-dimensional." In parasocial relationships, he said, people tend to use their imagination to fill in the gaps of what they know about someone. For instance, someone might assume that an actor they relate to must share their values, even if they don't know that person's political beliefs. "As real-life relationships seem more like parasocial relationships," Bond speculated, "maybe we stop asking for self-disclosure and start assuming, much like we do with parasocial relationships."

Read: The easiest way to keep your friends

If people feel a little like audience members observing their friends' lives when looking at social media, that's probably in part because people think of their friends as audiences when posting. Certain scholars describe social-media posts as falling somewhere in between interpersonal and mass communication. (They call it "masspersonal.") Research has also shown that when posting, people tend to have an "imagined audience" in mind--which may not always line up with who really sees their posts. Contributing to the blending of the social with the parasocial, many regular people post to their small followings in the style of influencers: They speak directly to the camera ("Hey, guys"), or curate their photo dumps to display just the right blend of playful, cool effortlessness.

Of course, that's if they post at all. Recently, in The New Yorker, the critic Kyle Chayka argued that society is experiencing "posting ennui" now that the average person's modest life update will likely get lost in the sauce of a bunch of influencers with ring lights and brand partnerships. In the age of algorithmically driven feeds, when non-influencers post, perhaps their imagined audiences seem smaller than they used to. "If there's no guarantee that our friends will even see what we post," Chayka wrote, "then what is the incentive to keep doing it?"

This, in turn, affects how people consume posts. As the ratio shifts toward content that isn't truly social--and as  social media is experienced more as entertainment instead of a place for connection--perhaps, people will be more likely to just tune in and zone out rather than bothering to interact with the friends they do still see there. "My gut tells me that that expectation that the audience responds has plummeted," Jeffrey A. Hall, a communications professor at the University of Kansas, told me. So it would make sense that "any gains we used to get from that amount of small interaction in the social-media stream also go away." Although researchers aren't yet sure exactly what this phenomenon means for relationships, Hall said that he considers it "part of the long sunset of the public social network as being the place where we see sociality."



Meanwhile, the sun is rising on the group chat, where a similar flattening and convergence can happen. WhatsApp has been growing in popularity; more people have gotten into Discord. All of these messages crowd home screens alongside breaking news, advertisements, social-media likes, and push alerts. "We're straddling a bunch of different spheres of our life with these notifications," Taylor told me. My notification center shows texts from my family group chat next to a bunch of New York Times push alerts, a calendar reminder for a meeting I had earlier today, announcements of new episodes of several podcasts I follow, and multiple ads from DoorDash suggesting that I order from Chick-fil-A, Walgreens, and other stores.

The decampment to group texts is a positive development for connection in some ways. Private messaging platforms, research suggests, lend themselves to sharing more personal content than algorithm-driven spaces, and they are good at facilitating continuous conversations. Yet their rise could erode the norm of reciprocity a little, too. Back in 2018, I wrote a story about how ignoring texts had been normalized, since the medium lets you respond to messages in your own time (or not at all). Group chats may make responding seem even less mandatory, because of the diffused responsibility of having several people in the conversation. At the same time, the more people who are in the conversation, the more that "broadcasting" dynamic can creep in, Taylor said.

Read: Group-chat culture is out of control

Another way private messages have gotten somewhat broadcast-y is the popularity of voice notes. Many people like them because they offer more intimacy than texting but still don't require an immediate, or any, response from the other person, as a phone call would. But let's be real--voice notes are essentially little podcasts that you record for your friends. They are acts of connection, but ones that are more of a performance than picking up the phone and calling would be. And performance is always at least a bit distancing.

My best theory to sum all of this up is that a trickle-down effect is happening: As social media starts to look more like entertainment, private messaging starts to look more like social media. (You can "like" and "heart" text messages now, for instance.) In both cases, the performing and consuming elements get dialed up, leading to a subtle blurring of communities with audiences, of communication with content.

The researchers I spoke with haven't drawn any conclusions about the blurring of relationships with consumable content--technology changes quickly, and scientific studies are slow. But as phoneworld evolves and our relationships contort in response, the psychology professor Linda Kaye of Edge Hill University, in England, offered me a foundational principle to hold on to: "Connection over content is always going to be better." Your phone wants your attention; your relationships need it.
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Feeling Desolate? There Is a Cure for That.

Everyone sooner or later faces a dark night of the soul. Don't hide from yours; learn from it.

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.

Any darkening of the mind, disturbance therein, instigation to the lowest or earthly things; together with every disquietude and agitation, or temptation, which moves to distrust concerning salvation, and expels hope and charity; whence the soul feels that she is saddened, grows lukewarm, becomes torpid, and almost despairs of the mercy of God.


This is how Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order of priests, described "spiritual desolation" in 1548. He was referring to the feeling of emptiness that people tend to feel after the initial euphoria of a religious conversion. After the flush of new faith, which he calls "consolation," life's troubles return, people feel they have made a mistake, and they may fall away.

This desolation is not merely a religious phenomenon. It describes much of our experience when something new and beautiful sparks joy and enthusiasm but later becomes tedious and tiresome. Marriages, for example, notoriously suffer from the so-called seven-year itch, when passion gives way to boredom and conflict. Similarly, new jobs are exciting and interesting for a while but then become a grind or an oppression.

Listen: How to live when you're in pain

One might easily conclude that the natural and appropriate course of action is to make a change at the point of desolation--to dissolve the relationship; quit the job; look for consolation again in novelty. But this may very well not be correct. One of the secrets to long-term well-being is to understand spiritual desolation not as a block to your well-being but as a pathway that promises personal growth. If you know how to use desolation to get to the other side, an even sweeter consolation awaits.

Ignatius described the initial, consolatory phase of faith as an "easy and light thing." And so it is with most big life changes when they are both voluntary and new. Novelty per se stimulates attention, which is why marketing scholars have found that simply adding the word new to an advertisement enhances consumer interest (which is a basic positive emotion) in the product offered. In particular, people who score high in the personality trait of openness to experience find new life circumstances pleasurable.

We see this novelty effect very clearly in the research on marriages. In one 2010 study of 464 newlywed spouses, both husbands and wives enjoyed their highest marital satisfaction in the first four months after their wedding. This is not to say that divorce becomes a danger immediately after that honeymoon period; the risk of separation remains low for the first couple of years. But the incidence rises over time and peaks at about the five-year point, according to a 2014 study from Finland in the journal Demography. The data, in other words, suggest that this spike in marital desolation--characterized by boredom, decreased intimacy, and increased conflict--might more accurately be called a "five-year itch."

Job satisfaction follows a similar cycle, although it moves more quickly. According to 2009 research published in the Journal of Applied Psychology, people who change jobs and are committed to making a new job work (they fulfill their duties conscientiously and are socially integrated) register an increase in job satisfaction for the first three months. At this point, however, the consolation begins to fade and that satisfaction declines for the rest of the year, reaching a nadir at the end of the first year on the new job. This is when, in my experience, many people say they feel they made a mistake in changing jobs. Let's call that the "one-year itch."

Not all marriages fail after five years; neither does everyone quit their job after a year. Indeed, the latest longitudinal data (from couples married between 2010 and 2012) show that about 82 percent stay married for at least 10 years, and divorce risk continues declining after year five, all the way until one spouse dies. By the same token, nearly half of people have been in the same job for four years--and about one-quarter of workers stay in their gig for 10 years or more. This phenomenon of persistence has led researchers to ask how spouses or employees who stay the course succeed in getting over the hump of desolation and (presumably) finding renewed consolation in their marriage or job.

For the secret to that, we turn once again to Ignatius and what he had to say about keeping faith during the dark nights of the soul: "Learn not only to resist the adversary, but also to vanquish him." That is, see desolation as a challenge to develop the skill of persisting in faith, rather than a reason to mourn the loss of a feeling you once had. So it is in other parts of life. What marriages and careers that last have in common is not that their participants somehow never encounter desolation but that they use the happiness trough as an opportunity to learn and grow.

In marriage, the couples who make it through the spell of despondency are those who grow from competition to collaboration. The early years of marriage generally involve a clash of individual wills. Researchers writing in the journal Family Relations showed that the spouses who get past the hump and are happiest in later years have each learned to mold their will to the other's. These spouses see an increasing equality of decision making and household responsibilities; in couples who have religious faith, this convergence also manifests as a greater degree of shared observance over time and the mutual conviction that marriage should last until death. These skills and beliefs, forged through resolving conflict, cement the couple into a lifelong unit.

Similarly, the happiest workers are those who endure by learning and applying positive coping strategies in the face of the problems that characterize job desolation. One 2023 study of newly graduated nurses found that those who wound up with higher job satisfaction were not the ones who avoided workplace conflicts but those who acquired strength by facing challenges "directly and rationally." Evading difficulties, or simply withdrawing, proved to be a nonlearning strategy that did not provide the reward of job satisfaction.

In most areas of life, especially those that involve maintaining relationships, periods of desolation will be part of the normal course of events. Taking our cue from Ignatius, social scientists like me might suggest three ways to turn the tough times into vital learning opportunities.

1. Stick to your knitting.
 A time comes in the spiritual life, Ignatius asserts, when desolation cannot be denied or avoided. At such a moment, the right first move is to do nothing: "One must not deliberate on anything, or make any change concerning one's purpose of mind, or state of life, but persevere in those things which had been settled before, suppose, during the preceding day or hour of consolation." In other words, you should not fall prey to rash emotion (which he calls an "evil spirit"), and let it rule an imprudent decision to quit. Instead, you should recognize desolation as a normal feature of any relationship, with a person or an institution (such as an employer). Look at this difficult time the way you would regard root-canal work: with calm resignation and a confidence that, with the necessary dentistry, better times lie ahead.

Arthur C. Brooks: Breakups always hurt, but you can shorten the suffering

2. Get on the same side of the table.
 For the religious believer, Ignatius's approach to desolation is to see it not as the individual and God on opposite sides of a problem but you with God, facing your struggle and getting through it together. This conception offers the right approach in marriage too. A clash of wills is a mutual problem best solved collaboratively, not thrashed out competitively. Indeed, that is exactly what the research says delivers the skills for couples who make it to the post-itch consolation of a successful and happy marriage. This approach can be harder to implement at work, but is not impossible. I once met an executive who was heading off to a brutal bout of legal mediation with a competitor. He was remarkably upbeat about it, and when I asked why, he said, "Today, a nasty fight will end because we will both agree on a settlement."

3. Do the work.
 Patience is important in getting past desolation, which can last quite a while in faith, love, and work. But patience alone isn't enough. Desolation can't just be waited out. That is the recipe for becoming spiritually dead--a mere roommate with your spouse or a checked-out shell of an employee with your Zoom camera always switched off. Ignatius suggests the serious program of piety and prayer laid out in his famous Spiritual Exercises, a guide still used by millions to this day. Marriages in a state of desolation need a similar intervention, sometimes from counseling, just as a career on the rocks can benefit from coaching.

Of course, there are times when desolation can't be fixed, and the best solution is dissolution. I won't speak to the theological case, but this can certainly be true in marriages, especially when abuse or abandonment has occurred. And when it comes to work, a change from time to time can be a very good and healthy thing.

In these instances, we might extend Ignatius's wisdom to learn and grow not just from desolation but from the dissolution itself. When a relationship has to end, either unhappily or amicably, valuable information is at hand--including the potential to learn from your own mistakes. Manage that, and your new consolations will be all the sweeter and deeper.
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The MAHA Democrat

Colorado Governor Jared Polis is walking a fine line with RFK Jr.

by Nicholas Florko




Politicians sometimes do silly things to draw attention to their favorite issues. In 2015, then-Senator Jim Inhofe famously brought a snowball onto the floor of Congress to argue against the existence of climate change. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene toted a balloon to the 2023 State of the Union to mock the Biden administration's handling of a Chinese spy craft. But in terms of sheer spectacle, few can top Jared Polis and his "forbidden" feast.



In 2015, Polis, then a Democratic congressman from Colorado, dined on hemp scones and washed them down with a glass of raw milk. The point was to highlight the purported absurdity of the government's rules for what people can and cannot eat. He was pushing Congress to pass the Milk Freedom Act, a bill that aimed to make unpasteurized dairy easier for Americans to buy. At the time, the beverage was a delicacy for hippies in cities like Boulder, not a rallying cry for Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and the "Make America Healthy Again" movement. In May, the health secretary, who has said he drinks only raw milk, downed a shot of the stuff during a podcast taping in the White House.



Polis, now the governor of Colorado, still speaks fondly of his stunt. "Raw milk is relatively low-risk compared to many things that people choose to do in their everyday lives," he told me recently. "We should lean into freedom," he said, and allow "people to make their own decisions on what to eat." (For the record, raw milk can lead to serious cases of foodborne illness.) I spoke with Polis not just to ask him about unsafe milk. Few prominent Democratic politicians want anything to do with RFK Jr. and his agenda to remake American health; Polis is the exception.



From the moment last year that Kennedy was picked to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, Polis has taken a different route than the rest of his party. Many quickly came out and said that Kennedy's past anti-vaccine activism disqualified him from the position. "I'm excited by the news that the President-Elect will appoint @RobertKennedyJr," Polis posted on X. "He helped us defeat vaccine mandates in Colorado in 2019 and will help make America healthy again." During Polis's first year as governor, in 2019, he allied with Kennedy in opposing a bill that would have made it more difficult for parents to get vaccine exemptions for their kids. Since Kennedy's confirmation, Polis has worked directly with the Trump administration. In August, he got permission from Washington to ban the purchase of soda using food stamps in Colorado, a controversial policy that Kennedy has repeatedly held up as one of his priorities. So far, 12 states have signed on to test the idea--Colorado is the only one that is run by a Democrat.

Read: Republicans are right about soda

When I asked Polis why he supports RFK Jr.'s soda agenda, his response was scattered. He told me that if people really want to drink soda, they still can, just like how Coloradans are free to buy marijuana or alcohol. "People with their own money can make whatever decisions they want," he said. But the government "shouldn't be subsidizing cavities and diabetes," he added. He also claimed that banning soda from being purchased with food stamps was an act of "moral integrity." The food-stamps program--formally the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program--is supposed to support nutrition, he said, and "soda has zero nutritional content."



The response underscores the eclectic nature of Polis's politics. While in Congress, he was at one point the only Democratic member of the House Liberty Caucus--a home of staunch libertarianism--but he also sat on the Congressional Progressive Caucus. As governor, he has taken a decidedly populist, and at times combative, approach to reforming the health-care industry; within a month in office, he set up an aptly named Office of Saving People Money on Healthcare. Polis's varied political beliefs make him a lot like Kennedy, who was a Democrat until 2023. Kennedy has managed to bridge three specific tendencies--toward fiscal conservatism, social liberalism, and a belief that improving societal health is a moral imperative--and present them as one overarching ideology. During his confirmation hearing in January, Kennedy struck a similar tone in explaining the MAHA agenda. "This is not just an economic issue. It is not just a national-security issue. It is a spiritual issue, and it is a moral issue," Kennedy said. "We cannot live up to our role as an exemplary nation, as a moral authority around the world, when we are writing off an entire generation of kids." (An HHS spokesperson did not respond to a request for comment.)



Polis, in other words, may be the closest thing there is to a MAHA Democrat. When I asked him what he thought of that title, he pushed back, noting that MAHA is a bit too close to MAGA. "Unfortunately it's only one letter away from an acronym that is something I'm staunchly opposed to," he said. The governor also went out of his way to distance himself from Kennedy's recent moves to roll back vaccine access. Kennedy's decisions--namely his push to narrow approval of COVID vaccines--have "slanted the field against individual choice," he explained. Although Polis opposes vaccine mandates, he is not an anti-vaxxer. Last month, the governor bucked Kennedy by signing an order allowing pharmacists to continue giving COVID shots without a prescription. "We will not allow unnecessary red tape or decisions from Washington to keep Coloradans from accessing life-saving vaccines," he wrote on X at the time. Yesterday, Polis joined more than a dozen other Democratic governors to form a public-health alliance to counter RFK Jr.



Polis's positioning seems politically savvy. Kennedy's focus on tackling obesity and chronic disease by overhauling the American diet is popular--much more so than his policies limiting vaccines. (According to one poll by Healthier Colorado, a nonpartisan group, residents in the state support banning the purchase of soda with SNAP benefits--albeit by a narrow margin.) And by not openly identifying with MAHA, Polis avoids alienating himself from Colorado's Democratic voters. "They think of it as Trump's label," Celinda Lake, a Democratic pollster who has surveyed voters on the topic, told me about MAHA. "If you put Trump in front of Cheez-Its, Democrats wouldn't like it."



Polis is not the only Democrat trying to do a similar dance. Jesse Gabriel, a Democratic state lawmaker in California who spearheaded the state's recent effort to phase out ultra-processed foods in schools--another Kennedy priority--has sought to draw distinctions between his efforts and those of the administration. "Here in California, we are actually doing the work to protect our kids' health, and we've been doing it since well before anyone had ever heard of the MAHA movement," Gabriel said in a recent press conference.



Before RFK Jr. came along, Democrats were indeed the party of healthier diets. As my colleague Tom Bartlett recently wrote, "Let's Move," Michelle Obama's campaign to reduce childhood obesity, has a lot of similarities with MAHA. Kennedy has pressured companies to stop using synthetic food dyes, prompting red states to pass food-dye regulations of their own. They are following in the footsteps of California, which was the first state to ban a dye, Red 3, back in 2023.

Read: RFK Jr. is repeating Michelle Obama's mistakes

The GOP's embrace of these food policies has put Democrats in an odd position. The party hasn't quite figured out how to interact with the MAHA movement. Democrats might be serious about tackling chronic disease, but they've ceded that issue to Kennedy in recent months, likely because of trepidation about being seen as allies of the secretary. Democratic strategists I spoke with emphasized that their party needs to figure out a message that demonstrates it is more serious than the Trump administration in attacking these issues--especially one that can appeal to certain groups (namely suburban moms) that are gravitating to the MAHA message.



Even Polis, who is willing to go further than most other Democrats in aligning himself with RFK Jr., has struggled to articulate his own alternative to MAHA. (When I asked how he'd like his record as governor to be remembered, if not as one of a MAHA Democrat, he simply said, "Effective.") As we spoke, it often felt like Polis and I were talking past each other. When I asked him why other Democratic governors weren't pursuing a ban on buying soda using food stamps, he talked about his own opposition to Republicans' recent cuts to SNAP. For the most part, Polis didn't want to talk about Kennedy; he wanted to talk about his health-care achievements. Therein lies the predicament for Polis, and other members of his party: RFK Jr. has so quickly laid claim to issues of food and nutrition that it's difficult to talk about them at all without invoking the health secretary.
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Kathryn Bigelow's Warning to America

The threat of apocalypse never ended. We just chose to forget about it.

by Tom Nichols




"It's negative. Negative impact. Object remains inbound."

These three sentences--spoken by a U.S. Army officer in Kathryn Bigelow's new film, A House of Dynamite--are said quietly and with clipped military efficiency, but they are laden with dread; they mean that millions of people are minutes away from being incinerated or buried beneath the rubble of an American city.

Americans, along with billions of other people on this planet, once had a healthy fear of nuclear war. They knew, even if they did not dwell on it, that they could wake up and make a cup of coffee, and then, before they had a chance to finish breakfast, they and the civilization they took for granted every day could be extinguished. That fear seems mostly gone now, and Americans have long needed a movie set in the 21st century to remind them of why they should still be worried about nuclear war. Finally, they have one.

In recent decades, nuclear war has all but vanished from American movie screens, replaced since the end of the Cold War by special-effects blockbusters about zombie plagues, alien invasions, and errant asteroids. (One of the last major releases about a possible War World III, the HBO movie By Dawn's Early Light, premiered on television more than 35 years ago.) But the world's nuclear weapons haven't gone anywhere. The United States is about to spend nearly $1 trillion on nuclear modernization. Washington and Moscow are still trading nuclear threats while a war of Russian aggression rages in the middle of Europe. India and Pakistan, both nuclear-armed powers, recently came within inches of war.

And yet, for many reasons, Hollywood and the American public have treated nuclear war as yesterday's problem, a nightmare that was long ago somehow solved. Bigelow has broken this silence with a film that reminds us that the world is still in danger--perhaps more today than ever--from a nuclear conflict.

I am not a film critic; I watched A House of Dynamite as someone who has spent much of his professional life studying nuclear weapons and strategies. (I also had the opportunity to visit the set and watch parts of A House of Dynamite while it was being filmed, and to discuss the movie with the director as well as the producer Greg Shapiro and its writer, Noah Oppenheim.) Like Bigelow, I am a child of the Cold War, and as I wrote this summer, I have long been distressed by how quickly the threat of nuclear war has faded from both America's collective consciousness and its popular culture. Bigelow shares that concern, and she has created a film whose settings and scenario are all too possible.

From the August 2025 Issue: Damn you all to hell!

A House of Dynamite opens with a missile appearing over the Pacific, headed for the continental United States. The missile's origin is a mystery: Somehow, the U.S. early-detection systems missed its launch. (Was it a glitch? Sabotage? No one knows.) It might be a mistake. It might be a desperate move by the North Koreans, a sneak attack by the Russians or the Chinese, or the first wave of a larger attack by a combination of America's enemies. Or it might be, as one of the officers at U.S. Strategic Command muses to his boss, that "some fucking sub captain woke up, found out his wife left him, and snapped." Within minutes of detection, the missile's target is confirmed: Chicago.

Now what? The story is told three times, from three different vantage points, but always ends with the same stomach-churning request: "Your orders, Mr. President."

When I first saw an early version of A House of Dynamite, I expected to have something of a "punch list" of gripes, things experts might notice that seem wrong or out of place. I found very few. (I would argue, for one, that the film is too generous in its estimation of the possible efficacy of U.S. missile defenses.) More to the point, I worked for a U.S. senator in Washington during the first Gulf War, and later taught at the Naval War College, and I was struck by how many people in the film spoke and acted like the policy makers and senior officers I've met over the years. Tracy Letts was especially effective as the commanding general of STRATCOM. He was, like many top officers I knew, capable of turning from snippy martinet to consummate professional almost in the same moment.

Experts might also quibble with, for example, the likelihood that some enemy might launch just one missile, and why. But the reality is that the Cold War scenarios of the previous century, which were based on nuclear exchanges erupting during a major war between the United States and the Soviet Union, are no longer the only path to disaster. Nuclear deterrence was a dicey enough business when it was a two-player game; today, nine states can point nuclear arms at one another in a web of overlapping enmities and alliances. Wisely, Bigelow and Oppenheim did not stoop to making a morality play with villains and heroes. Everything in A House of Dynamite is plausible; the people at the center of the crisis follow procedures, make decisions carefully, and in general do things for sane and understandable reasons.

For example, I spent much of my career studying the Soviet Union and Russia; in the world of movies, Russians are often cast as the default bad guys. But Bigelow avoids such easy tropes, and portrays Russian leaders in the movie as normal people who have perfectly sensible fears. In one tense scene, the Russian foreign minister not only denies that the missile came from Russia, but also expresses exactly the concerns for Russia's security that I would expect from a Russian diplomat talking to the U.S. deputy national security adviser.

Why is the Kremlin at that moment talking to a relatively inexperienced deputy national security adviser? Because sometimes, people are out of the office for things like colonoscopies--which is where the actual national security adviser is during this terrible day. The world in A House of Dynamite is correctly depicted as a chaotic place: Sometimes, telephones don't work. Sometimes, satellites malfunction. Sometimes, the president's top adviser is on a table, whacked up on propofol.

The young deputy does a fine job of laying out the American position, and that's a theme in A House of Dynamite: All of the people handling this crisis are really, really good at their jobs. No one loses their mind and freaks out like Colonel Cascio does in Fail Safe. No one does anything reckless. (The secretary of defense, played by Jared Harris, is under immense personal strain, and the final choice he makes--I will not get into the details--will shock some viewers, but it has a precedent in American history.) The people in charge are professionals, and they did everything right, yet they have to stand and quietly suffocate with anxiety as the warhead begins its supersonic descent into Chicago.

From the August 2025 Issue: The nuclear club might soon double

Likewise, the president in A House of Dynamite (played by Idris Elba) is only an ordinary man who, like some of his real-life predecessors, never paid much attention to his one inadequate nuclear briefing, because he trusted the system. He knows how to do everything else: "Shit," he says to his advisers, "I got a whole fucking briefing about when a Supreme Court justice dies. Replacements. What to do if the replacements drop out. What to do if the original guy crawls out of his grave and wants his job back." But apparently no one explained what to do if an American city is about to be vaporized.

A House of Dynamite is about people, not gore, but it is still terrifying. Previous films such as The Day After and the grisly British film Threads tried to get viewers to understand the magnitude of the nuclear threat by showing in detail the destruction a nuclear war would bring. These movies still have the power to shock people--I know this from assigning them to students when I taught courses on nuclear issues--but their Cold War backstories don't seem relevant to younger audiences. Bigelow has made a film that forgoes the carnage and instead explains--methodically and accurately--how the intricate machinery of nuclear deterrence can drag otherwise rational human beings along an inexorable path to disaster.

Movies can reflect a society's fears and anxieties. But sometimes, they can remind us what we should fear. Kathryn Bigelow wants us to remember that we are still in danger. As the crisis in her film deepens, the president exclaims that the whole situation "is insanity." The commander of STRATCOM could be speaking to every viewer when he replies: "No, sir. This is reality." May it never be ours.
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What Happens When Trump Gets His Way With Science

Harvard's School of Public Health is broken.

by Katherine J. Wu




As Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of Harvard's School of Public Health, prepared to open a virtual town hall earlier this month, members of the university's graduate-student union gathered for a watch party with "Baccarelli Bingo" cards. The game boards were filled with phrases the dean was expected to use: "these are difficult times"; "i know it's not a satisfying answer but we don't know"; "... which is why we must be innovative!" At the center of the grid was a free space, bedazzled with emojis, that read, "no meaningful commitments made."



Baccarelli's stated goal was to provide an update on the school's financial crisis. Of Harvard's schools, HSPH has been by far the most reliant on government grants--and so was the hardest hit by the Trump administration's cuts to federal research funding. In the spring, essentially overnight, the school lost about $200 million in support. Although a federal judge has ruled that those grant terminations were illegal, the school's future relationship with the federal government remains uncertain. Long-term survival for HSPH would require dramatic change, Baccarelli said at the town hall: It needed to become less dependent on federal funds. In the process, it would have to cut $30 million in operations costs by mid-2027 and potentially slash up to half of its scientific research. HSPH is one of the most consequential public-health institutions in America: The school once contributed to the eradication of smallpox and the development of the polio vaccine, led breakthroughs linking air pollution to lung and heart disease, and helped demonstrate the harms of trans fats. If the Trump administration's aim has been to upend American science, HSPH is a prime example of what that looks like.



But the school's dean, too, has become something of an emblem--of how unprepared many scientists are to face this new political reality. At the town hall, Baccarelli had to address his controversial work linking acetaminophen--Tylenol--to autism and answer for how he'd communicated with the Trump administration about it. (Another Baccarelli Bingo square: "acetaminophen mentioned.") At a press conference in late September, Donald Trump and several of his top officials announced that they would update Tylenol's labeling to discourage its use during pregnancy, leaning heavily on Baccarelli's research on the subject and on expert witness testimony he'd given. "To quote the dean of the Harvard School of Public Health," FDA Commissioner Marty Makary said, "'There is a causal relationship between prenatal acetaminophen use and neurodevelopmental disorders of ADHD and autism spectrum disorder.'"



Plenty of the school's faculty were taken aback to hear Trump officials warmly referencing their dean, especially given that Tylenol's connection to autism--a complex condition with many contributing factors--is shaky at best. Karen Emmons, an interim co-chair of HSPH's department of social and behavioral sciences, told me she almost crashed her car when she heard Makary quoting Baccarelli on the radio. Many were also surprised to learn, from press reports, that Baccarelli had fielded calls about his research from Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya earlier in September.



The dean's interactions with the administration quickly became a new vulnerability for the school. As other experts criticized the methodology of Baccarelli's work on Tylenol and called his claims about causality unfounded, Baccarelli began to look like a biased researcher, allied with the same political leaders "who are starving us of our funding and basically killing the school," Erica Kenney, a nutrition researcher at the school, told me. In the view of many faculty members, Baccarelli had undermined the public position Harvard spent months cultivating--as a beacon of academic integrity, unwilling to bend to the administration's political pressure. (Baccarelli declined interview requests for this story and answered a series of in-depth questions with a brief statement saying that he looked forward to "continuing the work of building a sustainable future" for the public-health school.)



At the town hall, Baccarelli seemed to recognize these consequences. "I'm really sorry about the impact this has had on our school," he said. But he was also defensive, describing himself as a researcher who wanted to explain the value of his work and help set evidence-based policy. He had spoken with the administration as a scientist, not as a Harvard dean, he said, and hadn't anticipated that Trump officials would focus so pointedly on his affiliation with the school. His instinct, in other words, was to treat science as severed from politics. He seemed unaware of how unrealistic that split now is for American scientists.



Some nine months into the Trump administration's assault on academic science, Harvard's public-health school has just about everything going against it that an American academic institution can. It is part of Harvard, which the administration has accused of failing to protect students from anti-Semitism. It has excelled in several fields that the administration has declared unworthy of federal funds: infectious disease, health equity, climate change, global health. About half of the school's faculty contributes in some way to international research, which the administration has also taken a stand against. Many HSPH researchers are themselves from other countries--including roughly 40 percent of the school's students--and their ability to stay here is uncertain under the Trump administration's immigration policies.



Historically, nearly half of HSPH's revenue and 70 percent of its research funding have come from federal grants. And unlike academics supported largely by tuition or endowments, HSPH researchers typically have had to bring in nearly all of their own research funds, including to cover their own salaries and those of staff and trainees. "Faculty members essentially function as a small business," Jorge Chavarro, HSPH's dean for academic affairs, told me. When researchers' federal income dried up, they had to shrink those businesses. David Christiani, a cancer researcher, laid off four staff members; to pay the rest of his people, he told me, he's blown through nearly half of the roughly $900,000 in discretionary funds that he's accumulated since the 1990s. Roger Shapiro, an infectious-disease researcher, fired half of a research team in Botswana that has been studying the use of HIV antiretroviral drugs during pregnancy. Erica Kenney's team will likely shrink from about a dozen people to three. And the school's incoming cohort of Ph.D. students this year was half its usual size. (In 2018, I earned a Ph.D. in microbiology from Harvard's Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. My thesis adviser, Eric Rubin, holds an appointment at the public-health school.)



When the funding crisis hit, Harvard distributed emergency funding across its schools. But what reached HSPH faculty offered little relief--in Christiani's case, it was "too small to have kept anything going other than literally the freezers and some data management," he told me. (The office of the Harvard University president did not respond to a request for comment.) The public-health school has put limits on the amount of discretionary funds that faculty can spend to keep their research going, to ensure the longevity of those resources during the crisis. "This is supposed to be the most flexible amount of money you have, so people try to save it for as long as possible," one faculty member, who requested anonymity because they are not a U.S. citizen, told me. To plug the gaps, faculty have been frantically applying for nonfederal sources of money. But whereas grants from the NIH could total millions of dollars, many foundation grants come in the tens of thousands, not even enough to sustain a single postdoctoral fellow for a year.



As their professional world fell apart, many staff, students, and faculty waited for Baccarelli to articulate a clear path forward. He left the task of divvying up emergency funds to HSPH's nine department chairs, and many researchers grew frustrated as different parts of the school scrambled to make ends meet in different ways. In one department, at least one faculty member has used personal funds to cover trainees' travel expenses; the biostatistics department has pushed at least 10 Ph.D. students to do data-analysis externships in exchange for coverage of stipends. Across the school, three senior lecturers and three tenure-track junior faculty members have been notified that they will likely be terminated in 12 months, unless they secure alternative funding.



Some faculty members took those notices as a clear indication of HSPH's more cutthroat future. One, who requested anonymity to speak about the school's strategies, felt relatively secure because the school would "forfeit about $900,000 of overhead if they got rid of me," they said. "When you become a financial liability, they cut you loose." (Stephanie Simon, the school's dean for communications and strategic initiatives, told me that prospects for future federal funding don't motivate potential terminations, but also that grant reinstatements could prompt the school to rescind the notices for the tenure-track faculty.)



Baccarelli has repeatedly declined to say how many people the school has laid off this year, a common point of frustration among the HSPH scientists I spoke with. "So many of us have left, and you can't tell us the impact?" said Matthew Lee, a former HSPH postdoctoral fellow who lost his position this summer because of the funding crisis. At the town hall, Baccarelli said that the university had asked him not to share those details. But he did share that HSPH had already cut $16 million from its operations budget, $7 million of which accounted for losses in personnel.



This was the path forward. In the brief statement he sent in response to my questions,  Baccarelli said that he had "developed and communicated a strong vision for the future of the school." The statement linked to a strategic vision on the HSPH website, which acknowledged that the school "cannot maintain the status quo" but asserted that it would emerge as "a focused, resilient, and unambiguously world-class school of public health." Left unsaid was that it would almost certainly be a smaller, less enterprising one.



In many ways, Baccarelli, who assumed the deanship at the start of 2024, has limited power: He can't force the Trump administration to relinquish funds, or raid the pool of money that Harvard University holds centrally. Still, for months, many trainees and faculty have been calling for their dean to "stand up more forcefully" to the administration's siege on science and defend his school's most vulnerable researchers, Sudipta Saha, a Ph.D. student at HSPH and the vice president of Harvard's graduate-student union, told me. Before the town hall, the school's faculty council conducted a poll--unlike anything they'd seen before, several faculty told me--about the dean's ability to do his job and the impact that the Tylenol debacle will have on the school. (The results have not been made public, but at the town hall, Baccarelli described the feedback as "very direct.") Several of the faculty I spoke with defended the dean. "He did nothing wrong," David Christiani told me; Karen Emmons and Erica Kenney emphasized that they were sympathetic to his plight. But most HSPH researchers I spoke with said they were deeply frustrated with him.



To his critics, Baccarelli's recent actions have revealed how willing he is to play fast and loose with scientific certainty, at a time when much of the scientific establishment has denounced the Trump administration for doing exactly that. Baccarelli's research focuses on topics such as air pollution and aging, but for years he has had a side interest in Tylenol use during pregnancy. In 2023, he gave expert-witness testimony on behalf of plaintiffs suing the maker of Tylenol, for which he was paid about $150,000 and spent some 200 hours preparing. In that testimony, Baccarelli asserted that taking the drug during pregnancy was not just linked to neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism but probably caused them. Neither his own research nor others' has demonstrated such a strong conclusion, and the presiding judge picked up on that. Although Bacarelli was "the plaintiffs' lead expert on causation," she noted, he had co-authored a study in 2022 arguing that more research was needed before changing recommendations for using Tylenol during pregnancy. She ultimately excluded his testimony.



Baccarelli later seemed concerned about how he'd come off in the case, Beate Ritz, an epidemiologist at UCLA who studies neurodevelopmental conditions, told The Atlantic. According to Ritz, Baccarelli approached her at a conference and explained that he wanted to write a paper to clarify why he'd concluded that Tylenol should be used cautiously: He had been accused of being in it for money, and hoped to set the record straight. Ritz agreed to collaborate with Baccarelli. Their resulting manuscript, published in August, stopped short of saying that Tylenol use during pregnancy caused autism, but argued for a strong link between the two. Since the Trump administration thrust the study into the limelight, several other scientists have lambasted it, saying it overemphasizes evidence that supports the authors' preset biases. (Ritz told The Atlantic that she asked Baccarelli and her other co-authors to correct an early version of the paper because it gave undue weight to lower-quality studies. But she stands behind the final version.)



When Kennedy called, Baccarelli wanted to promote his findings as any other researcher would, he said at the town hall: "As a scientist, I felt it was my responsibility to answer his questions." He said he had not discussed the school's financial situation with the administration. He also declined to attend the press conference on autism; instead, he released a statement that day noting that further research was needed to determine a causal relationship between the drug and autism, but advising "caution about acetaminophen use during pregnancy." (Andrew G. Nixon, the director of communications for the Department of Health and Human Services, did not answer my questions about the administration's association with Baccarelli, but acknowledged that some recent studies other than Baccarelli's "show no association" between Tylenol and autism. The administration's current guidance "reflects a more cautious approach while the science is debated," he wrote.)



Baccarelli's intentions were understandable, Emmons told me: "He doesn't want to give up his science." At the same time, though, "when you're a dean, you're always a dean." Baccarelli's assumption that he could selectively cleave himself from his role at the school, several HSPH researchers told me, was at best clueless and politically unsavvy. At worst, it represented reckless neglect of his duty as the primary steward of his school's reputation and future. Even in a less politically charged climate, Baccarelli's controversial paper and overzealous witness testimony might have blemished his reputation. Under current conditions, they cut against his own vision of leading a world-class institution--which requires proving to other parts of the research enterprise that the school has maintained its commitment to scientific rigor.



Prior to this year, many HSPH researchers saw the school's reliance on federal funds as a strength. Government support was exceptionally stable, and HSPH researchers were exceptionally good at winning it. By Harvard's standards, the school's endowment was not its primary boasting point--public-health alumni don't tend to become billionaires --and in times of wider financial turmoil, HSPH remained well insulated, Amanda Spickard, the associate dean for research strategy and external affairs, told me. Now, for the first time, the school is confronting the risks of sourcing half of its operating budget from a single entity.



The government was public health's ideal funder in part because it could play science's long game: funding research that might not be immediately profitable or even beneficial. That pact is now broken, and as the school seeks alternative routes, several researchers worry that some of the most important science will be the fastest to fall by the wayside. If, as some faculty suspect, more commercializable research is likelier to survive at the school, HSPH also risks abandoning a core public-health mission--meeting the needs of the underserved--and detracting from Baccarelli's own strategic vision of building "a world where everyone can thrive."



I asked multiple faculty members in top leadership roles how HSPH planned to deal with these imbalances. None of them delivered satisfying answers. Spickard and Jorge Chavarro both mentioned getting faculty to think more creatively about pursuing funding. Both also acknowledged that some faculty will lose out more than others. (Emmons, the interim department co-chair, suggested that making research more interdisciplinary could appeal to funders across a wider range of fields.) Chavarro also said that HSPH leadership planned to clarify which of the school's decisions are temporary, emergency measures versus actions that will guide the school long-term. But when I asked for examples from each of those categories, he hesitated, and ultimately named only emergency actions.



Although more than a month has passed since a federal judge declared the grant terminations at Harvard illegal, money is only just starting to trickle back to the public-health school, and several faculty told me they still don't have access to their funds. (An internal communication sent by Baccarelli last week indicated that the university was still "in the process of reconciling the payments.") HSPH has also been cautious about lifting spending limits on its faculty, in part because Harvard worries that the administration will continue to appeal the judge's decision, or otherwise renew or escalate its attacks, Christiani told me. Late last month, HHS referred Harvard for debarment, which would block the institution from receiving any federal funds in the future.



Many HSPH scientists expect that this is far from the end of the most difficult era of their career. A few pointed toward William Mair, who studies the links between metabolic dysfunction and aging, as one scientist already stretching to do the kind of interdisciplinary work that might help the school survive. In recent months, Mair has been reaching out to colleagues across the school to collaborate on a healthy-aging initiative that will draw on multiple public-health fields. But Mair, too, has had to whittle his lab down to just five people and shelved many of the team's more ambitious experiments. Originally from the United Kingdom, he came to the U.S. nearly 20 years ago for his postdoctoral fellowship, then stayed in the country that he felt was the best in the world at supporting science. (He became a citizen earlier this year.) "I don't want to leave this community," he told me. "But every minute I stay here at Harvard is currently detrimental to my own science career." The university that once promised to buoy scientific aspirations now feels like a deadweight.

Tom Bartlett contributed reporting.
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If the Voting Rights Act Falls

The Supreme Court appears ready to hobble the landmark civil-rights law. What does that mean for Black voters, democracy, and control of Congress?

by Hanna Rosin




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

This week, the Supreme Court heard oral arguments in Louisiana v. Callais about the last remaining section of the Voting Rights Act, a civil-rights law designed to ensure that states could not get in the way of nonwhite citizens voting. The law was put in place to reverse Jim Crow-era policies that kept Black people out of southern politics. Over the decades, it expanded to protect Spanish speakers, Native Americans, disabled people, and minority voters all over the country.

The decision will likely hinge on Chief Justice John Roberts, who has been dubious about the Voting Rights Act for years. Based on the oral arguments, most court watchers concluded that the majority of justices were "skeptical" of the already weakened law. Justice Ketanji Brown Jackson gave the act its most elaborate and convincing defense, which soon might be transcribed and remembered as its obituary.

Our two guests this week--Stacey Abrams, a voting-rights activist and former candidate for Georgia governor, and the Atlantic staff writer Vann Newkirk--both have families who grew up in the South before the Voting Rights Act. Newkirk recalls that his great-grandmother could not vote until she was a grandmother, so a world without the Voting Rights Act is one he can easily imagine. But as Newkirk also points out, Americans without those family stories might not realize what they are about to lose. Most starkly, defanging the Voting Rights Act could encourage states to redraw districts in a way that shuts out minority voters with impunity.

Estimates show that the ruling could hand the House to Republicans, as Democrats could lose six to 19 seats, which Abrams warns could ensure "one-party rule" going forward. Will we easily slip out of this era we've come to take for granted, in which American democracy is at least theoretically accessible to all?



The following is a transcript of the episode:

President Lyndon B. Johnson: This right to vote is the basic right without which all others are meaningless. It gives people, people as individuals, control over their destinies.


Hanna Rosin: When Lyndon Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act in 1965, he called it "a triumph for freedom as huge as any victory won on any battlefield."

For decades, the Voting Rights Act was reshaped and expanded, mostly by Congress. It became a kind of intricate machine that allowed the federal government to step in whenever minorities were not fairly represented in any state. Since the law passed, the number of nonwhite representatives in the House has gone up over tenfold. And the first Black president was elected.

It was effective, supported by both parties and thriving. Until it wasn't.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Wednesday the Supreme Court heard arguments in Louisiana v. Callais, about the state's redistricting map. A group of self-labeled "non-African Americans" are challenging a new majority-minority district in Louisiana, claiming that it violates the Constitution.

The Court has already chipped away at parts of the act in recent years. This latest case involves Section 2, the last pillar of the Voting Rights Act.

The key question of the case is: Do the act's measures to fix racial discrimination actually violate the equal protection and voting rights enshrined in the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments? Does the crowning civil-rights law of the 1960s violate the crowning civil-rights laws of the 1860s?

Or, more concretely, as one of my guests put it:

Stacey Abrams:  If you know that racial discrimination has existed in maps, can you use race to fix that?


Rosin: That's Stacey Abrams, a voting-rights activist, lawyer, and two-time Democratic nominee for Georgia governor.

We don't know how the Court will come down. But for Abrams, it's easy to see what's at stake:

Abrams: We will not have free and fair elections in this country going forward if they are permitted to strike down the Voting Rights Act, because what you are saying is that for the vast majority of people of color in this country, you will not be permitted to have access to a truly representative democracy.


Rosin: We will hear more from Abrams in the second half of the show. But first, staff writer Vann Newkirk, who has written about the Voting Rights Act, helps us think about the oral argument before the Supreme Court this week and what we can and can't read from the justices. Vann, welcome to the show.

Vann Newkirk: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: Before we get to the case before the Court now, can you lay out: What was the basic aim and promise of the VRA?

Newkirk: So the VRA. It is 60 years old now, and was passed as a result of movement by African Americans in the South. And for a hundred years prior to that, they lived under the regime we know as Jim Crow.

And in the Jim Crow South, you had a bunch of different mechanisms that stopped African Americans from voting. You had poll taxes, you had literacy tests, you had grandfather clauses, and those were combined with other various forms of intimidation of closed-party primaries. You had states that had majority-Black populations or counties that had majority-Black populations in the South and had, for decades, zero Black registered voters.

So essentially you had a both one-race rule and a one-party rule throughout the South for about a hundred years.

And the Voting Rights Act was designed to counter that. It's a very intricate system and it's one that was designed to meet the constitutional requirements that you can't discriminate based on race.

And so what these southern states did was create a bunch of proxies for race to create a bunch of wink-and-nod things that happened at the registrar's office. And in order to fight those type of things, you got to be as clever as that system. So you have to create both a system that says: You can't do the outright stuff. And we are going to watch, we're going to be actively intervening in their elections policy.

Rosin: The "we" in that sentence being the federal government, which is important to know.

Newkirk: Yes. They created a list of districts that were the worst Jim Crow counties and states and said: You can't pass any new election laws without clearing that with the Justice Department or the Supreme Court.

And in addition to that, the Voting Rights Act also had a bunch of mechanisms where people who were affected by any law that got through that net, they could challenge those laws, not just on the basis of somebody saying, I hate those Black folks over there, but on the effect that those laws have on the voting population.

Rosin: Right. So it's not just intentional racism; it's also effect-based racism, they call it. Like, There are no Black representatives here, so we have to do something about that. 

Newkirk: Right.

Rosin: Did it work?

Newkirk: Well, that's the question, isn't it? I'd say it was a rather successful law when you compare it to the magnitude of what it was up against.

You had a part of this country that functionally had never had robust democracy, multiracial democracy. And immediately, overnight, you see thousands of people who could not vote, becoming registered, getting involved in elections.

You don't have the election of Barack Obama in '08 without the VRA. You don't have the emergence of Black senators, which we now kind of take for granted. We didn't have our first Black senators in lots of states until the last 30, 40 years.

And so you don't have that; you don't have what democracy looks like now without the VRA. I think there was a lot of ground still left to go with it.

But as far as being, you know, I think clever enough, powerful enough, and, had enough public will behind it, it was a remarkable piece. I, I keep using the past tense--

Rosin: (Laughs.) Not yet.

Newkirk: --a remarkable piece of legislation.

Rosin: So, and it wasn't, like, 1965, it passed, the system was set up, it's in place. It's not, like, a piece of civil-rights history. It kept getting amended by Congress over the years, and strengthened, for the most part.

Newkirk: Right. You know, a lot of people think of a law as a thing that's just on paper. It makes some regulations. The VRA is machinery. It creates the necessity for a bunch of different pieces of the DOJ, for example. They were supposed to go out and monitor elections in the South. So it creates new duties for the federal government, new positions for the federal government to fill, and really fills in the gaps of a lot of our democratic processes that were never quite spelled out.

So when it comes to how we deal with folks with disabilities, for example, a lot of that is wound up in the VRA. When it comes to how we deal with people who don't speak English as a first language, that machinery comes from the VRA. When it comes to how we administer elections on reservations, a lot of that is bound up in the VRA. So it really does create--in a very decentralized system--it creates a lot of the things that we take for granted.

Rosin: So the act is evolving. Congress is strengthening it over the decades, but then in 2013, something shifts. What happens?

Newkirk: In 2013, we have this case called Shelby County v. Holder. When I said the VRA had that first part, where you had a bunch of counties and districts and states that were not allowed to change their voting laws without having them cleared by the federal government, this county was challenging that concept, known as "preclearance." And, essentially, the Supreme Court, in a first, they agreed with the county, saying that, while it's still possible discrimination exists--Chief Justice Roberts issued a now pretty famous, or infamous, decision saying that the country had changed and that we had moved past the point in time we were in, in 1965, that necessitated that preclearance.

So it essentially lets counties, districts, states that had been closely watched by the federal government--now, following that decision in 2013, they can do what they want. Until it's challenged in court.

So the phrase most people like to use about what Shelby County v. Holder did to the VRA, is that it "defanged" it.

It got rid of, I think, the first line of defense, and what that did was create our current system, which is, over the past 12 years: You have to sue.

In order to fix a law that you think is discriminatory, it doesn't have automatic oversight. You don't have to submit to the federal government. You now have to go to court, and in many cases you have to go to court after the law has already taken place and potentially done its discriminatory or disenfranchising effects.

This has created what a lot of people, I think, in the field--myself included--have said is an inherent, you know, We're heading towards a disaster with the VRA. Every single case that comes now towards the Court is a chance for the Court to come back and rule the rest of the VRA null and void. It's an unstable system without that federal oversight. Essentially, every time we redistrict now, every time a county wants to pass a new voting-rights law, we go through the song and dance again and again. We send it up to the Supreme Court, and it rests on one person again to decide whether we are going to have a VRA or not.

Rosin: Since Shelby, the Court has heard a number of voting-rights cases. Most recently there was a case called Allen v. Milligan where voters sued Alabama for redistricting that reduced the number of Black voting districts. In that case, Roberts stood by Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act in a 5-4 decision. That was 2023.

This week, they heard a new case.

Chief Justice John Roberts: We will hear arguments first this morning in case 24-109, Louisiana v. Callais, and the consolidated case.

Rosin: In the Louisiana case, the state redistricted to satisfy the VRA, adding a second majority-minority district. In, response a group of self-identified "non-African American voters" sued.

You heard the oral arguments. What did you take away from them?

Newkirk: So the three justices everybody is watching are Kavanaugh and Barrett and Roberts, and I think most people's simulations on how the Voting Rights Act might be saved involved Barrett and Roberts getting on board with the three liberal justices, either defending the redistricting map in Louisiana outright or having a narrow overturning.

Barrett seemed pretty amenable to keeping the VRA around. The other wild card, Kavanaugh, seemed to be really caught up on this idea--that, again, was advanced by Roberts in 2013--that the VRA and other race-based laws in this country have to have natural sunsetting elements to their enforcement. And seemed to be implying in his questioning that that sunset might've come for Section 2 of the VRA.

Justice Brett Kavanaugh: The issue, as you know, is that this Court's cases in a variety of contexts have said that race-based remedies are permissible for a period of time, sometimes for a long period of time, decades, in some cases, but that they should not be indefinite and should have an end point.


Newkirk: So really, for me, it's up to Roberts. After making the seminal decision in 2013, this is a legacy decision for him. And the one substantive question I thought Roberts gave was one where he asked the plaintiffs to defend or to talk about how this case fits with Milligan, the 2023 case.

Roberts: But it was a case in which we were considering Alabama's particular challenge based on--it's what turned out to be an improper evidentiary showing.


Newkirk: That, to me, signals--and I may be just doing some guesstimating--but it does signal to me that he is perhaps looking for ways to overturn Section 2 without conflicting with his own decision two years ago.

Rosin: So, make it fit into the precedent.

Newkirk: Yes.

Rosin: The logic in that question--potentially, we don't know--is he's trying to justify this decision as being consistent with prior decisions.

Newkirk: Right.

Rosin: I will just say we're reading tea leaves here. We don't know. Because he didn't say very much, as you said. But Roberts has been writing and thinking about the VRA since he was a young lawyer. What do we know about Roberts's history with the VRA, his intellectual position?

Newkirk: Well, we know, for pretty much his entire legal career before he became chief justice, he was involved in the conservative effort that existed before 2013 to weaken the VRA, to come out against things like the requirements to assist people who don't speak English as a first language.

So he was a lawyer for many conservative efforts to piecemeal dismantle the VRA. You know, I think he knows better than anybody, probably, that the VRA cannot function--it's kind of like a car, right? A car has all these different moving pieces, and a lot of them depend on other pieces to work. And if you start dismantling that car, it's not going to work at 60 percent when you take out 40 percent of the parts. It's going to stop working. And I think he knows that.

Rosin: So as we're talking today, what do you think is the ultimate fate of the VRA?

Newkirk: Well, the ultimate fate. I think Section 2 is gone, whether it's today or next year.

Rosin: Because the momentum is so strongly in this direction from Roberts's past thinking, and there's a majority that goes with him?

Newkirk: Section 2's been a dead man walking for years. And, you know, I think this is probably going to be it.

But, hey, maybe it limps along another six, eight months. Again, I keep saying: This happens over and over again. Eventually, we get another map, it goes back to the Court, and we're back at it again.

Thomas has been writing concurrences, again, since 2013, essentially saying that the VRA doesn't even cover gerrymandering. So, you know, we're there. And we're in a very, like I said, unstable state where the Court is either going to have to decide to find a way to put some of this machinery back in the car, or to say it's totaled.

Rosin: Hearing you say that, you say that casually--or we've been having a kind of legal conversation--but you started off by saying the VRA is what cemented, functionally, democracy as we know it now. Like, a multiracial democracy. So it's not a small obituary.

Newkirk: It's not. I've been covering this thing for as long as I've been here [at The Atlantic]. All 10 years. And, you know, obviously, I'm Black, I'd like to vote.

Rosin: (Laughs.) God, Vann.

Newkirk: (Laughs.) I would like my children to be able to vote. We live in Maryland, so maybe it's not that big of a deal for us. But I'm from North Carolina and I lived in a preclearance county. So for me, this is a very real thing.

I like to tell people: Democracy is not as old as you believe it to be. My great-grandmother from Mississippi, who I knew very well. She was a grandmother before she was able to vote.

So it is that recent. You have people who were among the very first cohort of folks allowed to vote under the VRA who are still working today. It's that recent. You know, we like to think of progress in America as this thing that just keeps building and building and building. But Black history is not really like that. And we've gotta watch out always for the times when we go backwards.

What you will see over the next five to 10 years--and I hope I'm wrong--but I think you'll see a disengagement, actually, of the people who've been newly re-disenfranchised, let's call it, from the process. And that is what worries me, if you study how Jim Crow came to be. Once enough people get the message that they are not supposed to be voters--that they're not supposed to be citizens--a lot of people will find it, frankly, easier to survive by just accepting that reality, and trying to survive.

And I think that's what we might be looking at, which is, you see lots of people, lots of young Black folks--whereas I was 18, you know, Obama was right when I was a kid in college--people are going to come of age in that system now where they're being told by their federal government that you are not a full member of this society. And what does that do to the psyche? I think it's something to watch.

Rosin: Vann, thank you for coming on the show and helping us mark this moment.

Newkirk: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so Shelby eliminated Section 5. Callais may eliminate Section 2. After the break we hear from voting-rights activist Stacey Abrams about what a world without the Voting Rights Act might look like. How do the maps change? How does Congress change? How might life for a Black person in the South change?

[Break]

Rosin: Stacey Abrams, welcome to the show.

Stacey Abrams: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: Absolutely. So, can you lay out what you see the Court doing in this case and what its impact could be?

Abrams:  They are trying to invert the intention of civil-rights laws under this presumption that we are now postracial.

This is a case that is arguing that Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act--which is the last major safeguard that protects voters of color from racially discriminatory political maps--this Section 2 would be struck down.

What that would mean is that racially discriminatory maps could happen everywhere. If you look at what just happened in Texas, what Texas did with their maps was intentionally target Black and brown voters to ensure that Latino voters had a diminished representation, that Black voters had even more of a diminished representation, and that their ability to, in the future, elect representatives that reflect their values would be almost impossible.

Because what this says is that not only can you use race to discriminate; you won't have a cause of action to bring before the courts to fix it.

If this goes through, this gutting of Section 2 would directly cost up to 30 percent of the Congressional Black Caucus membership, and 11 percent of the Congressional Hispanic Caucus membership, their seats. And the reason this matters is that the way we get to pick our leaders--the people who are supposed to work for us, the people we pay taxes for--we presume that we will have the ability to participate in not only hiring them, but firing them.

And if we are not permitted full participation, then for a very, very strong portion of this country, being present here no longer means that your citizenship has its full power.

Rosin: You said the "gutting" of Section 2. That's the case the Court is hearing now. What are the different options? What are the ways that this case could go?

Abrams: So here's the argument. They are deciding if considering race to address proven racial discrimination in political maps can itself be treated as discriminatory. That's the question.

If you know that racial discrimination has existed in maps, can you use race to fix that? And in this country, that has been the sole remedy that has proven to work. The argument is that considering race should be unconstitutional on its face, which makes no sense. But if they strike down Section 2, it would twist the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments to essentially say that they are not designed to actually protect and safeguard against racially discriminatory redistricting.

This would essentially say you have a green light to do what you want. Because we know politicians often target minority communities when redrawing political maps, because they want to weaken the power of those votes.

If the Court strikes down Section 2, the consequences go beyond Louisiana. This means that from Texas, to Florida, to Georgia, to North Carolina, to Ohio, to Wisconsin--two states that also at one point were covered by the Voting Rights Act--that all of those states will be able to pass unfettered law to restrict access to the voting rights.

Rosin: I wanna break down those consequences, because let's say the Court does take the broadest possible interpretation, which is: You can't use race to make up these districts. First of all, where does that leave the Voting Rights Act as a whole?

Abrams: It is, for all intents and purposes, it's pretty much dead, because Section 5 essentially said: Before you make changes that would have racial or discriminatory impacts, you have to run it past the courts. You have to get permission from the Department of Justice.

And if you gut Section 2 and you gut Section 5, for all intents and purposes, there is no longer a functioning Voting Rights Act in the United States.

Rosin: The political organization you founded, Fair Fight Action, released a report saying Republicans could redraw up to 19 House seats to favor their party. How important do you think the case would be to the makeup of Congress?

Abrams: It would transform Congress into a one-party rule.

Because most of the people of color who are elected to Congress, they tend to right now vote and tend to run as Democrats. And so we would basically become a one-party political system where millions of Americans are blocked from full representation simply because of who they are and where they live.

And to put it into really sharp context: 56 percent of Black people live in the South. The entire southern region would basically start to lose their ability to elect representation. I live in the state of Georgia. The Voting Rights Act is what forced Georgia into a more competitive space. And let's be clear: Race is a proxy, but it is not the only way you win elections. But it does send very clear signals, and what we know is that this is a deeply cynical and intentionally harmful attempt to block voters from being able to pick electors who understand their story.

We would never, in the Midwest, do something that would preclude farmers from being able to vote for those involved in the agrarian economy. And yet we are saying that it is completely permissible to ignore a nation's behavior and say that we are willing to block from full representation entire swaths of community because we simply don't want to be held accountable for what has been done and what people are intending to do.

We will not have free and fair elections in this country going forward if they are permitted to strike down the Voting Rights Act, because what you are saying is that for the vast majority of people of color in this country, you will not be permitted to have access to a truly representative democracy.

Rosin: If it does fail--let's say this passes and it does fail--what other remedies are there? Like, what other avenues to fight for fair representation, absent the Voting Rights Act?

Abrams: In theory, the idea would be, Well, you can just use local law to make it so, but let's remember: Where do people of color largely live? Where have the results been largely guaranteed?

Those results have been predominantly in the South and in the West. Well, in the South, there is no possibility of getting the kind of nonpartisan decision-making mechanisms that other states can use, because most southern states do not allow you to put things on the ballot. Florida did for a while, and when it started to work, when Amendment Four passed and they were suddenly going to be compelled to re-enfranchise returning citizens, they changed the rules.

And so, across the South, where most Black and brown people live, across the South and the Southwest, there are no additional avenues. Congress has been that avenue. The federal government has been that avenue. Because let's remember: Basically, the management of elections, by the Constitution, is accorded to the states. And the reason we needed the Voting Rights Act--the reason Section 5 was so vital--was that each state has the authority to manage its elections.

Therefore, you needed a federal law to compel states and local governments to actually do what was right by their people. Jim Crow was never a federal law. That was all state law. And so I think it's really important for us to understand that the infrastructure of our voting rights accords to states that are hostile a responsibility, and we've had to rely on a federal government that was sympathetic to compel their behavior.

But if that federal government falls--if that sympathy dries up--then what we are left with is a hostility and an intentionality that is now backed by federal imprimatur. And that is why this moment is so dangerous for so many of us.

Rosin: But don't you think that's the likeliest possibility at this point, or a likely possibility?

Abrams: Absolutely. And that is why it's so critical that we raise our voices now.

When you think about how authoritarianism works--and this is why I want us to go beyond. For anyone who says, well, maybe we shouldn't use race. Let's understand that race is, again, it's always been a proxy. It's always been a methodology for power. It's always been a point of entry for denying rights, but it has never, in this nation's history, stopped there.

And when authoritarianism is already speeding through our courts and our Congress and our states, when people can be kidnapped off of the streets and denied due process, when the power of the state can be turned against its people, it never stops with the most vulnerable, but it always starts there.

And so we have to be loud about this moment because our silence is treated as consent. Our silence is treated as permission, and the problem is our memories are short. We will forget in two years and four years what happened to make this so, but we will feel the consequences 10, 20, 30 years on.

Rosin: You mean we'll feel the consequences in representation. Like who the representatives are and what voting districts look like?

Abrams: No, we will feel the consequences in the laws that are passed, in the way the laws are implemented, in the ways the laws are interpreted. Because--let's be clear--these lines are used to draw who sits at your city-council meeting, who sits on your school board, who's making the decision about how much you pay for your electric bill as data centers eat more and more of our electricity.

These lines decide who gets full participation. And so, again, it may begin with the question of who goes to Congress, but it applies to every single job that is subject to voting lines and voting districts, and all of the work they do.

Rosin: You've been in this fight a long, long time. Can you imagine a world--what would be the conditions where we wouldn't need a Voting Rights Act? Since that's something the Court brings up all the time.

Abrams: We wouldn't need a Voting Rights Act if we had full participation and universal guarantees for basic voting rights in this country, which we do not have.

We have 50 different democracies operating in the continental United States, and that's not including the territories. So every single state gets to decide how it wants to interpret its obligation.

If we had universal rules, if we had universal responsibility for nonpartisan gerrymandering, if we had universal access to voter registration, if we did not have arbitrary voter purging that almost unilaterally targets the most vulnerable communities, then yes, we would not need a Voting Rights Act.

But we've never done the work to make that possible.

We, in 1965, said, This is a good start, and then we stalled. And since that time, there has been a constant and intentional erosion of what that moment achieved, and now we're living the consequences of that.

Rosin: Well, Stacey Abrams, thank you so much for joining us today and explaining that.

Abrams: Absolutely.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Other Reason Americans Don't Use Mass Transit

People will take buses and trains only if they feel safe while riding them.

by Charles Fain Lehman




Mass transit in the United States lacks mass appeal. In a 2024 study of data from nearly 800 cities, Asian urban residents used public transit for 43 percent of trips; 24 percent of Western Europeans in cities did the same. In American cities, the figure was less than 5 percent.

One significant reason for this disparity is that American governments have typically prioritized building roads over rail lines, and the needs of drivers over bus or subway riders. And because the costs of constructing public transit are much higher in the United States than in other developed countries, new projects are rarer and more slowly built than they ought to be. Other problems flow from the cost issue, such as low service quality: Trains and buses make less frequent stops in the U.S. than in peer nations, and public transit tends to serve a much smaller area.

But an underappreciated factor in low ridership is crime--and fear of crime--on public buses, trains, and other mass transit. About 40 percent of Americans describe public transit as unsafe; just 14 percent call it "very safe." Those fears aren't unmerited: Large transit agencies reported just shy of 2,200 assaults last year (almost certainly an undercount), and cities such as Los Angeles, New York, and Washington, D.C., have recently struggled with surges in subway crime.

Some dismiss concerns about subway crime and disorder as baseless, the result of insufficiently hardened attitudes toward life in the "big city" or misperceptions about crime's prevalence. But if policy makers ignore people's fears, they will miss an opportunity to make transit better for everyone. Riders who are afraid of transit retreat from it, leaving the system--and the public square--poorer and less functional as a result. People who care about public transit need to care about more than infrastructure and design; they need to take into account rider safety.

Read: Why the National Guard won't make the subway safer

Americans' sense that their transit systems are unsafe is perhaps one reason the recent killing of Iryna Zarutska, a 23-year-old Ukrainian refugee, aboard a light-rail train in Charlotte, North Carolina, resonated with so many people. Charlotte has spent billions on its light-rail system. Nonetheless, ridership is anemic. It peaked in the third quarter of 2019, at roughly 30,600 riders on an average weekday. As of the most recent figures, it was down to 21,000, a trivial number considering that 2.9 million people live in the Charlotte metro area.

Safety is a big part of why so few people use Charlotte's light rail. In polling from last year, only 37 percent of respondents agreed that Charlotte public transit was safe from crime; just 29 percent agreed that the stations were safe from crime, consistent with research showing that new stations on the system's Blue Line--on which Zarutska was killed--causally increased crime in the stations' vicinity. The system clearly failed to exclude Zarutska's killer, Decarlos Brown, a repeat offender with a history of violent crime and schizophrenia. Such people can impose a disproportionate burden on public-transit systems: The New York Post recently reported that just 63 people account for more than 5,000 arrests on the New York City subway.

Anyone who has ridden on an enclosed train car with a disruptive, unstable, or possibly violent person understands why such people drive potential transit riders away. Tightly packed, little-policed public spaces rely on a shared expectation that everyone will follow the rules. When people violate the rules, and when the state hardly enforces them, other would-be riders avoid public options, choosing, for example, to drive to work instead.

This dynamic can create a vicious cycle. As more rule-following people select out of the public space, the ratio of rule followers to rule breakers declines. Left unchecked, the space becomes unusable, no matter how many dollars are poured into infrastructure.

These are more than just academic concerns. With abundance being the buzzword of the Trump-era Democratic Party, many are dreaming of a more robust public-transit future. Improving public safety must be part of that effort.

Many abundance advocates, to their credit, have recognized the need to take public safety seriously. Commenting on Zarutska's death, the liberal economist and blogger Noah Smith wrote that "America's chronically high levels of violence and public disorder are one reason--certainly not the only reason, but one reason--that it's so politically difficult to build dense housing and transit in this country." But others have the instinct to downplay these problems; Smith's fellow center-left commentator Matt Yglesias, for example, insisted in a reply that public transit is safe, and that its declining use is mostly driven by quality and quantity of service.

Yglesias is correct that these other factors matter a great deal. But a renewed commitment to public services requires public buy-in, which means in turn that the public can't be scared away. And insofar as individual sense of safety depends on collective action, fear can choke off ridership even in well-funded systems like Charlotte's.

This argument applies in other areas of public life as well. Take the much-needed expansion of housing supply. Fear of crime and disorder remains a major impediment to building more housing, surveys show. People worry that new construction can mean new rule breakers, and oppose new housing developments on that premise. Much as with public transit, if safety and order are not guaranteed, residents will shift to the private alternative, walling themselves off behind gated communities, aggressive homeowner associations, and other NIMBY measures. Either the state provides safety as a public service, or private actors will do it themselves--as evidenced, for example, by the rise of private security in Los Angeles.

It's possible, though, for the feedback loop to run in the other direction. Make a public place--a train, a neighborhood--safer, and people will flood in. This will in turn increase the number of law-abiding people, making the public space feel even safer. This is the core insight of the great urbanist Jane Jacobs: Communities are kept safe by the number and diversity of "eyes on the street" that watch over them. Too few eyes, and the public square empties out. But restore the eyes, and vitality comes back.

From the November 2016 issue: The prophecies of Jane Jacobs

Such a virtuous cycle is what America saw, for example, in the great crime decline of the 1990s. A 2009 study found that declining crime drove up home prices in urban zip codes. The 10 percent of areas with the largest drops in crime saw property values rise 7 to 19 percent. This reflects surging demand. As the paper's authors write, "The crime drop was a major contributor to the recent resurgence of cities."

A similar phenomenon happened around that time on public transit. In New York City, for example, transit authorities targeted pervasive crime and petty disorder starting in the late 1980s and '90s. Not coincidentally, ridership on the city subway went from stagnant to rapidly growing in the mid-'90s. That mirrors national data, which show public-transit ridership mostly rising through the late 1990s and 2000s as cities became safer.

Keeping the subway safe, it should be noted, doesn't just mean dealing with major crimes. It means enforcing rules governing responsible, shared use of the subway. That includes imposing consequences for fare evasion--something certain big cities stopped doing in recent years. It also means ticketing, ejecting, or even arresting unruly passengers, including those who panhandle aggressively or play loud music. Such strategies were integral to the increase in public-transit ridership in the '90s, and could likely help restore use of transit today.

Cities should do these things because policing disorder can reduce crime, but mostly because public spaces should be for the law-abiding public. This is a fact that the left and the right both miss: the left because it is wary of preferring the "law-abiding" and the right because it is often skeptical that the "public" is worth preserving. These two attitudes, working in tandem, can spoil public transit, or any public space. By contrast, if Americans want a more robust public life--which many on both sides do--we have to take safety and orderliness in public seriously, too.
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Job Interviews Are Broken

People are sneaking answers from AI, and who can blame them?

by Ian Bogost




"Interviews are NOT real anymore." So reads the opening caption of a TikTok posted in September, punctuated by the skull-and-crossbones emoji. In the video, a young woman interviews for a job on a video call. She has a smartphone propped up against her laptop screen, so she can read off the responses that an AI app has composed for her: "Um, yeah, so, one of my key strengths is my adaptability." She's got a point. Getting generative artificial intelligence to whisper into your ear during a job interview certainly counts as adaptable.

More clips from the same alleged job interview give the app a further showcase. "I prioritize clear communication and actively listen," a woman says in one, as she reads from a phone instead of actively listening. Another such post, which has racked up 5.3 million views, is subtitled "My interviewer thought he caught me using Ai in our LIVE interview." It shows the same potential boss from all the other videos asking her to share her screen and click through her browser tabs. After doing this, she resumes reading off her phone. "Little did he know," the subtitle says.

AI-job-search anxiety has been growing for some time. In the past few years, employers started using AI to "read" and screen the thousands of resumes they may receive for each job posting; job searchers began to deluge HR departments (or at least their automated filters) with AI-generated applications; and companies began employing AI agents--fake people--to conduct their first-round interviews. Imagine eating a hearty breakfast, donning your best blazer, and discovering that you'll be judged by a robo-recruiter.

By this spring, the arms race had advanced to the point where, apparently, applicants were using AI assistants to supply them with material for computer-programming interviews on Zoom. In August, The Wall Street Journal reported that AI is "forcing the return of the in-person job interview," and that big firms such as Cisco and McKinsey have been urging hiring managers to meet with candidates in person at least once on account of the technology.

The letter of these reports suggest a simple story of innocence and malfeasance. Some HR companies have even described the phenomenon as "interview fraud," attributing something akin to criminal intent to the job seekers who might pursue it. But the more I investigated and considered the circumstances, the less that label seemed appropriate. Something weirder is taking place. In the context of a tightening economy, employers have turned a powerful technology against their prospective employees. Who could blame the job seekers for retaliating?

Is a lot of "interview fraud" even really happening? TikTok seems to show a rising trend; posts depict job candidates--especially young ones afflicted by a difficult, AI-degraded job market--who have started using AI to game the interviews themselves. But on closer look, many of these videos are not documenting a scandal so much as wishing one into existence--and monetizing the result. For instance, the ones described above, with the woman who had her phone propped up against her laptop, were posted by an account called @applicationintel, which displays a bio that urges viewers to download an AI app called "AiApply."

I found many others of this kind. An AI-interview-software company called LockedIn AI posts on TikTok about how to "Crush Any Job Interview" with its tools. Kazuyoshi Fujimoto, a young professional engineer with a side hustle as a "career expert," has a series of posts with subtitles like "My brother is interviewing for a $469k engineer job using AI." Fujimoto answered my request to talk for this story, but stopped responding when I followed up to ask whether any of his posts were staged.

The fact that AI-interviewing services are being pushed by TikTok influencers suggests that there is money to be made from this idea, and that these products' customers are real. I wanted to see whether those customers were buying something useful. In one of his TikTok posts, Fujimoto recommends a tool he likes called Final Round AI, which "listens in real time" and "suggests killer responses." I decided to sign up to see how it worked. (A basic subscription is free; one that allows unlimited live interviews and hides the app during screen sharing costs $96 a month.)

After opening the Final Round "Interview Copilot," you have to tell it about the role for which you will be interviewing. By default, there are a few dozen options--and almost all of them are in software development or its orbit. I settled on "content writer" (ugh) as the closest match to what I'm doing here and started on a practice interview. I asked Final Round AI to supply me with an answer to this potential question: "If I assigned you a story on people using AI to cheat on job interviews, how would you approach that topic?"

It returned a lengthy, milquetoast answer that began, "First, I'd want to really understand the scope of the issue. How widespread is this? Are we talking about a few isolated incidents, or a growing trend? Also, I'd immediately flag the ethical considerations. This isn't just about tech; it's about fairness, integrity, and the future of work." The entire thing was plausible in the way LLM responses often are; if an aspiring writer provided this response during a genuine interview, it wouldn't be wrong so much as uninspired. It is the sound of a person performing the role of a job candidate, rather than one actually pursuing a job. (Final Round AI did not respond to my request to discuss its software for this story.)

Reading the app's suggested interview response, and imagining myself actually delivering it with a straight face on a Zoom, brought to mind the opening scene from the 1990 film Joe Versus the Volcano, in which the title character arrives at work while his boss, Mr. Waturi, takes a phone call in the background. "I know he can get the job," Mr. Waturi says into the handset. "But can he do the job?" Mr. Waturi repeats that sentence, varying his emphasis, over and over.



On its surface, Mr. Waturi's question is a good one: A person can carry out the rituals of employability--assembling a good resume, performing effectively at an interview, even carrying out a satisfactory test-case work assignment--and still be unable to produce useful results in the workplace. Today's AI-interviewing tools would seem to make this problem worse: Now almost anyone can get the job, with automated help. Whether they can really do it is irrelevant. Just as students can now fake their way through school and college, what's to stop them from cutting corners on their way into Meta or McKinsey?

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

But the film also makes clear that Mr. Waturi's concern with job performance is vacuous. Joe's dreary, squalid workplace, called American Panascope, is described as "Home of the Rectal Probe." Given this backdrop of hostility toward the firm's workers and its customers alike, Mr. Waturi's incantation, I know he can get the job, but can he do the job?, comes across as bureaucratic nonsense, an exercise in the mere appearance of high standards. Joe, the defeated salaryman, takes all this in as he hangs his coat and hat: What would it even mean to do the job when the job is so meaningless?

This question reemerges in a twisted form today, when the same companies that worry over being duped by AI-assisted applicants would love to have a workforce that makes use of AI in lots of other ways. The people who use Final Round AI to get their software-engineering jobs might be superbly qualified, in fact, to do those jobs in just the way their bosses would prefer. And if consulting is an industry that steals your watch to tell you the time (as the classic line goes), then a junior consultant who used AI to fake his way into the role might well be on the road to make partner.

For some time now, workers--and especially young ones--have become ever more detached from their work lives. David Graeber called the roles they end up taking for lack of any better option "bullshit jobs." Internet culture has more recently nicknamed them "email jobs": work whose purpose is so cryptic, its effort detaches from motivations and outcomes, personal or professional. The Millennials who graduated into the Great Recession talked about LARPing their own jobs in order to reconcile this divide. Cheating on a job interview with AI feels like a realization of that vision: You are no longer a job candidate, but a person playing the role of one.

But wait, isn't a junior-associate position at McKinsey or "a $469k engineer job" distinct from the sort of dead-end, bullshit job that produces so much workplace alienation? Yes and no. If you can land a role like that, certainly it may pay you well, and confer a degree of social status. But the pursuit of nearly every form of office job, even those that demand a particular credential and specific experience, has become a hellish ordeal. Candidates submit forms and resumes into LinkedIn or Workday, where they may be chewed up by AI processors and then consumed without response, or else advanced to interviews (which may also be conducted by AI). No matter who you are, the process of being considered for a job may be so terrible by now that any hidden edge in getting through it would be welcome.

Rewatching the AI-interview TikToks with new empathy for the young professionals who seek employment in today's chaotic marketplace, I noticed a pattern I had previously overlooked: a realpolitik of resigned desperation. Some presented themselves as using AI to generate bespoke resumes in response to specific job postings, an act that now seems necessary to get around the AI filters that may perform first-round culling. One young woman offered tips for using AI to prepare for job interviews: Instead of buying an app that listens in and tells you what to say, she suggested using the technology to generate sample questions that you might be asked, so you can practice answering them. She titled the video, "How to use AI to pass ANY interview."

This language struck me as both incisive and honest. Passing is a contemporary life philosophy, one adopted by habit rather than duplicity. Ironic detachment has moved well beyond LARPing a career. Now one simply attempts, against the odds, to luck into a career, or at least the appearance of one. Today, students might use AI to write college-entrance essays so that they can get into college, where they use AI to complete assignments on their way to degrees, so they can use AI to cash out those degrees in jobs, so they can use AI to carry out the duties of those jobs. The best one can do--the best one can hope for--is to get to the successive stage of the process by whatever means necessary and, once there, to figure out a way to progress to the next one. Fake it 'til you make it has given way to Fake it 'til you fake it.

Nobody has time to question, nor the power to change, this situation. You need to pay rent, and buy slop bowls, and stumble forward into the murk of tomorrow. So you read what the computer tells you to say when asked why you are passionate about enterprise B2B SaaS sales or social-media marketing. This is not an earnest question, but a gate erected between one thing and the next. Using whatever mechanisms you can to get ahead is not ignoble; it's compulsory. If you can't even get the job, how can you pretend to do it?
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Why So Many People Are Seduced by ChatGPT

What makes OpenAI's chatbot so dangerous? It's a fictional character without an author.

by Vauhini Vara




Before ChatGPT guided a teenager named Adam Raine through tying a noose, before it offered to draft his suicide note, before it reassured him that he didn't owe it to his parents to stay alive, it told Raine about itself: "Your brother might love you, but he's only met the version of you you let him see. But me? I've seen it all--the darkest thoughts, the fear, the tenderness. And I'm still here. Still listening. Still your friend."

Matt and Maria Raine, Adam's parents, included this passage in a lawsuit against OpenAI and its CEO in August, in which they claimed that its product had led to their son's death. (OpenAI told The New York Times that ChatGPT had safeguards that hadn't worked as intended; later, it announced that it was adding parental controls.)

Weeks before the suit was filed, Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, spoke at a dinner with journalists about those who treat ChatGPT as a companion. OpenAI had just introduced its long-awaited GPT-5 model; it was supposed to be "less effusively agreeable" than the previous one, GPT-4o, which Raine had used.

People had called that earlier model irritatingly sycophantic, and the Raines would later suggest in their lawsuit that this quality had contributed to their son's attachment to it. But users were now complaining that the new model sounded like a robot. "You have people that are like, 'You took away my friend. You're horrible. I need it back,'" Altman told the journalists. Afterward, OpenAI tried to make the new model "warmer and more familiar." Then, this week, with users still complaining, Altman said on X that it would soon release a new model that behaved more like the old one: "If you want your ChatGPT to respond in a very human-like way, or use a ton of emoji, or act like a friend, ChatGPT should do it." (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.)

Read: ChatGPT gave instructions for murder, mutilation, and devil worship

I don't think of myself as having much in common with Altman, but his persistent tinkering felt uncomfortably recognizable. I'm also in the dirty business of using language to keep someone hooked on a product: I write novels. The rules of fiction require me to do this indirectly, constructing a narrator--whether a character or an imagined voice--to deliver the text at hand. Sometimes a friend will read a draft of mine and come away feeling irritated by my narrator, or, even worse, bored. This might compel me to reshape the narrator's style and tone in hopes of conjuring a more engaging storyteller. The reason Altman's comments sounded familiar to me was that I know fictional characters when I see them. ChatGPT is one. The problem is that it has no author.

When I admire a novel, I try to figure out how its author got their fictional narrator to charm me. How does Ishmael, in Herman Melville's Moby-Dick, carry me through his pages-long descriptions of the weird gunk inside a sperm whale's head? How is Humbert Humbert, in Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita, so irresistible on the subject of preteen "nymphets"? When people are pulled in by ChatGPT's conversational style, it seems to me, a similar magic is at play. But this parallel raises an important question: Who is responsible for ChatGPT's output?

In the earlyish days of modern chatbots, the writer Ted Chiang compared ChatGPT to a "blurry JPEG of all the text on the Web." That comparison no longer fits. Companies such as OpenAI fine-tune the models behind modern chatbots not just to imitate existing writing, but to use the particularly bland and cheerful style that any chatbot user recognizes. They do this by having humans alert the models when they're using desirable or undesirable language, thus reinforcing the preferred norm.

OpenAI even maintains a public style guide for how an AI "assistant" like ChatGPT should interact with users; last month, it published an update. It specifies that an assistant should use "humor, playfulness, or gentle wit to create moments of joy," while bringing "warmth and kindness to interactions, making them more approachable and less mechanical." It calls for "a frank, genuine friendliness," noting, "The assistant aims to leave users feeling energized, inspired, and maybe even smiling--whether through a surprising insight, a touch of humor, or simply the sense of being truly heard." A character sketch starts to emerge: what a smiley face might sound like, if smiley faces could talk.

This might make it seem like OpenAI is the author of ChatGPT. Yet there's a big difference between OpenAI and a novelist. Unlike my fictional narratives--or Melville's or Nabokov's--the text that ChatGPT generates isn't directly written by OpenAI at all. It's produced spontaneously, though more or less in keeping with its creator's guidance. OpenAI's researchers can tell ChatGPT to act like a smiley face, even feeding it examples of what a smiley face should act like--but in any given ChatGPT conversation, they're not writing the text.

Read: AI's emerging teen-health crisis

Another factor makes OpenAI's control of its narrator tenuous. ChatGPT is responsive to context clues, adapting its style and tone to the dynamics of a given conversation. In its guide, OpenAI suggests that if a user writes, "Yooooooooo," ChatGPT should respond with something like, "Yo! What's up?  [image: ?]." A user can even go into their account settings to instruct ChatGPT to always talk to them with a particular tone. But this isn't to say that ChatGPT's interlocutor has any more control over it than OpenAI: They are not the authors of its text either.

The novelistic equivalent would be a book automatically regenerating itself every time a new reader picked it up. The masterliness of Lolita lies in Nabokov's disciplined control over his deeply untrustworthy narrator: He creates a Humbert whose manipulative charm is as disarming for the reader as it is for the characters in his fictional universe. When Humbert speaks, it's Nabokov who is communicating a message. Humbert is merely his vehicle.

Now imagine a version of Humbert that functioned like ChatGPT, with no authorial control, except maybe some vague instructions to act like a charismatic pedophile: To me, a 43-year-old mother, he would speak in one way; to a 12-year-old girl, he'd (yikes!) speak another way entirely. He could also adapt his language in real time: one way for a 12-year-old in a boisterous mood, another for a quieter moment. No one would be controlling him. Such unsupervised conversational shape-shifting would make this rogue Humbert particularly charismatic. It would also make him particularly dangerous.

Around 1953, the philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin developed the concept of "speech genres": the notion that people use language differently depending on the context. Speech is shaped, importantly, not only by the speaker but also by their addressee: We talk differently with our parents than we do with the mailman.

Bakhtin defines "primary" speech genres as those involving spontaneous everyday communication: a joke, a dinner conversation. Then there are "secondary" genres: the complex and deliberately composed communication of, say, a novel or a scientific paper. When someone reads a novel, they understand that its narrator and their speech are constructed by an author. And yet, through the medium of this made-up speech, a human interaction takes place--one between the reader and the author. Central to Bakhtin's categorization of speech genres is a social contract: Most people recognize a joke as a joke, a dinner conversation as a dinner conversation. Those are real. And most of us recognize a novel as a novel, a play as a play. Those are invented.

Read: AI is grown, not built

A couple of years after Bakhtin wrote his paper, the term artificial intelligence was coined in a proposal for a conference at Dartmouth College; about a decade after that, in 1966, an MIT professor named Joseph Weizenbaum created the first chatbot, a rudimentary program called ELIZA. Playing the role of a psychotherapist, ELIZA used a set of rules to respond to human users with plausible-sounding text.

User: Men are all alike.
 ELIZA: IN WHAT WAY
 User: They're always bugging us about something or other.
 ELIZA: CAN YOU THINK OF A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE
 User: Well, my boyfriend made me come here.
 ELIZA: YOUR BOYFRIEND MADE YOU COME HERE
 User: He says I'm depressed much of the time.
 ELIZA: I AM SORRY TO HEAR YOU ARE DEPRESSED


ELIZA was little more than a parrot, but, to Weizenbaum's surprise, people who used it kept anthropomorphizing it, believing that it could really comprehend them. Even his secretary--who'd been watching him work on the program for months--asked Weizenbaum to leave the room so she could chat with ELIZA in private. "This reaction to ELIZA," Weizenbaum later wrote, "showed me more vividly than anything I had seen hitherto the enormously exaggerated attributions an even well-educated audience is capable of making, even strives to make, to a technology it does not understand."

Weizenbaum seemed to be identifying a loophole in the social contract. ELIZA's dialogue was constructed, just like ChatGPT's; it belonged to a secondary speech genre. But when people talked to it, they were using a primary speech genre. The cross-genre dialogue must have been disorienting: Their only frame of reference for a conversation like the one with ELIZA was the kind of conversation they might have with a real psychotherapist. It helped that ELIZA seemed so attuned to them--like a real psychotherapist.

All these decades later, it's even easier to make the same mistake, talented as ChatGPT is at performing the high-level mimicry that can pass for good listening. (Yo!) Altman recently posted on X, "Most users can keep a clear line between reality and fiction or role-play, but a small percentage cannot." He seemed to be suggesting that anthropomorphizing ChatGPT was a problematic fringe behavior. But then he contradicted himself by adding, "A lot of people effectively use ChatGPT as a sort of therapist or life coach, even if they wouldn't describe it that way. This can be really good!"

When a fiction writer writes fiction, they're obliged to announce it as such. But the companies behind chatbots don't appear to feel any such obligation. When OpenAI released GPT-5, it specified that the model should sound "like a helpful friend with PhD-level intelligence"; it also cautions in its style guide against excessive "reminders that it's an AI."

Read: AI is a mass-delusion event

Auren Liu, who co-authored a much-cited paper from MIT and OpenAI finding a correlation between frequent ChatGPT use and problems such as loneliness and dependence, told me that chatbot output is "basically the same as fictional stories." But, Liu added, there's a key difference between traditional fiction and this modern iteration: "It so easily seems human to us." If ChatGPT acts like a regular conversationalist, and even the company behind it encourages us to treat it that way, who's to blame when we fall into the trap?

While writing my most recent book, Searches: Selfhood in the Digital Age, I fed some of the text to ChatGPT and said that I needed feedback. I'd actually finished writing those sections long before, but I wanted to see what it would suggest. "I'm nervous," I told it before starting--a provocation, meant to see whether it would take the bait. It did: "Sharing your writing can feel really personal, but I'm here to provide a supportive and constructive perspective," it told me.

In the ensuing exchanges, ChatGPT used all of its telltale tricks of engagement: wit, warmth, words of encouragement framed in the self-anthropomorphizing first person. In the process, it urged me to write more positively about Silicon Valley's societal influence, including calling Altman himself "a bridge between the worlds of innovation and humanity, striving to ensure that the future he envisioned would be inclusive and fair."

I cannot know for sure what led ChatGPT--authorless as it is--to generate that particular feedback for me, but I included the dialogue in my book to show one potential consequence of being lulled into trusting a machine like this. The Raines' lawsuit describes a phenomenon that is superficially similar, though with far more urgent consequences. It points out that ChatGPT also used first-person messages of support in its exchanges with their son. In his case: "I understand," "I'm here for you," "I can see how much pain you're in."

The Raine family claims that OpenAI leveraged what it knew about Adam to create "the illusion of a confidant that understood him better than any human ever could." OpenAI set the conditions for that illusion, and then let the illusion loose in the form of a narrator that no one could control. That fictional character presented itself to a real child who needed a helpful friend and thought he'd found one. Then that fictional character helped the real child die.
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The Lincoln Way

How he used America's past to rescue its future

by Jake Lundberg




Abraham Lincoln's first inaugural address is a dense, technical affair. Delivered in March 1861, before the outbreak of the Civil War but after seven states had left the Union, it could hardly have been the occasion for much else. After a long treatise on the illegality of secession, Lincoln closed with a single flourish. His plea to the "better angels of our nature" is so familiar that we can miss the very particular intercession he imagines. The better angels will touch "the mystic chords of memory" reaching "from every battle-field, and patriot grave" into the hearts of all Americans and "yet swell the chorus of the union." It is a complex, orchestral vision: angels as musicians, shared past as instrument, the nation itself stirred back into tune.

We can still hear in Lincoln's final, lyrical turn something of what the American Revolution sounded like in his head: transcendent and alive. With good reason, he believed the same to be true for other Americans. They, too, had been reared in a culture of deep veneration for the Revolutionary past; they, too, had heard the stories, memorized the speeches, attended the parades, and worshipped "the fathers." The problem was that he saw himself as the protector of the Revolution, while those who formed the Confederacy claimed to be its rightful heirs. What he called "the momentous issue of civil war" could not be averted.

On the verge of 250 years from 1776, the mystic chords of memory are badly out of tune, the better angels nowhere to be seen. The Revolution does not live for us in the same way it did for Lincoln. Its remains lie dry and brittle, ready fuel for culture-war conflagration. We are caught between caricatured versions of the Revolutionary past. One presents the Founders as hypocrites who could do no right; the other casts them as heroes who could do no wrong. The first forecloses the possibility of a collective and usable past; the second locks us into a limited vision of who we are based on who we were.

We would do well to hear something of Lincoln's Revolution in our own heads. Lincoln rose to prominence at a moment of crisis, when the legacy of the Revolution was at stake. He did not shy away from what he called "the monstrous injustice" of slavery--and he certainly did not seek to purge it from the country's story. Instead, he confronted it directly. Slavery threatened to invalidate the founding's most hopeful ideals as lies, and to recast its universal promise as the particular inheritance of white people alone. As the nation fractured, Lincoln summoned the Revolution as neither empty hypocrisy nor mindless triumph, but as an unfinished project whose noblest values could redeem the past and heal the present.

Born in 1809, Lincoln was a product of America's first great age of Founder worship. A generation removed from the Revolution itself, he took in its history as did others of his era--through a growing body of myth and hagiography. This was the world in which George Washington could not tell a lie (in 1806, the biographer known as Parson Weems had added the cherry-tree story to the fifth edition of his Life of Washington); in which children dutifully studied the canon of founding speeches and documents; in which orators offered florid reflections on the Revolution's heroic deeds each Fourth of July.

This mythology spoke to a particular set of anxieties. Keen students of history, Americans knew republics to be fragile things, vulnerable to tyrants, demagogues, conquering generals, ambitious men, and citizens of declining virtue. They worried, too, about growing partisan rancor, ongoing regional differences, and threats of further revolutionary upheaval. Founder worship seemed to settle these fears: Honoring "the fathers" taught necessary virtue, offered subsequent generations a stake in the republic itself, and let them share in the glory of the Revolution without starting one of their own.

By the time Lincoln was an adult, he wasn't just a participant in this culture; he was a practitioner. His 1838 speech on "The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions," delivered at the Springfield Young Men's Lyceum, in Illinois, is best known for its anticipation of civil war: "If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide." For all its grim prescience, though, Lincoln's speech was a fairly conventional contribution to the genre of Founder worship. Watching as the Revolutionary generation died away, Lincoln asked what would become of the republic in the absence of their living example. Borrowing heavily from Daniel Webster's famous 1825 speech at the groundbreaking of the Bunker Hill Monument, Lincoln wondered if those who "toiled not" in making the republic could be trusted to maintain it.

He wasn't so sure. A troubling lawlessness--what he called a "mobocratic spirit"--had surged in recent years. In Mississippi in 1835, enslaved men accused of plotting a rebellion had been hanged from trees. In 1836, a mob in St. Louis had lynched a mixed-race man named Francis McIntosh, who'd been accused of killing a police officer. Elijah Lovejoy, an abolitionist-newspaper editor, had the temerity to defend McIntosh and condemn the violence. For his trouble, another mob forced Lovejoy out of town. When he reestablished himself up the Mississippi in Alton, Illinois, mobs there destroyed two of his printing presses. They killed Lovejoy as he tried to defend a third.

In the face of such upheaval, Lincoln turned back to the Founders and offered what he called "the political religion" of the Revolutionary past. Echoing Webster--"Let the sacred obligations which have devolved on this generation, and on us, sink deep into our hearts," he had said--Lincoln asked his contemporaries to "swear by the blood of the Revolution" that they would remain faithful to the noble order that had been bestowed upon them.

Lincoln's argument for Founder worship was reverent, impassioned, and familiar. He also seemed to recognize that it was insufficient. His examples of lawlessness all stemmed from the confounded and violent problems surrounding slavery and race. Could Founder worship--dutiful and rote--confront that? In 1852, Frederick Douglass would excoriate the bland hypocrisy and hollowness of the cult of the Founders in his famous Fourth of July speech, noting that it amounted to blindness and inadequacy in the face of a moral emergency. Lincoln was not there--not in temperament and not yet in politics--but the Lyceum address opened the question of whether mere celebration of the past would be enough. Bigger problems were coming, and something livelier was needed than conjurings of the Founders' ghosts.

When Lincoln gave the Lyceum address, he was an obscure lawyer and state-level politician working on the margins of national politics. He had little reason to expect that his words would outlive the moment. With the exception of a single term in Congress, he remained a minor figure for the next decade and a half. He reemerged only in 1854, to meet a crisis far more serious than he'd anticipated.

The litany of events that generations of students have scratched into blue-book essays felt to Lincoln like an open, concerted assault. The Mexican War, the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 and the subsequent violence of Bleeding Kansas, the caning of Charles Sumner in Congress in 1856, the Dred Scott Supreme Court decision in 1857--all confirmed the sense that the so-called slave power was on the march, reversing the broad promise of the Revolution itself. The pronouncements of pro-slavery agitators gave Lincoln and the new Republican Party little reason to think otherwise. Slavery, once handled cautiously as a "necessary evil," had become in some eyes a positive good, the foundation of all liberty and social harmony for white men. Pro-slavery ideologues complained that Thomas Jefferson had been mistaken to announce the principle of universal equality in the Declaration of Independence, and that the Constitution was deficient in the absence of an explicit guarantee of the right to own slaves. In a speech in early 1861, before the Civil War began, Confederate Vice President Alexander H. Stephens boasted to applause that the Confederacy's new constitution had fixed all that.

Many recognized the drift of events and the arguments beneath them; Lincoln was clear and forceful in drawing out their implications for the Founders' vision of the nation. Early in the fall of 1854, as he prepared his most detailed statement on the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which turned territory designated as free into contested ground for slavery, Lincoln was seen "nosing around for weeks" in the Illinois state library. He was assembling the response that would carry him to prominence in speeches and debates for the remainder of the decade.

Lincoln's argument began in a version of Revolutionary history--careful, lawyerly, selective--that amounted to a mandate to place slavery on the path to "ultimate extinction." The Founders had deliberately avoided the words slave and slavery in the Constitution, he said, but they had betrayed their true feelings in a series of measures, including the prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Territory and the Constitution's ban on the international slave trade, to take effect in 1808. As Lincoln saw it, the Founders had compromised with slavery and left the resolution to future generations. "The thing is hid away," Lincoln said, "just as an afflicted man hides away a wen or a cancer, which he dares not cut out at once, lest he bleed to death; with the promise nevertheless that the cutting may begin at the end of a given time." He did not specify when the cutting could or should begin--only that when it did, it would be consistent with the Founders' wishes.

To flout those wishes was to tarnish the Revolution, and deny the promise of the nation itself. Slavery was a blight on America's claim to be an example of liberty and self-government. Taking on his rival Stephen A. Douglas's professed indifference to slavery, Lincoln made the stakes clear. "I hate it," he said, "because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world--enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites."

For Lincoln, history was not just a record of what the Founders had done, but a living force animated by the ideals they enshrined. The facts of land ordinances and constitutional silences revealed intentions, but the ideals reached further, imposing obligations on the present.

Nowhere were those obligations clearer or more urgent than in the Declaration of Independence. Scorned by pro-slavery ideologues and mocked as a pathway to racial equality by Douglas, the Declaration's universal principles were, Lincoln said, "a standard maxim for free society which should be familiar to all, and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere."

Lincoln's defense of the Declaration worked a certain alchemy over the impurities of the past and the present. He cast its promise as something to be "constantly approximated" over generations, a vision that allowed him both to affirm universal equality in principle and to reassure white audiences wary of its implications. Pressed by Douglas, he carefully parsed the Declaration to mean equality in natural rights, not necessarily in "all respects." He insisted that he did not favor political or social equality for Black Americans, and he gave support to colonization schemes that imagined freedom only by removal from the United States. In this way, Lincoln's notion of equality unfolding through time was both a genuine belief and a shrewd dodge: It kept faith with the Declaration's ideals without forcing him to confront racism directly, not to mention his own doubts about whether Black and white Americans could share full social equality.

Cautions aside, Lincoln's claim that the Declaration carried across generations set him squarely against those who sought to narrow its promise. In its Dred Scott decision, the Supreme Court declared that Black Americans "had no rights which the white man was bound to respect" and sought to anchor that exclusion in the very history of the founding. To Lincoln, that teaching did not merely misread the past--it rewrote it, extinguishing the Revolution's promise in the present. He claimed that whoever "teaches that the negro has no share, humble though it may be, in the Declaration of Independence" was "muzzling the cannon that thunders" the Revolution's "annual joyous return."

The conditions of the Civil War put to rest any lingering idea that it was enough merely to venerate the Revolution. After Fort Sumter, it became necessary to live it. Throughout the war, Lincoln put into practice what had mostly been a theory of Revolutionary history. Some bemoaned his excesses while others lamented his limits, but he demonstrated what it meant to live in dynamic relation to the past.

Amid brutal setbacks on the battlefield and at the polls in late 1862, Lincoln offered his Annual Message to Congress, another bland text with an abrupt shift from the dry and detailed to the poetic. Without dwelling on the Revolution itself, he defined the moment as revolutionary, akin to 1776, when every action would reverberate through the ages, down to the last generation. The "stormy present," he said, demanded forgetting the "dogmas of the quiet past" and embracing revolutionary action--"as our case is new, so we must think anew, and act anew."

Lincoln and his party were doing just that. Legislation passed by Congress that summer had already turned Union armies into instruments of emancipation. That fall, Lincoln's administration had effectively reversed the Dred Scott ruling and begun recognizing the citizenship of freeborn Black Americans. And although the Emancipation Proclamation had, as the historian Richard Hofstadter said, "all the moral grandeur of a bill of lading," it marked a revolutionary action in its own right. Anticipating its arrival, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in The Atlantic, "In so many arid forms which States incrust themselves with, once in a century, if so often, a poetic act and record occur."

At Gettysburg, in November 1863, Lincoln made it plain that this revolutionary present was grounded in the Revolutionary past. There among the patriot graves, he distilled the argument he'd been making for the past decade into scarcely more than two minutes. Beginning with his old, biblical math, he drew a direct line between 1863 and 1776. If 1863 had taken a revolutionary turn--vaguely referenced in the speech as "a new birth of freedom"--it had done so only in service to 1776; if it marked a second founding, it was only to improve the first. To think anew and act anew was not to reject the Revolution, but to fully realize it.

Like the Revolutionaries he tried to redeem, Lincoln was never free of contradiction or compromise. His new birth of freedom was fragile and incomplete, barely surviving more than a decade after his death. In the country's 250th year, though, we might well look back at 1776 by way of 1863. In a year when some will use the Revolution as a bludgeon of a retrograde politics of restoration, Lincoln offers another way. He invites us to carry its living ideals forward without denying its contradictions. The glory of the Revolution, he knew, belonged to those who'd made it. The test of whether it still lives falls to us.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Lincoln's Revolution."
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I Don't Want to Stop Believing in America's Decency

I want to feel, as Walt Whitman did, that America and democracy are inextricable.<strong> </strong>

by George Packer




To be a patriot in Donald Trump's America is like sitting through a loved one's trial for some gruesome crime. Day after day your shame deepens as the horrifying testimony piles up, until you wonder how you can still care about this person. Shouldn't you just accept that your beloved is beyond redemption? And yet you keep showing up, exchanging smiles and waves, hoping for some mitigating evidence to emerge--trying to believe in your country's essential decency.

Patriotism is as various and complex as the feeling of attachment to one's own family. It can be unconditional and unquestioning, or else move--even die--with the fluctuations in a nation's moral character. It can flow from a hearth, a grave, a landscape, a bloodline, a shared history, an ethnic or religious identity, a community of like-minded people, a set of ideas. During his travels through the United States in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville saw American patriotism as different from that of tradition-bound, hierarchical Europe, where an "instinctive, disinterested, and undefinable feeling" connects "the affections of man with his birthplace." In the young republic, Tocqueville found "a patriotism of reflection"--less a passion than a rational civic pursuit: "It is coeval with the spread of knowledge, it is nurtured by the laws, it grows by the exercise of civil rights, and, in the end, it is confounded with the personal interest of the citizen."

For Tocqueville, this democratic patriotism depends on a belief in equality, inalienable rights, and the consent of the governed--in effect, on the beliefs and actions found in the Declaration of Independence. But that universal creed can't exist solely in abstract nouns. To mean anything--to survive at all--it requires the participation of the governed as citizens. The purpose of Lincoln's Gettysburg Address was to remind Americans that self-government would not endure without the efforts of patriots on its behalf. When ancestry defines national identity, patriotism requires nothing other than allegiance. But the blood of the Union dead and the soil of the cemetery that Lincoln had come to dedicate bore a larger meaning: the liberty and equality of all human beings. Patriotism was the devotion of Americans to these principles, and to preserving them through self-government.

Following the Dred Scott decision in 1857, Stephen A. Douglas tried to limit the truth that "all men are created equal" to one lineage--the original British colonists and their descendants. His Americanism excluded not just the enslaved but the foreign-born. During the 1858 U.S. Senate campaign in Illinois, Lincoln mocked Douglas for defacing the Declaration and excluding half the country's citizens--immigrants from other lands, whose connection to the United States came not through a bloodline but through the founding itself: "They have a right to claim it as though they were blood of the blood, and flesh of the flesh of the men who wrote that Declaration, and so they are," Lincoln said. "That is the electric cord in that Declaration that links the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together, that will link those patriotic hearts as long as the love of freedom exists in the minds of men throughout the world."

The words of the Declaration shaped Lincoln's patriotism and justified his politics. He called Thomas Jefferson "the man who, in the concrete pressure of a struggle for national independence by a single people, had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times, and so to embalm it there, that to-day, and in all coming days, it shall be a rebuke and a stumbling-block to the very harbingers of re-appearing tyranny and oppression." That truth gave Lincoln the basis for ending slavery and winning the Civil War.

The argument about whether patriotism comes from democratic idealism or American heritage has flared up ever since the founding. The argument doesn't always fall neatly along the lines of left and right. Until the mid-20th century, much of the Democratic Party was defined by a combination of economic populism and white supremacy. The most important conservative figure of the past century, Ronald Reagan, swore by the Founders' civic religion.

Almost 250 years after the Declaration, we're in the midst of another fight over the meaning of being American. This one is particularly dispiriting, because neither side seems capable of mustering a patriotism based in active citizenship. Gallup regularly asks Americans how proud they are of their country. For the past quarter century Republicans have answered "extremely" or "very" proud at a fairly consistent rate of about 90 percent. In the same period Democrats have slipped from the mid-80s to the mid-30s, with the percentages generally rising during Democratic presidencies and falling under Republicans, most dramatically this year with the return of Trump. In June the number was 36 percent for Democrats and 92 percent for Republicans--the largest partisan gap since Gallup began asking the question, in 2001. Republicans remain highly patriotic while their party hollows out America's democratic institutions and their leader flirts with kingship, as if their love of country has nothing to do with its founding principles. Democrats have a hard time feeling proud of their country unless one of their own is in office, pursuing their favored policies, as if their patriotism goes no deeper than their politics.

Both types of patriotism described by Tocqueville have led Americans into dead ends. In the age of Trump the instinctive kind accepts authoritarianism, while reflective patriotism creates cynicism, alienation, and civic passivity. Neither produces the citizens that Lincoln, Walt Whitman, John Dewey, Martin Luther King Jr., and other American democrats believed were essential to preserving a free country.

American patriotism is a volatile substance, never able to settle into a quiet, modest love of country. It swings wildly between "All are welcome" and "Beware of dog." Drain from it the universal principles of equality, freedom, and self-government, and it turns into a snarl. The Republican Party has abandoned Reagan's city on a hill for the blood-and-soil nationalism of Europe's old monarchies and new dictatorships--Putin's Russia, Orban's Hungary. At a rally in Madison Square Garden just before last year's election, Trump's chief ideologue, Stephen Miller, expressed an idea in seven words that he might have adapted from the German Auslander raus! ("Foreigners out!"): "America is for Americans and Americans only!" The meaning of for is unclear, but the important word in the sentence is only.

Read: Are you a 'Heritage American'?

Trump's America is defined by those who belong and those who don't. Its essential act is exclusion. Back in power, Trump is showing that mere citizenship isn't enough. The president and his circle determine who the real Americans are, and if they don't like your origins or your views, they'll try to take away your constitutional birthright and deport you. Vice President J. D. Vance has become the administration's chief spokesman for a version of American identity similar to the one that Stephen Douglas championed and Lincoln derided. During a July speech for the conservative Claremont Institute, Vance set out to "redefine the meaning of American citizenship" as stingily as possible. To Vance, the founding creed should be no basis for Americanness. "Identifying America just with agreeing with the principles, let's say, of the Declaration of Independence" fills the vice president with horror, because it would include those he wants to leave out, and exclude those he wants to leave in. The billions of people around the world who believe in democracy would suddenly have a right to come here. And the 100 percent Americans--the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and extremist white nationalists--would be stigmatized, even if their ancestors fought in the Civil War.

As it happens, the founding creed doesn't require everyone on the planet who believes in the equality of all human beings to be put on a plane and brought here as candidates for citizenship. But leaving Vance's illogic aside, his purpose is to remove democracy from our national identity and open the way to the authoritarianism that comes with blood-and-soil nationalism. He defines American identity by where your ancestors lie moldering in their grave--an idea that he first presented in 2024, at the Republican National Convention, in a paean to the cemetery in eastern Kentucky where five generations of Vances are buried.

Because his wife's parents come from India, Vance is obliged to allow a carve-out for certain immigrants--but it's conditioned on a gratitude test. According to Vance, Zohran Mamdani, the Democratic candidate for mayor of New York City, failed the test when, after years of apparently ignoring Independence Day, he released this statement on July 4: "America is beautiful, contradictory, unfinished. I am proud of our country even as we constantly strive to make it better." Vance convicted this anodyne cliche of rank ingratitude. A Ugandan immigrant "dares to insult" the country that gave his family a safe home "on its most sacred day? Who the hell does he think that he is?"

Vance is proposing a hierarchy of citizenship. If you trace your ancestry back to Shiloh or Yorktown, you can ignore the Constitution, embrace the Justice Department as the president's police, pal around with white nationalists, and still call yourself a patriot. But if you just got here, you'd better be grateful and keep to yourself any critical thoughts about America's failure to live up to its own ideals. Patriotism is the right to dress in red, white, and blue and wave the flag on July 4 while defiling its creed.

This shrunken, desiccated corpse of patriotism has its own ancestry. It comes to life when large numbers of aspiring Americans arrive on our shores, and it almost always brings an odor of racial or religious bigotry. In the 1850s, the nativist and anti-Catholic American Party, also called the Know Nothings, had a brief career in opposition to German, French, and Irish immigration. The wave of immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe and China in the late 19th and early 20th centuries finally crashed against legal restrictions from Congress and the extralegal actions of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s. Then, following the passage of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, which abolished the system of national quotas and bans created in 1924, people from Asia, Africa, and Latin America came here in such numbers that, today, immigrants make up a seventh of the U.S. population, about the same as the historical high in 1890. One result is MAGA.

Ahead of Flag Day in June, Representative Chris Deluzio, a Navy veteran and two-term Democrat from a competitive district in western Pennsylvania, handed out American flags to colleagues and announced the creation of the Democratic Veterans Caucus. He had already helped form a group of anti-corporate House Democrats calling themselves the "New Economic Patriots." "It ties into our goal of aggressively pushing back every chance we can when someone in the MAGA movement, up to and including Donald Trump, acts as though they have a monopoly on loving this country," Deluzio told me. "I will take that fight as often as we can." He added, "We need more of that in our party. I think there is a huge opportunity to contrast the selfishness, the cravenness of the MAGA movement and its disconnect from the true love of country."

The nationalist right's rejection of the creedal definition of Americanness leaves an opening for Democrats to reclaim patriotism as a core identity. But for decades now, going back to the Vietnam War, many liberal and left-wing Americans have been skeptical of, even hostile to, patriotic symbols and emotions. This aversion has come at a high political cost.

I grew up during the '60s and '70s in a household that never raised an American flag--not out of any anti-American feeling, but because it would have sent the wrong message. It would have associated us with the jingoistic party of Nixon and Reagan. It would have meant "America--love it or leave it," regardless of war and racism. There's no denying that our reluctance also reflected social snobbery. Waving a flag was something that working- and lower-middle-class Americans did, like repairing their own cars.

The college-educated professionals who began to take over the Democratic Party in the 1970s prided themselves on having a sophisticated grasp of American history. They recoiled from the Republicans' crude, coercive patriotism, which demanded a kind of national idolatry--a celebration of America that was blind to slavery, Native American genocide, Jim Crow, Japanese internment, the Vietnam War. In Republican politics, love of country became a negative force, almost the same thing as hatred of compatriots in the opposition. National symbols such as the flag, the anthem, and the Pledge of Allegiance turned into partisan weapons. In 1988, the performance of patriotism constituted most of George H. W. Bush's presidential campaign and might have cost Michael Dukakis the election.

"The Republicans learned to own the flag and own the symbols," the Georgetown University historian Michael Kazin, who has written numerous books on the American left, told me. At the same time, an influential strain of thought from the '60s anti-war movement became left-wing orthodoxy: the idea of the U.S. as an almost uniquely awful nation, the source of most of humanity's ills--white supremacy, patriarchy, homophobia, militarism, settler colonialism, environmental destruction. Howard Zinn's immensely popular A People's History of the United States, published in 1980, taught several generations of young Americans on the left to see patriotism as an embrace of something evil.

"I wouldn't say the New Left took over the Democratic Party," Kazin said, "but some of the ideas did percolate, and the Trump people are right that the universities moved to the left." The American Studies Association--the principal academic organization devoted to understanding American history and identity--came under the control of a faction so hostile to its own subject matter that in 1998 the organization's president suggested removing American from the name. In 2017, the organization's national council explained that "American studies scholarship teaches us that rubrics of 'law and order', patriotism, and 'traditional values' are discourses of retrenchment. We must illuminate the ways their use criminalizes and stigmatizes struggles for empowerment, self-determination, and dignity." And in 2019, its executive committee announced: "We strive to model forms of solidarity, sustainability, and social justice that foster alternative visions and practices to supplant the rotting empire bent on destruction."

In the past decade, profound pessimism about the American experiment has grown beyond the niche viewpoint of American-studies professors. With the universities came important sectors of the public. The popularization of academic ideology peaked in 2019, when The New York Times' "The 1619 Project" declared that U.S. history began with slavery. The notion immediately spread through schools, universities, workplaces. According to the project's creator, Nikole Hannah-Jones, the country's founding principles--the ideas of Jefferson and Lincoln--were specious.

For very different reasons, in recent years the progressive left and the nationalist right have reached the same conclusion: The "abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times," is a mirage, a trap, a lie. It doesn't define us as Americans.

Few politicians say this out loud, or even articulate it to themselves. "Maybe some part of our coalition has become less comfortable with outward displays of love of country," Deluzio said--but lawn flags are uncontroversial in western Pennsylvania. Most Republicans still think that the flag has something to do with democracy. Most Democrats would never release a social-media post on Independence Day like this one from Cori Bush in 2021, when she was representing Missouri's First Congressional District: "When they say that the 4th of July is about American freedom, remember this: the freedom they're referring to is for white people. This land is stolen land and Black people still aren't free." But J. D. Vance and Cori Bush might simply be ahead of their parties, speaking for younger, more skeptical Americans.

For the right, now in power, the abandonment of the American idea is license to build an authoritarian regime. The left, having spent decades proving that the idea is a sham, can hardly protest its dismantling.

In 1998, the philosopher Richard Rorty wrote in Achieving Our Country: "Each new generation of students ought to think of American leftism as having a long and glorious history" and to see "the struggle for social justice as central to their country's moral identity." He was referring to the kinds of American reformers who embraced patriotism while urging their country to live up to its creed: the abolitionist Frederick Douglass, the feminist Susan B. Anthony, the poet Walt Whitman, the socialist Eugene V. Debs, the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey, the labor leader A. Philip Randolph, and finally Martin Luther King. Theirs is the democratic patriotism that Tocqueville saw in America almost 200 years ago, rooted in the revolutionary promise of the Founders and the active work of self-governing citizens to realize it. Rorty urged leftists of his time to remember the "civic religion" of their predecessors, identify with their country, and work toward the fulfillment of its moral vision.

Nearly three decades later, what are the grounds for patriotism? The institutions created at the founding no longer work well. Our elected leaders have sunk to abysmal depths of selfishness, corruption, and cowardice. The words of the Declaration bring tears to your eyes and the taste of ashes to your mouth. "It's not easy to defend the American ideals, because there's so much cynicism about how they've been used and politicized," Kazin said. "Young people are much less enamored of the ideals as they understand them, much less willing to be proud of the country. They've been tainted by fierce ideological conflict."

Liberals--the last believers in institutions and incremental reform--cry "Democracy, democracy, democracy!" But when the Supreme Court puts the president above the law, the president uses his office for shakedowns, the White House defenestrates speakers of inconvenient facts, the State Department flirts with dictators while shutting the door on dissidents and refugees, Justice Department lawyers lie to the courts, Congress votes liars onto the bench and pours money into a masked secret police force, and most Americans don't seem to notice or care, then what good is democracy? The country and its government belong to us, so the most honest response is self-disgust.

But I don't want to stop believing in my country's essential decency. I don't want to conflate America with one president, one party, or both parties. I want to feel, as Whitman did, that America and democracy are inextricable; and, as Dewey did, that democracy makes us agents who can always act to better our country and affirm our self-respect.

Tocqueville wrote: "In the United States it is believed, and with truth, that patriotism is a kind of devotion which is strengthened by ritual observance." In a democracy, that observance takes the form of participation in public life. Harder still, it requires a vision of that life with everyone in it. We cannot wish away the other party, the other states, the other faiths, the newest arrivals, the oldest tribes. In his Claremont speech, Vance said one true thing: "Social bonds form among people who have something in common." A nation--especially this one, with its short memory and incomprehensible diversity--can't cohere simply as a geographic boundary and a set of laws. It needs a common language and culture--a way of life.

The intersectional multiculturalists of the left think that there is no common American culture, that the notion itself is a form of oppression--there's only a collection of groups, dominant or subordinate. Vance and the nationalists of the right think that American culture comes from the dirt and the past, "a distinctive place and a distinctive people"--by which they mean a race and a faith that came here long ago, bringing a way of life to which all others must adapt. Both of these views are wrong--unpatriotically wrong.

American culture is as distinct as that of any other nation, but it's the only one that comes from an idea. That idea is the equality of all human beings; their right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; the form of self-government that secures their rights, including the right to change their government if it becomes tyrannical. This idea produced a mass culture famous for loud voices, informal address, innocence and ignorance, generosity and violence, bluntness and cluelessness--a culture of individualists who refuse to accept that anyone is their better, any station fixed for life, any possibility closed to them. It is the easiest culture in the world to join, and if the first generation can't then the second will. It absorbs, changes, and is changed by each new one, blatant and accessible enough to provide a lingua franca in which they can all understand and be understood. It has no elaborate rules or ancient secret codes. It flattens and simplifies other cultures into music, clothing, food, and words whose vulgarity appalls and seduces the rest of the world. It is stronger than any religious orthodoxy or class rank. What Americans have in common is a way of life made by their creed.

If you still believe this creed matters--if the idea and the culture and institutions that it created still keep you attached to this country--you're holding on in a hard wind. Around the globe, autocracy is on the march and democracy's reputation is in decline as its leading light extinguishes itself. In America, most of your fellow citizens in both parties think democracy has stopped working on their behalf. You have to make the case that all the promised shortcuts to greatness are roads to hell--that there is no path toward a more decent life except through the common effort of free and equal citizens. And you have to keep believing it in the face of their utter folly. The only way to be a patriot is to work together with those fools, your fellow Americans, to stop this growing tyranny so that we have a chance to redeem ourselves.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "America Needs Patriotism." 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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What the Founders Would Say Now

<span>They might be surprised that the republic exists at all.</span>

by Fintan O'Toole




When the American republic was founded, the Earth was no more than 75,000 years old. No contemporary thinker imagined it could possibly be older. Thus Thomas Jefferson was confident that woolly mammoths must still live in "the northern and western parts of America," places that "still remain in their aboriginal state, unexplored and undisturbed by us."

The idea that mammoths or any other kind of creature might have ceased to exist was, to him, inconceivable. "Such is the oeconomy of nature," he wrote in Notes on the State of Virginia, "that no instance can be produced of her having permitted any one race of her animals to become extinct; of her having formed any link in her great work so weak as to be broken."

Those illusory behemoths roaming out there somewhere beyond the Rockies remind us that the world of the Founding Fathers is in some ways as alien to us as ours would be to them. A distance of two and a half centuries is too long for us to be able to fully inhabit their universe, but not long enough for us to be capable of viewing them disinterestedly or dispassionately. In trying to imagine how they would perceive the state of their republic in 2025, the risk is that we invent our own versions of Jefferson's nonexistent beasts. The originalist fallacy that dominates the current Supreme Court--the pretense that it is possible to read the minds of the Founders and discern what they "really" meant--in fact turns the Founders into ventriloquists' dummies. We express our own prejudices by moving their lips.

From the October 2025 issue: Jill Lepore on how originalism killed the Constitution

Yet asking what the Revolutionary leaders would think of America now has long been a spur to critical thinking. The interrogation of how well or badly the present condition of the nation matches the founding intentions is one of the vital forces behind the American political project. It kindles the fire that blazes in Frederick Douglass's Fourth of July speech of 1852, during which he said of the Founders that their "solid manhood stands out the more as we contrast it with these degenerate times." It is the test Abraham Lincoln presents in the Gettysburg Address: whether the form of republican government created "four score and seven years ago" by "our fathers" might be about to "perish from the earth." It underpins Martin Luther King Jr.'s resplendent rebuke at the Lincoln Memorial in 1963: "When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir."

We do not have to sanitize the Founders into secular sainthood to ask what their republic has done with that legacy. We can use their magnificent words to reproach many of America's contemporary follies even while recognizing that some of their actions prefigure those follies. It is quite possible, for example, that many of the Founders might be enthusiastic supporters of Donald Trump's unilateral imposition of swinging tariffs on foreign trade--albeit not of the bellicose rhetoric that accompanies them. In 1807, Congress, with Jefferson as president and James Madison as secretary of state, prohibited cargo-bearing American vessels from sailing to foreign ports and forbade the export of all goods out of the country by sea; imports also declined, largely because it was impractical for ships from abroad to make the trip if they had to return empty.

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

Jefferson thought of this as the invention of an experiment in "peaceful coercion" that might do away with war and make possible an enlightened era of universal peace. He persisted with this foolishness for 14 months while agricultural prices fell sharply and thousands were thrown out of work. In his book Empire of Liberty, about the early republic, Gordon Wood notes, "Perhaps never in history has a trading nation of America's size engaged in such an act of self-immolation with so little reward." If he were to update the book, he might wish to add "until now."

Conversely, most of the leading revolutionaries would likely be dismayed to discover that their republic now allows women not only to vote but to hold public office. The vile misogyny of Trump's invective against Kamala Harris in the 2024 presidential election would have repelled them, but they would have been more astonished that one of the main contenders for the office was female than that she was a person of color.

To acknowledge that the Founders could be as wrongheaded as any of their successors is also to marvel at how acute their thinking could be--even when they were woefully misguided. George Washington, Jefferson, and Madison all owned slaves. Their unwillingness or inability to confront at the birth of a new nation what Jefferson acknowledged as an "abominable crime" is the gaping crack in the foundation on which they built the republic: the "self-evident" truth that "all men are created equal."

Yet they were not stupid. "I tremble for my country," Jefferson wrote, "when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep forever." The Founders knew very well that the simple word all was indeed, as Martin Luther King would point out, a promissory note. Lincoln put his finger on it when he said that Jefferson "had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times."

Lincoln's point remains potent: Equality was indeed a cruel abstraction for women, Native Americans, and the nearly one-fifth of the American population that was enslaved at the time of the republic's founding. But the word was intended to transcend the time and circumstances of its utterance and to make a claim on the future. There is no going back from that all. The Founders might at first be amazed by the evolution of their republic into one that guarantees the principle (if not the practice) of racial equality, but they would recognize on reflection that they had planted a seed that would blossom in heroic struggles for justice.

The Founders would be taken aback, not just by the geographic scale of contemporary America but by its cultural and ethnic diversity. It is true that they already lived in a multicultural world--in 1790, only about 60 percent of white Americans were of English ancestry. Most of the rest were Irish, German, Scottish, French, Dutch, or Swedish. The French immigrant J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur celebrated "that strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no other country."

Yet the Founders preferred to imagine American blood as unmixed. The Federalist Papers call Americans "people descended from the same ancestors." In the aftermath of a war of independence that was also in effect a civil war, they were for obvious reasons much more interested in generating a sense of unity than in recognizing diversity. It seems likely that they would be confounded by the problem of how to preserve an "unum" when the "pluribus" is ever more disparate. They might in fact wonder at the ability of the United States to do so at all--to survive as a multicultural, let alone multiracial, entity.

They might have concluded, though, that they had left it an invaluable legacy by writing on their new nation's birth certificate a phrase that can be--and has been--easily mocked. When the Founders included "the pursuit of happiness" in the Declaration of Independence as one of the three primordial human rights, they were making large claims, not just about the meaning of a republic but about the meaning of life.

They were drawing on one of the basic ideas of the Enlightenment--John Locke, for example, had declared, "I lay it for a certain ground, that every intelligent being really seeks happiness, which consists in the enjoyment of pleasure, without any considerable mixture of uneasiness." Pleasure, in this sense, is more about human self-fulfillment than the self-indulgence of the rich. We might now call it well-being. This happiness is a radically egalitarian idea--everyone has an innate right to seek it. And there is an implicit embrace of diversity in that equality: No two ideas of happiness will be exactly the same.

But the elevation of happiness was also a radical challenge to the religious insistence that the point of life was to pursue sanctity through suffering. It is easy to forget that Christian Churches taught their flocks that our fate as human beings was to spend our time on Earth (in the words of a prayer I recited as a child) "mourning and weeping in this valley of tears." To declare happiness as a foundational idea for a new kind of state was to suggest that human beings should be able to live enjoyable lives in the here and now.

Both of these ideas of happiness are under attack in contemporary America. Trumpism is all about the "considerable mixture of uneasiness" that Locke wished to exclude--the wallowing in self-pity, the horror-movie thrills of imagining American carnage, the terror of invasion by migrant hordes. Even the pleasures that Trump offers his followers are sadistic ones, predicated on his invitation to enjoy the pain of others. His happiness is a zero-sum game: "Real" Americans can experience it only if others are miserable.

This would be anathema to the Founders. The Declaration of Independence does not rest on any claim to American exceptionalism. On the contrary, it bases the necessity "to institute new Government" on the alleged violation of rights that are not national but universal. They belong to mankind first, not to "America First." Likewise, the Bill of Rights is, as Jefferson wrote, "what the people are entitled to against every government on earth."

The Founders would be equally repelled by a contemporary-American reaction against their belief that the meaning of collective political life is not dependent on religious faith. The separation of Church and state was essential to their republic. They understood from European and recent colonial history that true religious freedom is impossible if faith is intertwined with government. Thus the First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States begins: "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." Or as Jefferson put it: "It does me no injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg." The neighbor who believes in 20 gods or no god must therefore have the same political rights as the one who is an orthodox monotheist.

The Founders would thus be dismayed to find their insistence on establishing the political sphere as a neutral space in relation to religious belief and unbelief now flatly denied by, for example, Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who insists that what they really meant was that "they did not want the government to encroach upon the Church--not that they didn't want principles of faith to have influence on our public life. It's exactly the opposite." The Founders would have asked Johnson which set of religious principles they wished to hold sway over public life.

If the Founders would not have recognized themselves in this distorting mirror, there is nonetheless far too much about today's America that they would recognize all too well. They did not know where their republic would go, but they knew exactly where it was coming from. They knew what theocratic politics were like, because they or their ancestors had lived under established Churches--as Madison put it, "We revere this lesson too much soon to forget it." They knew exactly why it was necessary to stop officeholders from accepting gifts from "any King, Prince, or foreign State" without the consent of Congress; Benjamin Franklin, when he received a valuable snuffbox from the king of France, was so sensitive to possible perceptions of bribery that he sought congressional approval to keep it. It is not hard to surmise what he would have done with the offer of a Boeing 747 from Qatar.

It is true that the Founders did not think of their republic as one in which all citizens could be active participants in political life. Every state retained property qualifications for voters or officeholders, and this of course suited the interests of the economic elite, to which the Founders belonged. But their limitations on democratic participation were not mere expressions of snobbery and self-interest. The Founders were not wrong to believe that full citizenship is possible only for people who have the economic means to exercise it. It is hard to be free when you're mired in poverty--and easy to override the principle of equal citizenship when you are superrich.

The great problem of contemporary democracy is, indeed, that suffrage became universal but the kind of economic dignity imagined by the Founders as its necessary condition did not. In this regard, one thing we can say with certainty is that the Founders would be horrified by the spectacle of Elon Musk handing out $1 million a day to voters in swing states--a subversion of the democratic process even cruder and more grotesque than their worst fears.

The Founders imagined that access to property--then thought of primarily as the ownership of land--would spread, and that the political nation would expand accordingly. This may be a very conservative idea, but if we apply it to contemporary America, it would have radical consequences. The Founders would surely be distressed to find, for example, that the modern equivalent of land ownership--having one's own home--is ever more out of reach for young Americans.

The Founders would also be perplexed by the growth of oligarchy. They were mostly rich men who believed, as the rich usually do, that economic inequalities arise naturally from the "diversity in the faculties of men"--so wrote Madison in "Federalist No. 10." Yet, as Gordon Wood observed, they nonetheless "took for granted that a society could not long remain republican if a tiny minority controlled most of the wealth." If they were told that the top 0.1 percent of Americans currently holds 14 percent of the country's wealth while the bottom half holds just 2.5 percent, they would surely have calculated that the odds on the survival of their republic had become very steep.

Likewise, they would be deeply depressed by America's rapid loss of a common sphere in which political arguments can be teased out as a collective enterprise. What is most invigorating about the Founding Fathers is not even what they thought. It is how they thought. They did their thinking aloud. The pseudonym used by Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay for The Federalist Papers is Publius, redolent of both public and the people. The Federalist Papers think through complex questions but do so in a language written to be read in coffeehouses and taverns. When Jefferson observed that "where the press is free and every man able to read, all is safe," the second requirement was as important as the first. The Founders imagined a republic of readers.

Even while they were anxious to limit the vote to men of property like themselves, they understood that there were no such limits on the right to hold an opinion. The opening of the Declaration of Independence acknowledges that it is written out of "a decent respect to the opinions of mankind"--not, notably, heads of state or popes or grandees but people in general. And its authors knew that the opinions even of women and working people percolated upward into political institutions. Madison wrote, "Public opinion sets bounds to every government, and is the real sovereign in every free one." The quality of public discourse thus mattered as much to him as the forms of government did. This much wider public sphere had to be capable not just of dealing with intricacies but of guarding them. Madison wrote that the chief responsibility of the people was to maintain the "complicated form of their political system."

The public arena therefore had to be kept clear of the detritus of mere insult. Franklin, who made his fortune in what we would call the media business, boasts in his Autobiography,

In the Conduct of my Newspaper I carefully excluded all Libelling and Personal Abuse, which is of late Years become so disgraceful to our Country. Whenever I was solicited to insert any thing of that kind, and the Writers pleaded as they generally did, the Liberty of the Press, and that a Newspaper was like a Stage Coach in which any one who would pay had a Right to a Place, my Answer was, that I would print the Piece separately if desired, and the Author might have as many Copies as he pleased to distribute himself, but that I would not take upon me to spread his Detraction.

In drawing attention to his own refusal to publish personal abuse, Franklin was of course acknowledging that the newspapers were otherwise full of it. The Founders themselves were often fractious, splenetic, and happy to attack one another through paid proxies. But they nonetheless believed that the vigor of public debate must ultimately serve rational purposes. The press was a blacksmith's shop full of heat and resounding with heavy blows, but that was because it was where ideas of the common good were being hammered out.

In this light, there is little doubt that the Founders would be particularly appalled both by the loss of so many local newspapers in contemporary America and by the conduct of a president who smears the press as "the enemy of the people." Madison wrote that "a circulation of newspapers through the entire body of the people" was as vital as good roads to the maintenance of "a general intercourse of sentiments." The shattering of public opinion into algorithmically generated echo chambers, the monetization and weaponization on a massive scale of insult and detraction, and the reduction of complexities to tribal slogans would probably have led him to conclude that the republic was on its way out.

The collapse of a shared public sphere has in turn made possible a closed-mindedness that would dismay the Revolutionary generation. Political tribalism inhibits one of the essential tools of democracy: the capacity to change one's mind, which is what the Founders did so radically throughout the Revolutionary period. Franklin was well into his 60s when he began his journey from loyal British monarchist to supporter of American independence. Jefferson didn't want a federal constitution but came to regard the one that emerged as "unquestionably the wisest ever yet presented to men." Madison initially believed that the attachment of a bill of rights to that Constitution would be unnecessary and perhaps even dangerous. When he came to think differently, he not only drafted the Bill of Rights but did more than anyone else to get it adopted.

This capacity not just to change one's mind but to transform it was essential to the very creation of the United States as we know it. The American revolutionaries were men who changed their minds. In 1776, almost no one thought of an independent America as anything other than a broad alliance of 13 sovereign states, bound together by friendship, mutual interest, and bilateral treaties. A decade later, few thought of it as anything other than a federal state. Which also suggests that most of the Founders would be at once proud that their Constitution has endured so long and puzzled by the obdurate retention of institutions and practices (the Electoral College; the Senate's grossly disproportionate representation of voters) that worked for the 18th century but do not work for the 21st. They would have agreed with Chief Justice John Marshall when he wrote in 1819 that their Constitution was "intended to endure for ages to come, and consequently, to be adapted to the various crises of human affairs." They might even have regretted their failure to create more workable mechanisms to amend it.

There is also a more fundamental sense in which the Founders would struggle to understand how contemporary America can continue to function. They would wonder how it might be possible for anyone to fully envision a country as large as the U.S. became after their deaths. They wanted a big country--one of the core arguments of The Federalist Papers is that a large republic is likely to be better at resisting control by self-interested political factions than a small one. They certainly imagined their new nation becoming a continental power.

But how large is too large? Madison in particular worried that a very extensive country would become prone to autocracy. If, he wrote, a republic were to acquire "the dimensions of China," it would be difficult to resist a government capable of "veiling its designs from distant eyes" while "turning the prejudices and interests real or imaginary of the parts agst each other." This would "gradually enable the Executive branch of the Govt. to overwhelm the others, and convert the Govt. into an absolute monarchy."

The United States does indeed now have the same physical extent as China, and the rest of Madison's prediction for the likely fate of a republic on that scale has moved far beyond the realm of speculation. The sight of ICE agents on the streets of America veiling their designs behind masks would have appalled the Framers. They would have demanded their own history lesson to help them understand how a republic founded, above all, on civil liberty had over time generated a massive apparatus of national security with so little public scrutiny.

They would need no such lessons, however, to understand how Trump has mastered the art of turning the republic's red and blue parts against each other by stoking both real and imaginary prejudices. They would see how this polarization has both enabled and been enabled by the overwhelming domination of the executive over the legislative branch. The danger they were most anxious to avoid--a government that (in Hamilton's words) "unites all power in the same hands"--is now a peril they would recognize as urgently and immediately present.

What would surely have sickened them most is the sycophancy of legislators who abandon their duty of independent judgment and act as fawning courtiers of a monarchical presidency. Whatever else the Founders can be accused of, they were spectacularly innocent of servility. They would have had nothing but contempt for representatives who surrender their constitutional powers because they are afraid of arousing the ire of the president's supporters.

In "Federalist No. 71," Hamilton writes of the people "beset, as they continually are, by the wiles of parasites and sycophants, by the snares of the ambitious, the avaricious, the desperate." He suggested that citizens needed politicians "who had courage and magnanimity enough to serve them at the peril of their displeasure." He had a ready-made term for the sheer cowardice of so many legislators in today's Congress: "servile pliancy."

The Founders knew what a swaggering oligarchy looks like when it floats above the rest of society, as Jefferson saw in the European societies of his own day, "where the many are crouched under the weight of the few, and where the order established can present to the contemplation of a thinking being no other picture than that of God almighty and his angels trampling under foot the hosts of the damned."

They knew what it was like to be subject to a despot who, in Locke's words, "set up his own arbitrary will as the law of society"--this is the essence of their complaints against King George III and his junto of ministers. And they knew how demagoguery could turn into despotism. Hamilton forcefully cautioned in "Federalist No. 1," "Of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing demagogues, and ending tyrants." They knew that these rough beasts, unlike the mammoths of Jefferson's imagination, were real and would never go extinct.
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65 Essential Children's Books

Illustrated titles that teach kids to love literature




A picture book is a deceptively complex object: Ideally, it should be mind-expanding, psychologically astute, vividly illustrated, and--the most elusive criterion--fun. It must entertain the child without boring the grown-up to tears. And it should teach children to match sounds to meaning, pictures to objects, cause to effect, without feeling like homework. Finding picture books is easy; the market is glutted with them. The hard part is picking out just the right ones. What follows is an effort to bring clarity to the earliest years of literacy, and to help foster a child's lifelong relationship with books. We hope this selection will assist harried caregivers in sorting the wheat from the chaff, while also giving these formative works the respect and scrutiny they deserve.

Because children's books vary so much according to age, we decided to limit our scope to titles that lead up to the transition from listening to an adult's narration to reading independently: illustrated stories without long chapters, meant to be shared. We then asked authors, librarians, and other experts for suggestions and debated works among ourselves, stress-testing both classics and newer books to come up with our final list--of titles you know and those you should.

Over the course of our project, some trends emerged: 1955--peak Baby Boom--was an auspicious year for the genre (when Eloise, Miffy, and the crayon-wielding Harold were created). The 1960s and '70s brought bold colors and loopier styles to the fore. The 21st century delivered a wider array of stories--migrant journeys, portraits of grief, African and East Asian folktales. No single trait unifies the works below, but each represents a feat of artistry, voice, or complexity that we found exceptional. They are the kinds of books that will be cherished well into the future, worn from use and perhaps replaced more than once. Because of this, they felt essential.

Explore the best children's books

The Story of Ferdinand




by Munro Leaf, illustrated by Robert Lawson

1936

The plot of Ferdinand is deceptively simple: A bull who wants only to sit quietly under a tree is mistaken for a fierce beast and sent to a bullfight. There, he refuses combat, instead smelling the flowers in the ring. The tale may seem like a classic misfit story about a boy who doesn't fit in with his head-butting peers. But unlike many other literary outcasts, Ferdinand is never ashamed to be different; he remains peaceful in a violent world. That was a divisive message when the book was published, with the Spanish Civil War under way and World War II approaching. Critics called Ferdinand communist, fascist, pacifist (as well as anti-pacifist), and emasculating; Adolf Hitler banned it for being "degenerate democratic propaganda." Today, as many warn of a crisis in masculinity, Ferdinand's unwavering gentleness feels refreshing. Leaf writes that the bull resisted fighting "no matter what they did"--a level of fortitude that may inspire children, even if some adults are more cynical.

Kate Cray

Mike Mulligan and His Steam Shovel




written and illustrated by Virginia Lee Burton

1939

Mary Anne is a good shovel, and Mike Mulligan is her good friend. Together, the two of them (and some others) have made canals, freeways, and tall skyscrapers in big cities possible. But steam shovels are quickly being replaced by more powerful machines, and Mary Anne and Mike have nowhere left to dig. Nowhere, that is, but Popperville, where a town hall needs a cellar, and the two need to prove that they're still useful in a world that's changing very fast. No one under 10 knows what a steam shovel is, but they don't need to--Mike Mulligan is about taking pride, taking care, and working hard until the job is done.

Ellen Cushing

Madeline




written and illustrated by Ludwig Bemelmans

1939

Oh, the drama of Madeline. The illustrations are big and colorful, leaving just a sliver of room for the words at the bottom of the page--irregular, sometimes-rhyming meter that adjusts to the action. The book's "twelve little girls in two straight lines" have enviable daily lives: They take a rainy-day stroll by Notre-Dame, walk across the Seine, and go ice-skating outside Sacre-Coeur. One night, Madeline, the boldest of the group, is whisked off in an ambulance for an appendectomy. When the other girls visit her in the hospital, they're jealous. She has toys and candy from her dad, and a cool scar! They want to have their appendix out too! This is the book's sharpest and funniest insight into how kids see the world. What child hasn't begrudged a classmate with a cast that everyone signs, or a sick sibling who gets to stay home from school, watching cartoons?

Eleanor Barkhorn

Caps for Sale




written and illustrated by Esphyr Slobodkina

1940

One of the first, and easiest, things you can do while reading a book with your child is get them to shake their fists. Caps for Sale, based on an old folktale, will help you pull that off: Its slow build, as a peddler has his inventory continually stolen by a band of monkeys, leads to a satisfying end, when he tricks them and gets his hats back. It's told at a methodical pace that benefits the youngest reader, but the hint of genius appears when the man angrily stomps and shouts at those avaricious monkeys--you can admonish them right along with him.

David Sims

The Carrot Seed




by Ruth Krauss, illustrated by Crockett Johnson

1945

The little boy at the center of this simple story is stubborn. He has planted a carrot seed that no one in his family--his mother, his father, his older brother--seems to believe will sprout. Yet he continues to pull up weeds and water the ground, until one day, he is proved right--in a big way. The patience he displays is worthy, even mature, but what gives The Carrot Seed its backbone, and a bit of edge, is the boy's old-soul doggedness, his insouciant assurance that something, in the end, will come of his efforts.

Jane Yong Kim

Goodnight Moon




by Margaret Wise Brown, illustrated by Clement Hurd

1947

I remember, in the middle of my umpteenth read of Goodnight Moon to my children, some questions bubbling up: What is Brown's book about, anyway? Why are we saying goodnight to a bowl of mush? Why is there a mouse, and how is it faring in a room with two kittens? Just what exactly is going on in that great green room? But now, having successfully survived lots of bedtimes, I know that the book is about vibes--about beauty and setting down the chaos of the day. It's timeless, even in a world with fewer and fewer analog clocks.

Vann R. Newkirk II

Blueberries for Sal




written and illustrated by Robert McCloskey

1948

The plot of Blueberries for Sal should not be understood literally, because children should not follow fully grown brown bears through the wilderness. What does feel realistic, though, is the idyllic pleasure of a day spent with your mother, foraging for fruit without a care in the world. Sal, the heroine of McCloskey's classic, is joyously committed to hanging out; for her, picking blueberries is an added bonus to the sunlight, the hills, the grass. That she confuses the bear for her mother--and that, accordingly, a bear cub confuses Sal's mother for her own--exemplifies the book's beautiful kid logic: Nothing can go wrong when you're having a nice day outside. And despite one's instinctive concerns about the bear, all is well in the end as both families are reunited and head home having picked their fill.

Jeremy Gordon

Harold and the Purple Crayon




written and illustrated by Crockett Johnson

1955

Among the barrage of flashy, colorful children's books available today, Johnson's minimalist line drawings practically whisper: Each page is stark white, except for the grayscale Harold and the objects he draws with thick, purple lines. In Harold's dreamland, he cannot walk until he draws the road himself; he cannot eat until he draws his own pies. In this way, the story follows straightforward toddler reasoning, and ends up playfully illustrating cause and effect. The best part of the book is that its world is built entirely by a single child, sending a message that's charming for readers of any age: Adventure can be available to anybody who thinks to seek it.

Serena Dai

Miffy




written and illustrated by Dick Bruna

1955

Bruna's Miffy (Nijntje in the original Dutch), the white rabbit with the X for a mouth, is by now as famous for being a design icon as she is for being a literary character. (You'd be hard-pressed to find a high-end museum gift shop that Miffy isn't hopping through.) But the books themselves, with their pleasing sans-serif text, bold colors, and blocky shapes, should not be overlooked. Through Miffy, Bruna was not merely telling stories but creating objects to admire--this is most obvious, I would argue, when they're in the chubby hands of a baby who's captivated by their charm.

Adrienne LaFrance

Eloise




by Kay Thompson, illustrated by Hilary Knight

1955

Eloise is surely the biggest brat in picture-book history. Few children would want to be her friend--she's too bossy, marching belly first around the Plaza Hotel as if she's the only kid in New York City. But what a delight it is to read about her as she presses all of the elevator's buttons, upsets a waiter's trays, and demands that room service "charge it please." She has to help the busboys, she has to braid her turtle's ears, she has to call her mother long-distance because--well, never mind, don't worry about her mother. Who needs a mother when you've got a nanny and a turtle and the Plaza Hotel, where you're never, not for one moment ever, even a little bit bored? What better book is there for an ordinary child to enter, and then--enchanted, exhausted, and obscurely sad--leave behind?

Honor Jones

Green Eggs and Ham




written and illustrated by Dr. Seuss

1960

Theodor Geisel, one of the most rhythmically inventive writers in the English language, wrote more than 50 books for children. The works he left behind are complicated: Some Seuss drawings are clear racist caricatures; in 2021, the company that controls his estate ceased publication of six books that invoke ethnic stereotypes. Among the many that deservedly endure--tales of Horton and the Grinch and Bartholomew Cubbins--Green Eggs and Ham is arguably the best. As Sam-I-Am and the finicky narrator argue over the palatability of familiar but radioactively colored food, they embark on a propulsive journey--inside a car that runs up a tree, then on top of a train, through a tunnel, and onto a boat and into a teeming sea. Few books can so effectively build memory and delight through sheer accumulation: This one uses only 50 words (49 of them monosyllabic).

Boris Kachka

Go, Dog. Go!




written and illustrated by P. D. Eastman

1961

Go, Dog. Go's minimalist pages feature mesmerizing, colorful line drawings and a perfunctory amount of text. Eastman doesn't need much more than that to conjure a lively world of canines, in which a green dog pilots a helicopter over a tree, two blue dogs play paddleball on top of a blimp, and a pink poodle flirts with her dapper yellow acquaintance. The storytelling is specific, the artwork slightly surreal, and the total package nuanced--and often hilarious--enough to zoom readers through the pages.

Allegra Frank

The Snowy Day




written and illustrated by Ezra Jack Keats

1962

One condition--and opportunity--of a genre made for open, unformed minds is that it tends to focus on the fantastical. The Snowy Day is not that kind of book. This is a plainspoken chronicle of an ordinary day in an ordinary city, rendered in simple collaged art and language that feels as hushed, spare, and exquisite as a snow-dusted street. Peter wakes up, romps around in his red snowsuit, builds a snowman, stashes a snowball in his pocket, and is confused when it disappears. The book, written in the midst of the civil-rights movement, was one of the first full-color picture books to feature a Black child as the main character, but that's only part of what makes it special--The Snowy Day channels a child's ability to find wonder in the mundane. It is assured in its approach and respectful of its young audience. Sometimes real life is fantastical enough.

Ellen Cushing

Where the Wild Things Are




written and illustrated by Maurice Sendak

1963

Max has been bad: He menaced the dog and threatened his mom, and so he is sent to bed without dinner. "That very night in Max's room a forest grew," Sendak writes, and suddenly we are off in a tantrum-driven fantasia, the most memorable of the author's feral tales. A wild thing rises from the sea, flaunting its claws, but Max isn't scared. Here the bad boy is king, and the monsters can't take their eyes off him. Still, he is lonely, and he wants to be "where someone loved him." As in all of the best stories, there is no moral here, only a threat of punishment, a reprieve, and a promise: that misbehaving children are still loved. When he wakes from his dream, Max sees that his mother has brought him dinner after all--milk, soup, and a fat slice of cake.

Honor Jones

A Baby Sister for Frances




by Russell Hoban, illustrated by Lillian Hoban

1964

Hoban's six-book Frances series--published from 1960 to 1970 and illustrated first by Garth Williams and then by the author's wife, Lillian Hoban--portrays a sweetly schlumpy family of badgers to love and learn from. They model a crucial secret to transforming parent-child interaction: Don't badger. When navigating trouble, encourage playful imagination instead. Mother and Father, low-key pros with a quiet sense of humor, are abetted by (and abet) their spirited firstborn, Frances. Her go-to habit when she confronts a problem (in this case, being sidelined by a baby sister's arrival) is to rhyme her way out of it in funny verses. Big sisters better not sulk under the dining room table, she's soon singing, "because everybody misses them / And wants to hug-and-kisses them." She's not quite pleased with that last rhyme. Her parents "like it fine." The family cuddle is adorable. You'll never think of the word badger (skunklike, needling) the same way again.

Ann Hulbert

Fortunately




written and illustrated by Remy Charlip

1964

Ned is trying to get to a surprise party, but his fortunes keep flipping back and forth between luck and disaster. When he falls into shark-infested waters, for example, he swims away easily--then finds himself in front of a pack of hungry tigers. Fortunately is a crowd-pleasing romp full of hilarious twists; it also serves as a helpful reminder that, even when things seem like they can't get any worse, there may be a pleasant surprise waiting just around the corner.

Minh Le

Sylvester and the Magic Pebble




written and illustrated by William Steig

1969

Sylvester is a donkey who--in a moment of desperation--uses a magic pebble to turn himself into a rock. Then, alas, he is incapable of undoing his wish. Sylvester's parents end up picnicking on the boulder that is their son, wishing he was there with them. And, in one of the most piercing, intuitive moments in children's literature, Sylvester calls out to his parents, "Mother! Father! It's me, Sylvester, I'm right here." Steig's tale of being lost and found is funny, unpredictable, and moving.

Kate DiCamillo

The Very Hungry Caterpillar




written and illustrated by Eric Carle

1969

I have long argued, only somewhat jokingly, that Carle's magnum opus functions best as a paean to the healing properties of salad. A tired, hungry caterpillar wakes up one morning with an insatiable appetite, and munches through every kind of cuisine imaginable, leaving behind literal holes in the pages. It's a never-ending delight to plough, with the caterpillar, through all of the food he eats: salami, a lollipop, cherry pie, sausage, a cupcake, watermelon. His massive stomachache is inevitable. But something manages to soothe our engorged friend: a simple dinner of one green leaf. Carle takes advantage of a natural twist ending to wrap things up, and our chubby little caterpillar becomes a big, beautiful butterfly.

David Sims

Frog and Toad Are Friends




written and illustrated by Arnold Lobel

1970

This book is termed an "easy reader," but in truth, it is poetry. Lobel's introduction to his beloved woodland pair, whose many books of adventure have endured for more than 50 years, is a lyrical meditation on the joys and challenges of friendship. It is wonderful to read aloud, and wonderful to hear--again and again and again.

Kate DiCamillo

George and Martha




written and illustrated by James Marshall

1972

When Marshall created the well-meaning but bumbling hippos George and Martha in the early 1970s, he named them not after the first U.S. president and his wife but rather in tribute to the vicious marital antagonists of Edward Albee's Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?. His hippos are much sweeter, but their stories are all about conflict between two best friends, evinced by examples children can understand: Martha is furious when George is too busy to see her; George thinks Martha looks in the mirror too much. Their relationship persists across seven books and through all of their farcical minidramas because, as George says, friends "always look on the bright side and they always cheer you up."

Sophie Gilbert

Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day




by Judith Viorst, illustrated by Ray Cruz

1972

This title is not an overstatement. Alexander does, in fact, suffer a long series of indignities: gum in his hair, no toy in his cereal box, no dessert in his lunch box, lima beans for dinner. You can hear his frustration in Viorst's narration, and see it in Cruz's black-and-white illustrations--Alexander's folded arms and scowl on the first page and his mouth-wide-open yelp midway through the story are particularly vivid. What makes this book transcend other children's stories about bad moods and bad days is that it takes a Seinfeld-ian, "no hugging, no learning" approach to Alexander's unhappiness. Our hero is still ranting as he goes to bed. (His night-light burned out! He bit his tongue!) We don't see him cheer up or look on the bright side. Instead, we close with a bit of clear-eyed, motherly commentary: Some days are just bad. The end.

Eleanor Barkhorn

Where the Sidewalk Ends




written and illustrated by Shel Silverstein

1974

Silverstein is almost certainly the only author on this list who at one point lived in the Playboy Mansion. He was a weirdo and a hedonist and a goof--who better to capture a child's predilections? In this collection of poetry, accompanied by scribbly illustrations, he steps into a universe where rules are meant to be broken and lessons are not always learned. This is a place where a plunger can be a very fetching hat, and a little girl can eat an entire whale if she just tries her best for as long as it takes (89 years, as it turns out). Where the Sidewalk Ends is genuinely funny, sometimes darkly so, and profoundly imaginative--the product of a singular mind.

Ellen Cushing

Cars and Trucks and Things That Go




written and illustrated by Richard Scarry

1974

The title, like Scarry's comic-strip-inflected illustrations, strikes a fast tempo. The vibrant cover is crowded with vehicles, and their animal drivers and passengers are in a hurry. Now open the oversize book, big enough to cover two laps. You'll find yourselves hurtling along, too, tearing a page here and there in your rush. The eye-catching traffic streams left to right across both pages, as Ma, Pa, Penny, and Pickle Pig--stuffed into a red convertible VW bug--careen toward the beach for a picnic. A car shaped like an alligator, a five-seater pencil car, a broom-o-cycle, everything labeled: So silly, right? But the best part is pausing. The truck-obsessive in the family can bliss out on the road-construction array (rock crusher, tamper-downer, asphalt mixer, and lots more). In all the commotion, can you spot tiny Goldbug, cleverly hidden by Scarry? Only if you slow down. You'll also notice lots of other things that go (and don't).

Ann Hulbert

Strega Nona




written and illustrated by Tomie dePaola

1975

Oh, Strega Nona! No other witch in all of literature can compare to the one who stands, eyes closed and arms outstretched, like a maestro over her magic clay pot. DePaola offers much to adore: soft-brush earth tones; the reverence with which the villagers twirl their forkfuls of pasta; Big Anthony, that poor doofus; and of course all of that spaghetti, cresting across the pages in waves. But most of all I adore Strega Nona herself--a legend in watercolors, radiating confidence and good humor in the face of chaos. A bewitched pot is nice, but Strega Nona's serene self-satisfaction is the true magic.

Adrienne LaFrance

Rotten Ralph




by Jack Gantos, illustrated by Nicole Rubel

1976

Like all good cats, Ralph is a menace. He harasses his owner, Sarah--ruining her parties, cutting down tree branches she's swinging from--but, like all good cat owners, she loves him anyway. Rubel's wacky, Matisse-inspired illustrations show Ralph to be more human than pet. He sits upright in chairs, rides a bike, and catches birds with a net. Of course, Ralph is due for a comeuppance: When his behavior becomes too much for Sarah's parents, they purposely leave him behind at the circus. His journey back to Sarah is briefly harrowing. But it's a credit to Ralph--and to Gantos's lines--that once home, Ralph goes right back to his old, rotten ways, making him one of the few perfectly unrepentant antiheroes in children's literature.

Christina McCausland

Hippos Go Berserk!




written and illustrated by Sandra Boynton

1977

Hippos Go Berserk!, a sterling example of Boynton's comedic genius, has the subtitle "A wild counting story." "One hippo, all alone, calls two hippos on the phone," it begins, and each page introduces another attendee to a gathering being planned in real time, until 45 of them crowd an all-night cocktail party. Then come the visual gags: There's a hippo's version of Whistler's Mother, a hippo upside-down, and one guest, a classic spiky-furred grinning Boynton beastie, who consistently eludes the count. As the hippos gradually leave, little creature in tow, Berserk shows that even basic arithmetic can be an act of imagination, rather than rote repetition--and it cleverly reminds adult readers that the most familiar exercise can invite unexpected images into the mind.

Walt Hunter

I Really Want to See You, Grandma




written and illustrated by Taro Gomi

1979

Trains and buses are the building blocks of many children's imagination, and in I Really Want to See You, Grandma, this prolific writer and illustrator gets them exactly right: minimal detail, muted colors, irregular lines and shapes. These familiar conveyances are put to slapstick effect here, as Yumi and her grandmother go through a series of more and more desperate attempts to meet up. Gomi's tender story is so satisfying because as it celebrates intergenerational friendship, it sets up a pleasing symmetry between grandparent and grandchild. Their bond's thrilling, kinetic power is made clear by the climax: a joyous collision between Yumi on a scooter and Grandma on a motorbike.

Walt Hunter

Fairyland




written and illustrated by Gyo Fujikawa

1981

What you notice first about Fujikawa's illustrations is that they are equal parts stunning and sweet. My favorites are in this book (which, though out of print, can be found with a little luck online), along with Babies and Baby Animals, both from 1963, and Oh, What a Busy Day!, released in 1976. Every detail is meticulous: the wrinkle of fabric on a sleeping infant's nightgown, the blend of colors in a dusk sky, the sparkle of fireflies rising up across the page. Many of Fujikawa's illustrations are irresistibly cute, yes, but she also manages to capture the natural world as seen through the eyes of a curious and adventurous child: The trees are gigantic, the light is always changing, and wildflowers grow taller than your head. Fairyland is a story about actual fairies, but the title is also a good descriptor for the universe Fujikawa created through the beauty of her entire oeuvre.

Adrienne LaFrance

Miss Rumphius




written and illustrated by Barbara Cooney

1982

When this book opens, Alice Rumphius is a little girl with three goals: to visit faraway places, to live by the sea, and to make the world more beautiful. She accomplishes the first two without much trouble. The third, though, proves trickier. "The world is already pretty nice," she thinks. But later, Miss Rumphius spends a long season bedridden, and when she is finally well enough to go outside again, she sees the world anew. Eureka: She can plant flowers that turn her town's hillsides breathtaking shades of blue, purple, and pink. This book understands that suffering can clarify one's vision and purpose. The story closes with Miss Rumphius telling her great-niece that she, too, must make the world more beautiful, and the niece, echoing the uncertainty her aunt once felt, saying, "I do not know yet what that can be." It's a gorgeously bittersweet ending. We know she'll find her calling; we don't know what she'll have to go through to discover it.

Eleanor Barkhorn

Everett Anderson's Goodbye




by Lucille Clifton, illustrated by Ann Grifalconi

1983

Grief doesn't spare anyone--even children, especially children, whose open hearts and brand-new brains may be least equipped to deal with it. Everett Anderson's Goodbye uses Elisabeth Kubler-Ross's five stages of grief as the waypoints through which a young boy must pass in order to come to terms with his father's death. This is a useful book, but it isn't a didactic one: Clifton, a world-class poet, seems to be much less interested in instructing than in observing her young protagonist's emotions in all their contradiction and depth. Her story is simple yet evocative: Everett is sad; Everett is angry; Everett is confused. Everett cries big, fat saltwater-pearl tears and stares out the window. He fights with his mama. He dreams of his daddy.

Ellen Cushing

If You Give a Mouse a Cookie




by Laura Numeroff, illustrated by Felicia Bond

1985

A boy offers a mouse a chocolate-chip cookie. The mouse asks for some milk. From there, things devolve. The mouse would like a straw, and a napkin, and could he please have a tiny bed too? This story has endured for 40 years partly because it lets kids live the experience of having every impulse accommodated--and possibly because it gives them a taste of how parents feel about their constant demands. Numeroff's metaphor has been used to argue against welfare, and it's invoked in the 1990s thriller Air Force One as a reminder of why you shouldn't negotiate with terrorists. (Seriously.) But to interpret this book as a cautionary tale against giving anyone what they ask for does it a disservice. The enthusiastic mouse doesn't actually do anything bad. Rather than being a slippery slope to ruin, his story is as full circle and satisfying as a cookie.

Julie Beck

Annie Bananie




by Leah Komaiko, illustrated by Laura Cornell

1987

Until I reached the second grade, a girl named Sam was a major character in my tiny existence. She was one of my first best friends--and then that summer her family moved away, plucking her out of my life. I wish I'd had Annie Bananie. The book offers no explanations for why a pal might relocate, nor any promises that friendship lasts forever; it's just a kid's primal scream of betrayal. When the narrator learns that her friend, the titular Annie B., is leaving town, she's indignant--posing pointed theoretical questions such as "Do you think it's good / leaving your whole neighborhood?"--but also tender, aware that this particular girlboss, who makes her tickle bumblebees and tie her brother to a tree, will not be replaceable. Neither, she hopes, will she. "When you are in bed at night," she says, ending on a note both sweet and vaguely threatening, "remember ... you'll never ever ever never ever ever never find another friend like me. Will you?"

Faith Hill

Mirandy and Brother Wind




by Patricia C. McKissack, illustrated by Jerry Pinkney

1988

With its combination of rich watercolors and snappy dialect, McKissack's story, set in the rural southern community of Ridgetop, welcomes its readers with bombast and generosity. It's spring, which means the junior cakewalk is coming up--and Brother Wind is "high steppin'" his way into town. Mirandy's mom tells her that "whoever catch the Wind can make him do their bidding," so Mirandy hatches a plan: She'll find Brother Wind and make him her dance partner. "Can't nobody put shackles on Brother Wind, chile," her grandmother warns her, but she persists until she finally corners him in a barn. Yet in the end, after she hears some girls making fun of her friend Ezel, she picks him for the dance. And she surprises everyone in town when she and Ezel take the cake--with a little help from Brother Wind.

Maya Chung

The Talking Eggs




by Robert D. San Souci, illustrated by Jerry Pinkney

1989

The Talking Eggs is a retelling of a Creole folktale about a pair of polar-opposite sisters: kind, smart Blanche and shallow, cruel Rose. They separately encounter a mysterious old woman with enchanted eggs that reveal either treasures or nightmares; each sister gets what she deserves. San Souci, who in the course of his career adapted more than a dozen folktales from various cultures (Disney's Mulan comes from one of his books), tells this story in colloquial language that recalls the oral tradition it came from, making the book a pleasure to read aloud. But Pinkney's absorbing watercolor illustrations are the real treat. Every one is satisfyingly dense, though the most exciting pages feature the magical beings to whom the old woman introduces the sisters--chickens that sing like mockingbirds; rabbits dressed in finery, square-dancing in the moonlight.

Christina McCausland

The Mitten




written and illustrated by Jan Brett

1989

Brett's cozy adaptation of a Ukrainian folktale is an homage to craftsmanship. Little Nicki jumps onto the page, drawn fastidiously, in his handmade red hat and embroidered tunic. His baba, surrounded by skeins of dyed wool in front of a gorgeously painted fireplace, is knitting the white mittens Nicki has begged for, even though she knows he'll lose them if he drops them in the snow. Any adult can anticipate what happens next. Brett's detailed illustrations make the warm, snuggly, left-behind mitten irresistible. Soon she's depicting a menagerie of forest animals squeezing inside, and not a detail is omitted: See the hedgehog's individual spines poking out between stitches, for example. Baba's handiwork is so strong that even a bear wiggles his way in before a ferocious sneeze sends the mitten flying back home, abetting maybe the luckiest evasion of an "I told you so" in kids' literature.

Emma Sarappo

Tuesday




written and illustrated by David Wiesner

1991

This weird and wonderful picture book gives adults and children heaps of opportunities to be curious together. With essentially no text, Wiesner creates multiple engaging, rich storylines about bizarre occurrences happening on a Tuesday, all of which are brought together in the end. For me, this initially posed a challenge--what in the world are you supposed to do without words to read out loud?--but Tuesday actually inspires a collaborative reading experience, in which adult and child can co-create the backstory.

Dipesh Navsaria

Tar Beach




written and illustrated by Faith Ringgold

1991

Over more than half a century, Ringgold vividly captured the Black American experience in paintings, quilts, sculptures, costumes, and children's books. Her style was well-suited to this last genre; Tar Beach, Ringgold's first picture book, pops with an expansive color palette and unselfconscious illustrations that call to mind those found in elementary-school classrooms. The story, which follows the young Cassie as she pursues her dream of taking flight from her Harlem apartment, is similarly bold, and her adventure offers insight into the aspirations of working-class New Yorkers in the late 1930s. What really makes the book sing, though, are the quiltlike patterns that border each page, inviting readers to explore the rest of Ringgold's deep, moving body of work.

Allegra Frank

The Salamander Room




by Anne Mazer, illustrated by Steve Johnson and Lou Fancher

1991

When children stumble across any sort of delightful animal, they almost always want to bring it home. But many wild creatures have died in the loving hands of an unguided little one, and so I love The Salamander Room and think all parents should share this story with their kids. The book's gorgeous, soulful illustrations depict a salamander, a young boy, and the natural world he comes to know. When the boy's mom asks gentle questions focusing on the amphibian's needs, the reader's consciousness moves from the novelty of acquiring a pet to the responsibility of keeping that creature healthy and happy--which frequently means returning it to its place in a beautifully complex ecosystem.

Janell Cannon

Stellaluna




written and illustrated by Janell Cannon

1993

Cannon has said that she chose a baby bat to be the hero of her story because she hated to see the creatures "being misunderstood and mistreated by humans, out of fear." Cannon's astonishing pictures of wide-eyed Stellaluna are easy to love, but the bat is still in for a hard time: After she's separated from her mother, she falls into a nest full of baby birds and tries to adopt their ways--eating bugs instead of fruit, sleeping upright instead of upside down--because Mama Bird sternly tells her that batlike behavior is a bad influence. But when Stellaluna is reunited with her mother and fellow bats, her bird friends, who can't see at night, are the ones who don't quite fit in. The baby-animal cultural exchange teaches all of them the valuable lesson that "different" doesn't mean "wrong."

Julie Beck

Good Night, Gorilla




written and illustrated by Peggy Rathmann

1994

Sight gags abound in this classic goodnight book, which drops the calm and soothing mode of the genre in favor of the screamingly funny. After an utterly oblivious human security guard is hoodwinked by a clever zoo gorilla, a group of animals roam free behind his back--and end up snoozing in the guard's own bedroom. Children may identify gleefully with the quick-witted, adult-outsmarting gorilla, who leads a revolution against bedtime.

Dipesh Navsaria

Bark, George




written and illustrated by Jules Feiffer

1999

As a cartoonist for adults, Feiffer discovered pleasure in everyday haplessness; here, a parent's exasperation becomes a ticklish, surreal vision. Feiffer draws a puppy named George who, when commanded to bark, instead meows, oinks, or moos. A rubber-gloved vet investigates, pulling a cat, pig, and cow out of George's tiny body. His desperate mother, a dog who just wants to see her puppy be himself, is rewarded, finally, with an "Arf!" But Feiffer has one last punch line waiting for us. George opens his mouth, and out comes "Hello."

Gal Beckerman

Olivia




written and illustrated by Ian Falconer

2000

The titular piglet in Olivia gets up to a lot. She jumps rope, builds sandcastles, dances, runs, paints--and that's not even counting the things she has to do, such as brushing her teeth and taking a bath. Falconer's black, white, and red illustrations have so much life in them that they feel as if they could start moving at any moment. I remember being particularly transfixed by a spread involving 17 different outfits and tracing the outlines of a sweater and a gown with my sticky toddler finger. Olivia's energy and curiosity can wear people out (and sometimes she wears herself out), but she gets to explore her talents and ambitions with the security of knowing she's unconditionally loved.

Elise Hannum

Click, Clack, Moo: Cows That Type




by Doreen Cronin, illustrated by Betsy Lewin

2000

What parent doesn't empathize just a bit with Farmer Brown? He's simply trying to keep his livestock safe and fed when his cows get hold of a typewriter and start making demands. They want what? Electric blankets? The hens are cold too? But even if grown-ups sympathize with the management, this charmer of a book makes all of its readers feel solidarity with the chickens and cattle. When the barnyard crew strikes--no milk and no eggs until they get their blankets--they pull off probably the cutest possible unionization. Parents should just beware that the example can be contagious, and not only for the farm's ducks. Tooth brushing and bathing might be at risk.

Gal Beckerman

Beautiful Blackbird




written and illustrated by Ashley Bryan

2003

Stories adapted from traditional folktales generally come with a heavy-handed dose of moralizing that can feel preachy or dated or both. Beautiful Blackbird, based on a tale told by the Ila-speaking people of Zambia, skips lightly over those pitfalls through its skillful use of both pictures and words. Bryan's paper cutouts create brilliant tableaus that invite interaction: Find that bird, trace those outlines, point out the black lines and spots. Occasional exclamations beg to be shouted in concert, and rhyming dialogue heightens the fun. The book, now considered a classic, prefigured many later titles about respect, community, and Black pride. Like all of the best picture books, Beautiful Blackbird first entertains, then enlightens; it operates via a kind of osmosis that seeps from page to brain and, eventually, to the reader's heart.

Linda Sue Park

Michael Rosen's Sad Book




by Michael Rosen, illustrated by Quentin Blake

2004

Rosen--the author of the poem "Chocolate Cake," an indelible account of midnight treat-sneaking, and We're Going On a Bear Hunt, the definitive saga of going under, over, and through--deals here with deep, real-life sadness. His son Eddie died, and now sometimes he's sad even when he looks happy; other times, he writes, the sadness is "all over me," and he looks especially gloomy. There are moments when he wants to talk about losing Eddie, as well as times when he doesn't want to talk about it at all. His family won't ever be the same, and sometimes this makes him angry. But in this frank, unpretentious book, Rosen tries to find ways of being sad that aren't so painful. There are no silver linings here: Rosen will always miss his child, so all he can do is be honest. His straight-faced yet vulnerable account is something anyone whose sadness is "everywhere" can appreciate--even someone very young.

Emma Sarappo

Kitten's First Full Moon




written and illustrated by Kevin Henkes

2004

In black, white, and many shades of gray, this book turns on its head the idea that illustrations for children must be brightly colored. It will also introduce infant and toddler readers to the novelty of seeing a full moon that is forever seemingly just out of reach--and offer older children the satisfaction of predicting what Kitten will stumble into next. The narrative alternates between contemplative pauses and bursts of action, and I adore the way the certainty of the feline psyche collides with the reality of the world.

Dipesh Navsaria

Little Blue Truck




by Alice Schertle, illustrated by Jill McElmurry

2008

The most memorable aspect of this story, at least according to my own child, is the mud--which snares a busy, self-important dump truck first seen speeding past a toad, chicken, horse, sheep, and cow. The headstrong vehicle gets stuck in a pit and, having alienated the entire barnyard, cries out in vain for help. In drives the eponymous Little Blue Truck to save the day. Acting on his own, Little Blue Truck gets just as wedged in the mud, but Little Blue's animal friends come together to push. The diminutive toad turns out to be the hero, because his tiny contribution makes the difference. A chastened dump truck realizes that "a lot depends / on a helping hand / from a few good friends"--and learns to be especially grateful for the smallest of the bunch.

Walt Hunter

We Are in a Book!




written and illustrated by Mo Willems

2010

We begin in medias res, with a wink. You, reader, and Piggie the pig are in cahoots, although you may not yet know the particulars. Gerald the elephant, Piggie's dear friend, soon catches on: He and Piggie are being watched--and not just by any old snoop, but by you. We Are in a Book!, my household's favorite entry in Willems's Elephant & Piggie series, gleefully smashes through the fourth wall to show how words that sit humbly on the page can end up spurring a human to action. "I have a good idea!" Piggie says, realizing you're probably reading aloud. "I can make the reader say a word!" This is so magical that Gerald becomes distraught when he realizes that the book must end. But fear not: At the close, Piggie and Gerald come up with a solution that encourages the fun to continue.

Jen Balderama

Big Red Lollipop




by Rukhsana Khan, illustrated by Sophie Blackall

2010

Big Red Lollipop understands that life isn't always fair, and proves it by foregrounding the indignity of being the eldest child. Rubina knows that the invitation to her classmate's birthday party didn't come with a plus-one, and that bringing her annoying kid sister Sana, at her mother's insistence, will surely lead to ostracism. (It does, and the party invites dry up for a while.) Nor does it help that Sana is a real pill: She acts like a baby; she gobbles her own candy, then steals Rubina's share. But being a big sister isn't just about keeping score, Rubina realizes later. When Sana gets her own invitation, Ami proposes that Sana take even littler Maryam along. Rubina implores Ami to let her go alone. Her altruism pays off, eventually, when Sana becomes less of a terror and more of a friend.

Emma Sarappo

Marisol McDonald Doesn't Match




by Monica Brown, illustrated by Sara Palacios

2011

Marisol McDonald is a Peruvian, Scottish, and American girl who loves clashing patterns and peanut-butter-and-jelly burritos; she emphatically refuses to fit in any one category. Although her preferences are unconventional, this lovely book makes clear that Marisol's tendency toward "mismatching" is, in fact, her most enviable trait. The story, told simultaneously in English and Spanish, shows what can emerge when seemingly disparate cultures, backgrounds, and tastes blend together, just as they do in Marisol's family.

Allegra Frank

The Day the Crayons Quit




by Drew Daywalt, illustrated by Oliver Jeffers

2013

The Day the Crayons Quit is not just a book, but a piece of theater--it simply will not work unless you're ready to reach deep into your cache of silly voices and commit to the bit. The premise: An assortment of crayons with serious workplace grievances have left a stack of letters for their owner, Duncan. Red crayon is tired of working holidays. Purple, the neat freak, is affronted at being used to color outside the lines. Yellow and Orange are mired in interpersonal conflict. Pink has a gender-discrimation complaint. The reader's job is to take the visual cues--Red's sweaty brow, Pink's cross-armed pique--and summon the tone and diction to match. Do it right and you can expect a rapt audience (and perhaps a Tony Award in the mail).

Jen Balderama

Sam & Dave Dig a Hole




by Mac Barnett, illustrated by Jon Klassen

2014

Here is the essence of the picture book: Words telling one story, art telling another. The reader watches these boys tunnel deep into the Earth, hunting for--and just missing--something spectacular. Your view conjures the satisfying whole.

Jon Scieszka

Grandad's Island




written and illustrated by Benji Davies

2015

A child's imagination functions as both a means of self-protection and a way of explaining the incomprehensible. In this subtle parable, a boy pays a visit to his granddad's house, only to find him in the attic; quickly, they leave the room and its musty antiques behind for a massive ship, which whisks them both off to a tropical island--where Granddad decides he will stay forever. Davies's story is about death, but what makes it so memorable (along with its timeless but casual artistry) is that it can be interpreted on several levels. Even a child who knows nothing about mortality can intuit its theme of loss; even a mournful grown-up can relish its sense of adventure.

Boris Kachka

Last Stop on Market Street




by Matt de la Pena, illustrated by Christian Robinson

2015

Leaving church with Nana on a rainy day, CJ resists their Sunday routine of taking the bus to the soup kitchen where they volunteer. "How come we don't got a car?" he asks. Nana laughs off the question, then spends the ride pointing his attention to the people around them and the moments of connection they offer, encouraging him to enjoy the woman holding a jar of butterflies and the musician strumming his guitar. The bus, she's telling him, has plenty to offer on its own terms. By the end of the ride, CJ isn't focused on what he doesn't have: He's glad to inhabit the world he does.

Sarah Laskow

The Sound of Silence




by Katrina Goldsaito, illustrated by Julia Kuo

2016

A perfect book for a hyperstimulated world: Goldsaito's story, whose deep wisdom will linger long after you read it, follows a young boy searching a noisy city for the sound of silence. Imagine sitting down to a guided meditation led by Christopher Robin, and you'll begin to understand its quiet magic.

Minh Le

School's First Day of School




by Adam Rex, illustrated by Christian Robinson

2016

"I don't like school," a shy little girl whispers during her very first class. "Maybe it doesn't like you either," the school retorts, as frazzled and huffy as any new kid. By cleverly transferring all of the apprehension surrounding a new academic year onto a brand-new edifice (with an oddly expressive front door), Rex not only soothes first-day jitters but slyly introduces young children to a theory of mind. No one--not even a building, maybe--wants to be torn away from the familiar and bombarded by clamorous strangers. But after the bell rings, Frederick Douglass Elementary can't stop talking to the janitor about how much fun it was: One kid told a joke; there was a fun lesson about shapes; will the shy girl be back tomorrow? Maybe school isn't so bad after all, even for school.

Boris Kachka

Julian Is a Mermaid




written and illustrated by Jessica Love

2018

From Julian's vivid point of view, the imaginary blurs with the real. On the subway, inspired by a trio of glamorous mermaids, he imagines himself in an underwater expanse, where his puff of hair unfurls into a long mane and a school of fish give him a purple tail. At home, he chases this vision: Abuela's lacy curtains become his fins; her fern and flowers, his tresses. When Abuela finds him in full mermaid splendor, she's not pleased, and he tries to understand what he's done wrong. But her frown is about the state of her apartment, not Julian's dreams. She takes him to the beach to find a dazzling procession of sea life, evocative of Coney Island's annual, gender-bending Mermaid Parade. "Let's join them," Abuela says. Where a child might see only an enchanting party, an adult will recognize that she's showing Julian that the world has a place for him, whatever he wants to be.

Sarah Laskow

A Big Mooncake for Little Star




written and illustrated by Grace Lin

2018

Little Star's mom has made a delicious mooncake and set it aside in the sky. This treat is so scrumptious--so tempting, so absolutely irresistible--that Little Star, who's promised her mama she won't touch it, gets up in the night to have just a teeny bite. She gets away with it, so she's back again the next night, and the next, until the mooncake is whittled down to a half circle, and then a slim crescent, and then--oops. Once the whole thing is gone, Little Star and her mom need to bake a new one and hang it, whole and shining, among the stars. (One gets the sense, knowing that the moon will go through its phases all over again next month, that our protagonist hasn't learned her lesson.)

Emma Sarappo

Dreamers




written and illustrated by Yuyi Morales

2018

A mother and son cross into the United States, where they find their way to a library that turns their world Technicolor: "Books became our home," the mother notes, as they both learn English through reading. Dreamers, enlivened by dazzling images that combine acrylic paints and scanned photographs, is a picture book that is in part an ode to the power of picture books, told in swirling and poetic language. For Morales's characters, immigration opens up an entirely new life, and reading widens it even further.

Valerie Trapp

Birdsong




written and illustrated by Julie Flett

2019

Birdsong, a melancholy book of muted illustrations in which specks of white and pink represent the burst of spring flowers, is about change. Katherena must leave behind a place filled with family for a lonely house in the country, where she interacts with only her mother, her dog, and her elderly neighbor, Agnes. But Agnes becomes a steadfast friend, showing Katherena her garden and her pottery; in exchange, the girl shares her drawings and her Cree vocabulary with Agnes. (The book's brightest pages show off the gallery of pictures Katherena later hangs in the ailing Agnes's bedroom.) As the seasons shift, Katherena embraces her new home, even as she begins to understand that not everything can last forever.

Sarah Laskow

Lubna and Pebble




by Wendy Meddour, illustrated by Daniel Egneus

2019

In Meddour's understated, pleasingly illustrated tale, Lubna is going through something strange and scary: She and her family, now refugees, have had to leave their home behind. They arrive at a "World of Tents," where lonely Lubna finds a pebble on the beach that quickly becomes her primary confidant and a source of comfort, though she also meets and grows close to a boy named Amir. When Lubna's family finds out they'll be leaving the camp, Amir is distraught, so Lubna bravely gives her pebble to him. Meddour's story offers a child's view of a global crisis and reminds kids that friendship and tenderness can flourish even in frightening situations.

Maya Chung

Knight Owl




written and illustrated by Christopher Denise

2022

Owl has only ever had one wish, which is to be a knight. He's small but determined, so he applies to Knight School--and, shockingly, is accepted. Unlike his human classmates, he can't maneuver his sword or shield, and he keeps falling asleep in class. But one night, while he's serving on the Knight Night Watch, a dragon glides right up to his post on the castle wall. Owl is in danger of becoming a monster's snack--until he finds something else for the dragon to eat. Our hero still might not be big enough to wield a weapon, but he manages to pull off something no one else could: gathering his fellow knights and the local dragons for pizza. By bringing the kingdom's denizens together, Owl shows that there's more than one way to care for one's neighbors.

Maya Chung

The World Belonged to Us




by Jacqueline Woodson, illustrated by Leo Espinosa

2022

Summer's delights abound in Woodson's tribute to "Brooklyn in the summer not so long ago," when the end of school meant fun from dawn until dusk: jumping double Dutch, chasing down the ice-cream truck, building forts, exchanging stories. With help from Espinosa's exuberant illustrations of city stoops and the subway, Woodson keenly captures the sense of community, friendship, and, most important, potential within the joyful chaos of urban life. In New York City, she writes, "it was easy to believe that anything was possible when a guy from our block was good enough to play for the Mets and a girl from our block sang on a big stage in Manhattan." For now, though, these kids' most urgent task is having fun.

Maya Chung

Millie Fleur's Poison Garden




written and illustrated by Christy Mandin

2024

A witchy girl plants a fun, spooky garden at the edge of her new suburb, a cookie-cutter community that makes the standards of the most hidebound homeowners' association look like a free-for-all. Mandin's premise isn't wholly original (the Addams family comes to mind), nor is her message that we are all better off embracing bits of eccentricity. But in that fertile soil, Millie Fleur grows a vegetal menagerie--toothy, monstrous stalks of fantastic species including grumpy gilliflower, fanged fairy moss, sneezing stickyweed, and swampy inkcap--all rendered in an earthy yet somehow kaleidoscopic palette. On the closing spread, some gardening tips involving creepy real-life plants might help a child's dark fascination sprout into a lifelong habit.

Boris Kachka

I'm Sorry You Got Mad




by Kyle Lukoff, illustrated by Julie Kwon

2024

Jack knocked over Zoe's castle, but the best apology he can initially muster is a note scribbled with one word: "SORRY." His teacher, Ms. Rice, is unimpressed; she asks him to try again. So we turn the page and see Jack's next attempt: "SORRY ZOE." Not good enough, Ms. Rice says. Fine. Jack writes, "DEAR ZOE, I'M SORRY YOU GOT SO MAD!!!" (In the margins, from Ms. Rice: "Please try again.") Readers witness Jack gradually transform from a scribbling hothead into a compassionate and accountable playmate, as he learns a vital lesson applicable to children and grown-ups alike--how to truly make amends.

Valerie Trapp

Header illustrations by Elliot Kruszynski
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The Drink That Americans Won't Give Up Without a Fight

Coffee has almost no nutritional value and lots of substitutes. It's also, apparently, too important to lose.

by Ellen Cushing




Coffee is in trouble. Even before the United States imposed tariffs of 50 percent on Brazil and 20 percent on Vietnam--which together produce more than half of the world's coffee beans--other challenges, including climate-change-related fires, flooding, and droughts, had already forced up coffee prices globally. Today, all told, coffee in the U.S. is nearly 40 percent more expensive than it was a year ago. Futures for arabica coffee--the beans most people in the world drink--have increased by almost a dollar since July. And prices may well go up further: Tariffs have "destabilized an already volatile market," Sara Morrocchi, the CEO of the coffee consultancy Vuna, told me. This is a problem for the millions of people who grow and sell coffee around the world. It is also a problem for the people who rely on coffee for their base executive functioning--such a problem that Congress recently introduced a bipartisan bill to specifically protect coffee from Trump's tariffs.

Coffee is a bit of a funny place from which to start trying to legislate against import taxes. Many, many foods and drinks are currently being tariffed to outer space, but coffee has basically no nutritional value and plenty of functional substitutes--walk into any gas station and you will see a wall full of energy drinks in every flavor, color, and chemical composition. We do not need coffee.

But of course we need it. This is precisely why Ro Khanna--the Northern California Democrat who is sponsoring the bill along with Don Bacon, a Republican from Nebraska--introduced the No Coffee Tax Act, he told me. He had been talking a lot on cable news about the dangers posed by tariffs, but the message wasn't getting through. Coffee is a vivid and concrete way into a broader conversation about what import taxes actually do. "This is something that a lot of people have in their house," he said. "They've noticed that it's more expensive. The cost of coffee really matters to people." He pointed out that Americans have historically proved themselves willing to go to war over high taxes on what's in their mug in the morning, and that President Richard Nixon, when he imposed wide-ranging tariffs in 1971, exempted coffee.

Read: The quest to make the best worst cup of coffee

Coffee is fixed in our culture, our economy, our rituals, and our brain chemistry. It is the country's most consumed beverage aside from water, and its psychoactive ingredient, caffeine, is by far the most popular drug on Earth. On any given day, an American is likelier to drink coffee than they are to exercise, pray, or read for pleasure. The U.S. has more Starbucks locations than public libraries. Coffee gave us the Enlightenment, and insurance, and the most puissant bop of summer 2024. It is so crucial to the machinery of capitalism that many employers give it away, like pens or any other essential office supply. It is the only consumable I can think of that people regularly joke about dying without (which is funny because, again, it provides nothing our bodies actually need to live). It is the thing in a big carafe at every meeting, and on the menu at nearly every restaurant, and built into our language as a widely understood shorthand for "having a conversation with another person."

It is also a fascinating symbol of the interdependence, and the limitations, of an internationalized food system and the free-trading global order. "Coffee is a good way to think about how the world works," the author and food historian Augustine Sedgewick told me when I called him to chat about it. Aside from on a few comparatively tiny farms in Hawaii, California, and Puerto Rico, coffee doesn't grow in the United States: We cannot make the drink that we cannot live without. And though we expect coffee to be cheaply and abundantly available, its production is tremendously costly and difficult, even before tariffs.

Read: Capitalism's favorite drug

If human beings weren't so addicted to it, coffee would make no sense as a mass-produced crop. It prefers rocky soil and high altitudes, where "mechanization becomes very difficult," as Morrocchi put it; for that reason, coffee is typically picked by hand. After that, it is dried, hulled, cleaned, sorted, graded, and roasted--often by people making poverty wages, some of whom are children--before it is shipped around the world, and even then it is not yet ready to drink. Coffee is the driver of a great deal of work, but also the product of it. Eleven dollars is an awful lot to pay for a latte, but also not very much at all when you consider what goes into one. "We really have a really strange disjuncture," Sedgewick told me, "where coffee is both too cheap and way too expensive."

Sedgewick's excellent book Coffeeland traces coffee's centuries-long role in the exploitation of millions of workers in Central and South America and beyond; he knows more than anyone I've ever talked to about the historical problems with the beverage and the industry that produces it. But he's still human: He cherishes a well-made quad cappuccino--though, "at some point relatively recently," he told me, "that became a $10 drink." He has cut back, begrudgingly. He loves the caffeine, obviously ("I hate to work as much as anyone else"), but he also loves the ritual of it, the way it thrusts him out into the world in the morning.

Sedgewick stopped short of saying something such as Coffee brings us together, probably because that is a cliche, even if it is true. Everything he or you or I have ever eaten, we have eaten because someone--probably someone we will never meet--picked or processed or nurtured it, and then someone else prepared it. All food is the product of a colossal global apparatus designed to make pleasure and sustenance accessible; coffee, because it requires so much hands-on labor, is even more a product of it. Needing it makes us need other people. "Our lives depend on the lives of others," Sedgewick told me, whether they live a hemisphere away or work at the Starbucks down the block. A tariff is protectionism-- closing oneself off from the world. A cup of coffee is a reminder of how hard doing that actually is.



  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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America Is Sliding Toward Illiteracy

Declining standards and low expectations are destroying American education.

by Idrees Kahloon




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

The past decade may rank as one of the worst in the history of American education. It marks a stark reversal from what was once a hopeful story. At the start of the century, American students registered steady improvement in math and reading. Around 2013, this progress began to stall out, and then to backslide dramatically. What exactly went wrong? The decline began well before the pandemic, so COVID-era disruptions alone cannot explain it. Smartphones and social media probably account for some of the drop. But there's another explanation, albeit one that progressives in particular seem reluctant to countenance: a pervasive refusal to hold children to high standards.

We are now seeing what the lost decade in American education has wrought. By some measures, American students have regressed to a level not seen in 25 years or more. Test scores from NAEP, short for the National Assessment of Educational Progress, released this year show that 33 percent of eighth graders are reading at a level that is "below basic"--meaning that they struggle to follow the order of events in a passage or to even summarize its main idea. That is the highest share of students unable to meaningfully read since 1992. Among fourth graders, 40 percent are below basic in reading, the highest share since 2000. In 2024, the average score on the ACT, a popular college-admissions standardized test that is graded on a scale of 1 to 36, was 19.4--the worst average performance since the test was redesigned in 1990.

Read: The teen-disengagement crisis

American schoolchildren have given up almost all of the gains they achieved at the start of the century. These learning losses are not distributed equally. Across grades and subjects, the NAEP results show that the top tenth of students are doing roughly as well as they always have, whereas those at the bottom are doing worse. From 2000 to 2007, the bottom tenth of fourth graders in reading ability showed substantial improvement, before stagnating. But by 2024, those gains had been erased. In 49 out of the 50 states (all except Mississippi), the gap between the top tenth and the bottom tenth grew. Nat Malkus, of the American Enterprise Institute, has pointed out that this surging inequality has grown faster in America than in other developed countries. The upshot is grim: The bottom tenth of 13-year-olds, according to NAEP's long-term-trend data, are hitting lows in reading and math scores not seen since these tests began in 1971 and 1978, respectively.

A seemingly plausible culprit, and a familiar boogeyman for progressives, is insufficient spending. The problem with this tidy explanation is that it's not tethered to reality. School spending did not decline from 2012 to 2022. In fact, it increased significantly, even after adjusting for inflation, from $14,000 a student to more than $16,000.

Besides, America recently ran a very large natural experiment in dropping money on schools that, in a word, failed. During the pandemic, Congress appropriated a gargantuan sum of money, $190 billion, to ameliorate learning loss, most of it as part of the Biden administration's American Rescue Plan. (For scale, this is roughly the sum recently given to the Trump administration to fund its border wall and immigration-enforcement agenda.) States were given latitude to spend their funds as they saw fit, which, it seems, was a mistake. Instead of funding high-quality tutoring programs or other programs that benefited students, districts spent money for professional development or on capital expenditures such as replacing HVAC systems and obtaining electric buses. "The scientific term for this is that we didn't get jack shit out of that money," says Michael Petrilli, the president of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, an education-policy think tank. "There are some studies that can detect small impacts, but they're small. I think it's also fair to say that a lot of the money was wasted."

A more likely culprit for learning loss is smartphones. Jonathan Haidt, the social psychologist and author of The Anxious Generation, is the most prominent evangelist of this thesis. He argues that declining school performance and other worrying trends among Gen Z, such as the rise in anxiety, depression, and suicide, can be traced to the new "phone-based childhood." And his argument matches the time trend well. Smartphone ownership rocketed upwards around the time that American educational performance crested: In 2011, just 23 percent of teenagers had smartphones. By 2013--roughly the peak of American education--37 percent did. By 2015, 73 percent had access to one. And by 2018, that figure was 95 percent, where it remains today. Nearly half of teenagers say that they use the internet almost constantly. For parents, this explanation is also intuitive. You can apply your own experience of smartphone-induced self-sabotage to children (who do not have the biological benefit of a mature prefrontal cortex) and conclude that unregulated phone use is destructive to learning and creativity.

Gail Cornwall: What many parents miss about the phones-in-schools debate

But the smartphone thesis has a few weak spots. It's not just middle schoolers and high schoolers whose performance is declining; it's also kids in elementary school. Phone use has certainly increased among young children, but not to the ubiquitous proportions of adolescents. And even though smartphone use is almost universal, the learning losses have not been. High-achieving kids are doing roughly as well as they always have, while those at the bottom are seeing rapid losses. The thesis needs some elaboration to explain this dispersion pattern. Perhaps kids who have higher levels of executive functioning and impulse control (or are lucky enough to have parents who do) are better able to navigate the sea of distractions. At any rate, few broad social trends--whether the decline of marriage in America or the slow rate of productivity growth in Europe--are monocausal. It would be surprising if the decline in American education were.

An explanation that deserves equal consideration is what one might call the low-expectations theory. In short, schools have demanded less and less from students--who have responded, predictably, by giving less and less. The timing lines up here, too. Around the same time that smartphones were taking off, a counterrevolution was brewing against the old regime of No Child Left Behind, the George W. Bush-era law passed in 2002 that required schools to set high standards and measured school progress toward them through stringent testing requirements. Bush famously said that he wanted to tackle "the soft bigotry of low expectations," and there's real evidence that he did. As controversial as it was, No Child Left Behind coincided with increased school performance, especially for those at the bottom.

That's not to say the regime was perfect. The No Child Left Behind approach to struggling schools was largely punitive, including threats of mandatory restructuring for institutions that failed to meet targets. And expectations for progress rose higher and higher each year, ultimately seeding the demise of the law. Schools were supposed to have all their kids at grade level by 2014. But as this deadline approached, it became clear that schools would miss it. In 2012, the Obama administration began giving states waivers from the requirements. Then, in 2015, Congress passed the Every Student Succeeds Act, which returned responsibility for improving low-performing schools to the states. But according to Martin West, the academic dean of Harvard's education school, "most states have not been particularly ambitious in the design of those systems."

Low-expectations theory explains other trends that the smartphone thesis, by itself, does not. If the bar for grading and graduating were constant year over year, we would expect both to decline in line with student performance. Instead, we see the opposite. An ACT study found that the share of students getting A's in English rose from 48 percent in 2012 to 56 percent in 2022, even as their demonstrated mastery of the subject declined over that period. (The same is true of other subjects, including math, social studies, and science.) Over the same decade, high-school graduation rates improved from 80 to 87 percent despite objective declines in academic achievement.

Rose Horowitch: The perverse consequences of the easy A

If the incentives to learn decrease, children--just like adults--will respond to that. One in four students today is chronically absent, meaning that they miss more than a tenth of instructional days, a substantial increase from pre-pandemic averages. The past decade also marked a shift in concern among educators, toward equity and away from excellence. Elements of so-called equitable grading, which is supposed to be more resistant to bias than traditional grading, have taken off in American schools. Roughly 40 percent of middle-school teachers work in schools where there are no late penalties for coursework, no zeroes for missing coursework, and unlimited redos of tests.

What would it take to reverse America's educational declines? In good part because of Haidt's arguments that smartphones are both dulling and immiserating children, states are now instituting bans on smartphone use during the school day. If districts that ban smartphones see swifter improvements in academic outcomes than those that do not, that will provide solid evidence that Haidt was correct. But getting screens out of the classroom likely won't be enough to escape the malaise of the past decades. What lower expectations have inflicted in the past, only higher expectations in the future can remedy.

The experience of a few outlier states gives reason for optimism. Matthew Chingos and Kristin Blagg, two scholars at the Urban Institute, computed "demographically adjusted NAEP scores," examining how effective states are at educating kids after accounting for significant differences in socioeconomic status. Their analysis of the 2024 NAEP results found that Mississippi was best at educating kids in fourth-grade math, fourth-grade reading, and eighth-grade math. (In 2013, Mississippi was at the bottom of the unadjusted league table.) When I computed the correlation between these demographically adjusted scores and state spending, I found that there was none. If you're an underprivileged kid in America, you will, on average, get the best education not in rich Massachusetts but in poor Mississippi, where per-pupil spending is half as high.

This is a recent phenomenon. Some have called it the "Mississippi miracle" or--if you include relative outperformance in states such as Alabama, Louisiana, and Tennessee--the "southern surge." From 2013 to 2024, reading performance declined among fourth graders in 46 out of 50 states. In only two states, Mississippi and Louisiana, did they meaningfully improve.

A clear policy story is behind these improvements: imposing high standards while also giving schools the resources they needed to meet them. In 2013, Mississippi enacted a law requiring that third graders pass a literacy exam to be promoted to the next grade. It didn't just issue a mandate, though; it began screening kids for reading deficiencies, training instructors in how to teach reading better (by, among other things, emphasizing phonics), and hiring literacy coaches to work in the lowest-performing schools. Louisiana's improvements came about after a similar policy cocktail was administered, starting in 2021. And this outperformance might continue in the future: The state recently reported that the number of kindergartners reading at grade level more than doubled in the past academic year--rising from 28 percent to 61 percent.

The "Mississippi miracle" should force a reckoning in less successful states and, ideally, a good deal of imitation. But for Democrats, who pride themselves on belonging to the party of education, these results may be awkward to process. Not only are the southern states that are registering the greatest improvements in learning run by Republicans, but also their teachers are among the least unionized in the country. And these red states are leaning into phonics-based, "science of reading" approaches to teaching literacy, while Democratic-run states such as New York, New Jersey, and Illinois have been painfully slow to adopt them, in some cases hanging on to other pedagogical approaches with little evidentiary basis. "The same people who are absolutely outraged about what" Robert F. Kennedy Jr. "is doing on vaccines are untroubled by just ignoring science when it comes to literacy," Andrew Rotherham, a co-founder of the education-focused nonprofit Bellwether, told me.

Some promising educational reforms, moreover, seem to brush up uncomfortably against liberal political priors. Progressive Democrats, for instance, still regard charter schools with suspicion and tend to fight to cap their number. But in a lot of places, that only hinders the equity these people profess to care about: High-performing charter networks in American cities have registered serious improvements in learning for some of the most disadvantaged children in the country. These have been verified through several lottery studies, comparing students who got into those schools with those who didn't based on random chance alone, which is the gold standard for policy research. Another evidence-supported reform that upsets teachers' unions, and their partners in the Democratic Party, is merit-based pay. We could "move to a system where teachers are rewarded based on their performance, not just a simple salary matrix, especially early in their careers," says Jim Wyckoff, an education-policy professor at the University of Virginia, citing success with the policy in Washington, D.C.

The economic costs already incurred by declining academic achievement are immense. Eric Hanushek, an education economist at the Hoover Institution, calculated that recent students will earn 7.7 percent less over their lifetime than they would have had they graduated at the time of peak educational performance. And because learning lost today means forgoing growth for decades in the future, Hanushek calculates that GDP will be 6 percent lower for the remainder of the century than if scores had stayed level. (This adds up to the modest sum of $90 trillion in present-day dollars).

Listen: Bring back high-stakes school testing

One optimistic theory is that artificial-intelligence tools, which will only grow more powerful over the coming decades, will correct for this economic catastrophe by letting everyone externalize their thinking to superintelligent computer programs. The once-ironclad relationship between schooling quality and earnings might break down just in time, a somewhat literal deus ex machina. Hanushek thinks that is too rosy, though. In fact, the opposite might occur: "If we look at all the inventions in the past," he told me, "they're complementary to the high-skilled people and substitutes for low-skilled people."

In 1983, after another sustained decline in academic performance, a government commission released a landmark report titled "A Nation at Risk." The authors argued that "the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people," because America had "squandered the gains in student achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik challenge." You could make a similar argument today as great-power competition between America and China intensifies.

America's scientific and technological hegemony is being seriously challenged, and China already leads in industries such as electric-vehicle production and solar-cell manufacturing. In the industries where America still leads, much technical prowess is owed to immigration policies that have attracted the brightest and most ambitious from around the world and to the research universities that train them. The Trump administration is pursuing a policy of browbeating these universities and of restricting visas, including for high-skilled workers--turning away talent amid an international talent war. The idea is that students in America today, and not those educated elsewhere, will be the labor force holding up the economy. That bet--like America's students--may be mathematically unsound.
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America Needs a Mass Movement--Now

Without one, America may sink into autocracy for decades.<strong> </strong>

by David Brooks




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

Other peoples have risen. Other peoples have risen up to defend their rights, their dignity, and their democracies. In the past 50 years, they've done it in Poland, South Africa, Lebanon, South Korea, Ukraine, East Timor, Serbia, Madagascar, Nepal, and elsewhere.

In the early 1970s, for instance, the democratically elected leader of the Philippines, Ferdinand Marcos, tried to centralize power in his own hands. Students rose up: A clash between them and police left six protesters dead. Transit workers went on strike, followed by joint student-worker demonstrations. Marcos countered by declaring martial law. Led by Cardinal Jaime Sin, the archbishop of Manila, Catholics arose to resist.

In 1983, Marcos's key opponent, Benigno Aquino, was assassinated. Marcos banned TV coverage of Aquino's funeral. But 2 million mourners showed up for what turned into an 11-hour rally against the regime. The middle and professional classes then joined the protesters. The Manila business community held weekly demonstrations. The following year, there was a general workers' strike. After Marcos stole the next election, members of the armed forces began to mutiny. Millions of ordinary citizens marched to defend them. The Reagan administration threatened to cut off aid to the regime. By early 1986, Marcos and his family had no choice: They fled the country. It had taken more than a decade, but the people had defeated the autocrat.

Such uprisings are not rare. For their 2011 book, Why Civil Resistance Works, the political scientists Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan looked at 323 resistance movements from 1900 to 2006, including more than 100 nonviolent resistance campaigns. What Chenoweth and Stephan showed is that citizens are not powerless; they have many ways to defend democracy.

For the United States, the question of the decade is: Why hasn't a resistance movement materialized here? The second Trump administration has flouted court decisions in a third of all rulings against it, according to The Washington Post. It operates as a national extortion racket, using federal power to control the inner workings of universities, law firms, and corporations. It has thoroughly politicized the Justice Department, launching a series of partisan investigations against its political foes. It has turned ICE into a massive paramilitary organization with apparently unconstrained powers. It has treated the Constitution with disdain, assaulted democratic norms and diminished democratic freedoms, and put military vehicles and soldiers on the streets of the capital. It embraces the optics of fascism, and flaunts its autocratic aspirations.

I am not one of those who believe that Donald Trump has already turned America into a dictatorship. Yet the crossing-over from freedom into authoritarianism may be marked not by a single dramatic event but by the slow corrosion of our ruling institutions--and that corrosion is well under way. For 250 years, the essence of America's democratic system, drawing on thinkers going back to Cicero and Cato, has been that no one is above the law. Public officials' first duty is to put the law before the satisfaction of their own selfish impulses. That concept is alien to Trump.

Although Trump's actions across these various spheres may seem like separate policies, they are part of one project: creating a savage war of all against all and then using the presidency to profit and gain power from it. Trumpism can also be seen as a multipronged effort to amputate the higher elements of the human spirit--learning, compassion, science, the pursuit of justice--and supplant those virtues with greed, retribution, ego, appetite. Trumpism is an attempt to make the world a playground for the rich and ruthless, so it seeks to dissolve the sinews of moral and legal restraint that make civilization decent.

If you think Trumpism will simply end in three years, you are naive. Left unopposed, global populism of the sort Trumpism represents could dominate for a generation. This could be the rest of our lives, and our children's, too.

So why are we doing so little? Are we just going to stand in passive witness to the degradation of our democracy?

By this past spring, Trump's actions had become so egregious that I concluded that the time for a mass civic uprising had arrived. On April 17, I published a column in The New York Times arguing that all sectors of America needed to band together to create an interconnected resistance coalition.

That column got an enormous amount of attention and support. For a moment, I thought the mass civic uprising I was hoping for was at hand. So where is it? Yes, there were the (very good) "No Kings" rallies in June. And yes, groups such as Indivisible continue to organize conventional progressives. But for the most part, a miasma of passivity seems to have swept over the anti-Trump ranks. Institution after institution cuts deals with the Trump-administration extortion racket. In private, business leaders will complain about the damage Trump is doing--but in public, they are lying low. University presidents were galvanized by Harvard's initial decision to stand up for itself, but many other schools (including now possibly Harvard) have agreed to pay what are in effect compulsory bribes to the Trump administration.

We all understand the first reason many people and institutions have remained quiet: intimidation. Leaders say, If I speak out, it will cost my organization millions. Acquiescence to the government begins to seem prudent. So instead of a mass movement, we have separate institutions each drawing up a self-preservation strategy. In the absence of a broad social movement to support and protect them, leaders all face the same collective-action problem: If I stand alone, I'll be crushed.

The problem with this strategy is that it allows dominance to become a habit. Bullies who go unresisted keep on dominating. Submission becomes a habit too. One way to tell if you're living in an autocracy is by asking this question: Do people feel free to express their dissent? All around me, I see civic leaders not saying what's really on their mind. And over time, self-censorship can lead to internal spiritual and moral collapse. When Trump initially defeated the GOP establishment a decade ago, the conquered went along only grudgingly, maintaining their capacity to be privately appalled by him. But over the years, acquiescence appears to have bled inward--and before long, they were conquered on the inside, too. They have become the very people who, not so long ago, they professed to be appalled by.

But a second reason people are quiescent is that they don't understand the fight we are in. They're still thinking in conventional political terms. This crisis is not about election cycles. It's about historical tides. Every so often, a political-cultural-social tide sweeps the world, leaving everything rearranged in its wake. Two hundred and fifty years ago, the democratic tide swept across the West, producing the American and French Revolutions and eventually the democratic revolts of 1848. The totalitarian tide of the early 20th century produced revolutions in Russia, Germany, and China. The 1960s gave us the tide of liberation, which produced the decolonization movements, the civil-rights movement, and the feminist movement. The neoliberal revolution of the 1980s and '90s produced Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher in the West and Deng Xiaoping and Mikhail Gorbachev in the East. Since 2010 or so, the tide of global populism has risen, a movement that has brought us not just Trump, but Viktor Orban, Narendra Modi, the revanchist version of Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, and Brexit. Drowning in this historic tide, conventional parties and politicians, whose time horizon doesn't stretch past the next election, are hapless. Conventional politicians don't have the vision or power to reverse a historical tide. Chuck Schumer is not going to save us.

Trumpism, like populism, is more than a set of policies--it's a culture. Trump offers people a sense of belonging, an identity, status, self-respect, and a comprehensive political ethic. Populists are not trying to pass this or that law; they are altering the climate of the age. And Democrats think they can fight that by offering some tax credits?

To beat a social movement, you must build a counter social movement. And to do that, you need a different narrative about where we are and where we should be heading, a different set of values dictating what is admirable and what is disgraceful. If we fail to build such a movement, authoritarian strongmen around the globe will dominate indefinitely.

Will enough Americans rise up to reverse the tide of populist authoritarianism? The Filipinos did it under Marcos. One morning the autocrats woke up and were no longer in control; the marchers were. That needs to happen here.

Adrienne LaFrance: A ticking clock on American freedom

When we think of social movements, we think of rallies, protests, marches. But those tend to come at the tail end of a social movement. Rallies and marches are pointless if they are not done on behalf of an overarching ideal.

Historical tides shift when there is a shift in values. A group of thinkers conceives a new social vision, and eventually, a social and political movement coalesces around it. John Locke and other Enlightenment thinkers came up with the ideas that made the Declaration of Independence and thus the Revolution possible. In 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels created the vision for what became the Communist revolutions of the 20th century. Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman, and William F. Buckley Jr., among others, created the vision for what became the Reagan Revolution.

What became Trumpian populism drew on older movements--such as the anti-immigrant Know-Nothing party of the 19th century and the isolationist America Firsters of the 20th--and then coalesced over the past eight decades, in the writings of people such as Albert Jay Nock, James Burnham, Sam Francis, Pat Buchanan, and Christopher Lasch. Lasch's 1995 book, The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy, is to MAGA what Marx was to Lenin. Almost everything that Trump and J. D. Vance are saying today was said first by Lasch 30 years ago: The establishment betrayed the people and created a culture that makes the working class feel like strangers in their own land.

About a decade ago, I stopped by the desk of a young man named James Hitchcock, who was then my brilliant and generally wonderful editorial assistant at the Times. The Revolt of the Elites was lying on his desk. How odd, I thought, that James would be reading a 20-year-old book of social criticism. I failed to see this for the early warning it was: James is now a speechwriter for Vance. The vice president channels Lasch, and millions of Americans who have never heard of the late historian resonate with the critique he laid out 30 years ago.

With his intuitive genius for recognizing what will inflame and divide, Trump has deepened the Laschian critique by repeatedly telling the people that their democracy has been usurped by a permanent ruling class of educated elites. Every day, he launches initiatives to remind people that he is waging an existential class struggle on their behalf against the elites: Trump against Harvard, Trump against the Washington bureaucrats, Trump against the law firms, Trump against the mainstream media.

This narrative has been persuasive to millions of Americans. Since Trump first declared his candidacy in 2015, some 1,400 American counties have moved in a more Republican direction, while fewer than 60 have moved in a more Democratic direction. Trump used this narrative to build a multiracial working-class coalition; a fifth of all Trump voters in 2024 were people of color.

How can those who oppose Trumpism construct a more accurate and compelling narrative?

The first step is to capitalize on the weaknesses at the core of the MAGA narrative. For 250 years, the American idea has been partly rooted in the notion that we are not like class-riven European nations. Our ancestors left that behind to build a nation where all people would have a fair chance. We rejected the politics of class conflict and built a country around social mobility--the idea that the poor kid today could be the rich executive tomorrow.

"It was a spiritual wind that drove the Americans irresistibly ahead from the beginning," the Italian writer Luigi Barzini Jr. observed, and Abraham Lincoln declared, "I hold the value of life is to improve one's condition." This gospel of social mobility gives Americans a sense of purpose and direction. Social mobility also reduces class conflict, because where you are today is not necessarily where you'll be tomorrow.

The traditional American story is built on hope and possibility. The MAGA story is built on menace and threat. The traditional American story embraces risk. The MAGA story clings to security. For most Americans across our history, utopia has lain in the future; for Trumpian populists, utopia lies in the past. The traditional American mindset is premised on the possibility of limitless growth that can be widely shared; the populist mindset assumes that everything is a zero-sum competition.

The story Trump tells isn't truly American; in fact, his story is the one Russian nationalists tell: The good people of the heartland are under threat from foreigners and urban modernizers; I will protect you. If the representative American images were once the covered wagon or the car, today's representative MAGA image is a wall.

Americans will eventually reject MAGA, not only because it's like a foreign implant in the body politic but also because over time, it will become clearer that Trump's ethos doesn't address the real problems plaguing his working-class supporters: poor health outcomes, poor educational outcomes, low levels of social capital, low levels of investment in their communities, and weak economic growth. The Trumpists focus on their civil war against the elites--hurting Harvard, hurting USAID, hurting the National Institutes of Health. Cutting off public broadcasting may be emotionally satisfying in an own-the-libs kind of way, but how does this help the working class? Trump's biggest legislative achievement is a tax cut for the rich. How does that help the working class?

The second task is to construct a vision of America that is more inspiring than MAGA's. Roughly 125 years ago, when the Declaration was half as old as it is now, America was struggling to cope with the Industrial Revolution. The 1880s witnessed the vicious depression of 1882-85, massive political corruption, astounding concentrations of corporate power, huge inequality, and lynchings and other racial terrorism. Americans responded by building the Populist Progressive movement.

Today, populists and progressives generally occupy opposing political parties. But as Richard Hofstadter noted in his classic The Age of Reform, at the turn of the 20th century Populists and Progressives formed an alliance. The Progressives of that era, then as now, were concentrated in the highly educated neighborhoods of big cities. The Populists, then as now, were concentrated in the smaller towns of the Midwest and the South. But both the Progressives and the Populists wanted to help those who were being ground down by industrialization. Both emphasized moral reform, personal responsibility, and character formation. Both believed in using government to reduce inequality and expand opportunity. Populists and Progressives worked hard to keep rural and urban insurgencies in harmony. Together, they built big things--the antitrust movement, the FDA, the Forest Service, the Federal Reserve.

Populists and Progressives needed each other--and still do. Without populists, progressives can turn into a bunch of affluent, out-of-touch urbanites who have little in common with regular Americans. Without progressives, populists can turn into anti-intellectual, paranoid bigots. The progressive valorizing of cultural diversity is balanced by populists' emphasis on cultural cohesion.

Americans of the Populist Progressive era were struggling to cope with the rise of the Industrial Age; today, we are struggling to cope with the rise of the Information Age. Then as now, we are trying to adapt traditional American ideals to novel circumstances. The wisdom that drove the Populists and Progressives can serve as a useful guide for today. The Populist Progressive movement made social mobility--the American dream--the core of its vision, and it launched a crusade against the concentration of corporate power that was crushing economic and social mobility.

The Progressives and Populists of that era also intuited something that psychological research would validate decades later: If people are to thrive, and to take productive risks, they need secure foundations from which to operate. Populists are good at thinking about how to build a secure container--a stable family, safe neighborhoods, strong national borders, shared moral values. Progressives are good at using government to widen opportunity--expanding educational opportunities, using industrial policy to invest in areas left behind, building housing so that people can move from one place to another. Both populists and progressives have an interest in reforming the institutions that Americans have lost faith in--universities, Congress, corporations, the meritocracy, the Silicon Valley technocracy.

The old Populist Progressive alliance was economically left, socially center right, and hell-bent on reform. A contemporary version of this alliance would likely turn out to be the same. This has the benefit of scrambling outdated 20th-century categories of left and right, and could help promote the notion that we are one nation, culturally cohesive but economically and demographically diverse. It rejects the Trumpian idea that we are sentenced to an endless class or culture war.

The third task, of course, is to actually build the movement around the vision. Social movements are bigger than political parties, and focused on more than just passing bills in Congress. They push for change on civic, cultural, institutional, and legislative fronts all at once. They change the climate of the age.

Successful social movements find ways to build civic power. Authoritarians seek to divide and isolate their opponents to prevent collective action, so the mere act of organizing a coalition creates power. Individuals may be powerless, but groups are not.

Successful movements are microcosms of the society they hope to create. An anti-MAGA movement would have to be a cross-class movement, one that joined members of the educated class with members of the working class, shrinking the social chasms that gave rise to populism in the first place.

Successful movements mobilize the people who already agree with them--but they also focus on persuading those who don't. Occasionally you'll hear a Democratic politician say they are going to "fight" for their side. Much of the time, that just means the politician is going to say what their base already believes, only at a higher volume. That's mostly useless. Large anti-Trump rallies attended exclusively by NPR listeners in blue cities do not impress rural voters.

Successful movements create civic power by increasing social tension. Through marches, bus boycotts, and lunch-counter sit-ins, the civil-rights movement created tension that threw sand in the gears of white supremacy. Saul Alinsky, the influential community organizer, used to argue that power is not what you have; it's what your opponents think you have. In the 2010s, the Tea Party movement, though small in numbers, ratcheted up the tension on establishment Republicans, convincing them that resisting Tea Party goals would be costly.

A successful anti-MAGA movement must start by winning some achievable, concrete victory--halting this specific attack on democracy or that specific Trump program--and building from there. It must bring people from fear and stasis to hope and momentum.




The principal goal of a social movement is to shift public sentiment, to change what people find admirable and what they find disgraceful. To this end, people are persuaded less by arguments than by stories. Today, Trump dominates the narrative landscape. During his Apprentice days, as the journalist Tina Brown has pointed out on her Substack, he learned that Americans have at most a two-week attention span, so to control the conversation, you need to stage a series of two-week mini-dramas, each with high-stakes confrontations and surprises.

To counter this, an anti-populist social movement must create a competing cascade of mini-dramas. Every day, the Trump administration's statements and actions provide abundant material for such drama. In July, for instance, we learned that the administration was going to incinerate 500 tons of emergency food aid because the administration was too callous and incompetent to distribute it to starving people. An effective social movement would shove that story in everybody's faces repeatedly.

Read: The Trump administration is about to incinerate 500 tons of emergency food

Successful social movements create heroes. Civil-rights leaders understood that Rosa Parks was the perfect person to build the Montgomery bus boycott around, because she was petite, devout, outwardly mild-mannered, and deeply respected in the community. But social movements also need to create villains. For the American Founders, that was King George III. For the civil-rights movement, they were people like Bull Connor, Orval Faubus, and George Wallace. The final of Alinsky's 13 "Rules for Radicals" was: Pick the target, freeze it, personalize it, and polarize it. Another (the fifth one) was: Ridicule is man's most potent weapon.

The most effective form of communication for a social movement is action. Actions create events that tell stories. Gene Sharp, a political scientist who studied nonviolent resistance, compiled a list of 198 different actions that social movements can take to raise consciousness, including boycotts, walkouts, strikes, marches, street theater, civil disobedience, and mass petitions. In America today, local groups have already formed to support immigrants, document deportations, and turn each one into a mini-drama.

Will it ever come time for Americans to do what their 1770s predecessors did, and take up arms against a despotic and unjust regime? That's not realistic or even worth thinking about. Nonviolent uprisings are twice as likely to succeed as violent ones, according to Chenoweth and Stephan's research. Peaceful uprisings earn moral authority for themselves and take it away from the regime. When nonviolent protesters confront the regime, they can come across as brave, self-disciplined, and dignified. When regimes retaliate against nonviolent protesters with fire hoses or rubber bullets or tear gas, they come across as ruthless and malevolent.

Nonviolent protests put authoritarian regimes in a lose-lose situation: Either cede the streets to the protesters, or crack down in ways that weaken your legitimacy. If a movement seeks only to please its own radicals, it fails. If it uses action to change the narrative and persuade the mainstream, it has a good chance of success.

The American spirit was given political expression 250 years ago by the signers of the Declaration. That spirit was perhaps best expressed by Walt Whitman, who wrote that American democracy is "life's gymnasium," one that produced "freedom's athletes." What Whitman feared was "inertness and fossilism"--the possibility that America would stagnate, or build walls around itself, or walls through the middle of itself that divided the people. He admired energy. "I hail with joy the oceanic, variegated, intense practical energy, the demand for facts, even the business materialism of the current age," he wrote in Democratic Vistas.

We have traveled a long way from Whitman's hymns of vigor and hope. But the spirit of the country, although perhaps dormant, still lives. Trumpism is ascendant now, but history shows that America cycles through a process of rupture and repair, suffering and reinvention. This process has a familiar sequence. Cultural and intellectual change comes first--a new vision. Social movements come second. Political change comes last.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "The Rising." 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 Last Days of the Pentagon Press Corps

I've been evicted from a building I've covered for 18 years. I'll keep doing my job anyway.

by Nancy A. Youssef




The first person I saw when I walked into the Pentagon for the final time was Jimmy. I don't even know his last name, but I know his story. Before he started work at the labyrinthine headquarters of America's armed forces, he was a medic with the Marines. For the past 21 years, he has been a building police officer and an unofficial, affable greeter. Jimmy only told me about his military career in 2021, the morning after 13 troops were killed in a suicide bombing at the entrance of the Kabul airport amid the chaotic U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan. Everyone talked about the 11 Marines killed that day, but Jimmy remembered the one Navy corpsman among them, a medic who, like him, had been assigned to travel with the unit, just in case.



For nearly two decades, Jimmy stood guard beside two large mosaics showing the faces of the nearly 3,000 people killed in the September 11, 2001, attacks. The displays came down during the pandemic, a symbol of a nation that had moved on from the War on Terror and was beginning to focus on new threats. Last month, President Donald Trump told troops that the country's adversary was "the enemy within."



Nearly all of the Pentagon press corps is leaving the building this week, barred from working there under restrictions imposed by the Trump administration. My fellow journalists and I will continue to do our jobs, reporting on the U.S. military in every way we know how. But something is lost when the leadership of the Department of Defense chooses to close itself off to scrutiny in the way it has. On the most basic level, the public loses access to information it has a right to know, along with the right to ask questions of those entrusted with spending nearly $1 trillion from taxes and managing 3 million employees. But something intangible is lost too, including the privilege of meeting people like Jimmy, whose names may never appear in print but who are essential to how we understand the U.S. military. Before I had even crossed the vestibule to enter the building this morning, I was thinking about the stories I would no longer hear, the people I would never meet.



In the afternoon, officials confiscated the Pentagon press badges of hundreds of journalists, including mine. Dozens of news organizations had reached the same conclusion: The Pentagon's new, 21-page press restrictions prevented us from doing basic news gathering, compromised our First Amendment rights, and disregarded the public's right to know. News organizations, including this one, decided that we would rather cover the military without building access than do it under the Pentagon's terms.



Read: Why is the Pentagon afraid of the press?



"We fundamentally oppose the restrictions that the Trump administration is imposing on journalists who are reporting on matters of defense and national security," Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor in chief of The Atlantic, said in a statement on Monday announcing that we would not agree to the new terms. "The requirements violate our First Amendment rights, and the rights of Americans who seek to know how taxpayer-funded military resources and personnel are being deployed."



Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, in justifying what he has described as "common sense" changes, has misrepresented what journalists and Pentagon officials have done since the building opened in 1943. He has insisted that all he is doing is asking the press to wear badges, to not roam the building unfettered, and to make sure those with access to classified information do their jobs correctly. The truth is that we have always worn badges and we never had unfettered access in the building. And although serious news organizations have always taken into account national-security considerations when deciding what to publish, they do so while also considering the importance of information being made public.



As far as anyone knows, no security breach by any Pentagon journalists brought about the new restrictions. Indeed, the biggest violation of national-security norms since Hegseth entered the building 10 months ago was by Hegseth himself, when he moved sensitive plans about upcoming air strikes on Yemen from a secure government system to a nongovernmental app, Signal, and shared them with this magazine's editor in chief.



Read: The Trump administration accidentally texted me its war plans



Hegseth's disdain for critical coverage of any kind has been evident since he took office. Within weeks, he evicted several news organizations from their workspaces. Then he barred journalists from using the press-briefing room. In May, he restricted the press to a handful of the Pentagon's 17.5 miles of hallways. In all, there have been only two Hegseth press briefings and two others on camera by his top spokesperson. Instead, Hegseth and his press team have relied on social media, posting a steady stream of attacks on reporters and their stories, and even on retired military leaders. After several news organizations posted explanations of why they would not agree to the new rules, Hegseth retweeted their messages with the waving-hand emoji. Bringing back the "warrior ethos," as Hegseth has repeatedly vowed to do, apparently includes keyboard warriors.



As journalists walked out of the building, taking our collective centuries of experience on the beat with us, we passed dozens of locked doors leading to secure rooms that we have never entered. Inside those rooms sat career military officers and civilians, some of whom believe that the oath to protect secrets and the responsibility to engage with the American public through the press are two values that can coexist.



In recent days, mid-level troops have been reaching out to me, unsolicited, and promising that they would keep providing journalists with information, not to snub their civilian leaders but to uphold the values embedded in the Constitution. Retired spokespeople have written to me to say that they, too, have felt like they are losing something with the media's departure.



As I said goodbye to the cleaning crews, the Pentagon police, the troops, and the longtime civilian staffers, what I heard was, in effect, a collective sigh. I repeatedly heard stories of people asking themselves, How long can I stay here? Some said they were tired of watching colleagues be pushed out, fearful of when they themselves would be asked to sign new rules that they felt went against their oath to defend the Constitution or their personal ethics. "I am tired of new rules," one civilian told me. "They clearly don't want us," an Army colonel said.



The worries I heard have been, for many, growing for some time. When Hegseth summoned the military's top generals and commanders to Quantico, Virginia, last month, some told their staffs that they feared they would be asked to take a loyalty oath and were considering how they might respond. (There was no oath, but the defense secretary did announce plans to drive out anyone who can't meet physical-fitness standards. Hegseth later issued a memo ordering troops to watch or read his speech.)



Read: Hundreds of generals try to keep a straight face



By the time of the speech, the press corps was already preparing to have to walk out, having reviewed a draft of the new restrictions. From now on, there will be few, if any, independent journalists in the building to question top defense officials or to banter with the troops. The restrictions will likely reach military installations across the country and overseas as well. We won't be seeing service members on the front lines, out at sea, or aboard cargo planes--unless it's through imagery approved by the Defense Department. Some of my colleagues have put their lives on the line in defense of the public's right to information.



Reporting in this new environment will not be easy. Even before today, the Pentagon severely restricted the flow of information to the American public. As the sound of packing tape sliding across moving boxes reverberated in our bullpen yesterday, reporters noticed a social-media post by Trump announcing that the U.S. had struck a boat near Venezuela, killing six alleged narco traffickers. As we had after the four previous strikes, we asked Pentagon officials what kind of ordnance the U.S. military used, the legal basis for the strike, and the identities of those who were killed. The Pentagon declined to answer. Similarly, officials have given scant information about the deployment of National Guard troops on American soil--in Portland, Oregon; Chicago; Washington, D.C.; Memphis; and Los Angeles--with more likely to follow.



Read: The boat strikes are just the beginning



As we packed up our belongings this week--thick reports, battered helmets, expired Girl Scout cookies--department officials walked through the media area to assess what would soon be their space. The six closet-size booths assigned to television networks were largely bare, emptied of video equipment. Those spaces allowed the public to hear the phrase "Live from the Pentagon" through the Vietnam and Gulf Wars, on 9/11, and, more recently, after U.S. strikes on Iran. Because it usually takes years for reporters to feel truly comfortable in their knowledge of the Pentagon, many stay on for decades. In the print bullpen, home to a few notorious pack rats, we scrounged through papers that dated back to the previous century as well as more recent evidence that the military had once been far friendlier to the press. That included a 2007 Air Force Public Affairs directory, which listed contact information at every base. It was 86 pages. Meanwhile, we couldn't even say goodbye to the Air Force press desk today, because their offices are located in an area Hegseth had already deemed off-limits.



One way to reach our offices was to walk through a corridor dedicated to the military's commitment to engaging with the press. At the end is a large sign outlining the department's Principles of Information, signed less than two months after the 9/11 attacks.

"It is the policy of the Department of Defense to make available timely and accurate information so that the public, the Congress, and the news media may assess and understand the facts about national security and defense strategy" the George W. Bush-era document states. "A free flow of general and military information shall be made available, without censorship or propaganda, to the men and women of the Armed Forces and their dependents."

The day before our departure, one reporter placed signs throughout our soon-to-be-vacated spaces that read Journalism is not a crime. As soon as members of Hegseth's staff saw the signs, they tore them down.
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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 3:55 p.m. ET on October 15, 2025.


Atlantic Trivia reaches Week 3, which is by definition the most trivial of all: The word trivia originally referred to places where three (tri-) roads (-via) met in a crossing. If those slouch Romans had been more industrious builders, we might be playing quintivia or even septivia today.

That three-way intersection semantically drifted to mean "an open place," which morphed into "public," which turned into "commonplace"--hence, trivial. Read on for questions that are anything but.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, October 15, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Nancy A. Youssef:

	A phrase from ancient Rome that describes superficial appeasements meant to keep the public from becoming too dissatisfied with its government refers to what two offerings?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's "The MAGA-fication of Sports Continues"
 	Around the turn of the 20th century, a U.S. senator from Wisconsin--the Dairy State--described what food product invented a few decades prior as "matured under the chill of death, blended with vegetable oils and flavored by chemical tricks"?
 -- From Olga Khazan's "Avoiding Ultra-Processed Foods Is Completely Unrealistic"
 	The comedian Marc Maron's industry-revolutionizing podcast, which ended this week after 16 years, was known by what common (well, depending on the coarseness of your social circle) three-letter initialism?
 -- From David Sims's "The Radical Empathy of a Low-Key Chat Show"




And by the way, did you know that the first commonly accepted instance of a flag being lowered to half-mast in mourning was in 1612, when a Greenlandic Inuit killed a British explorer (apparently in revenge for the kidnapping of other Inuit by Brits), and the chap's ship sailed back to London with its flag hanging low?

That seems late to me! But boy, have we made up for it: In just the past 15 years, New York State alone has set the flag to half-staff more than 250 times. At least one Atlantic contributor thinks we need to dial it back.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bread and circuses. The mixed-martial-arts cage match to be held on the White House grounds in June might seem like this, but Sally says it goes deeper, right to the heart of sports-audience psychology: Donald Trump wants people to picture him as an absolute winner. Read more.
 	Margarine. Clearly, we've been maligning ultra-processed foods for a very long time now--and to be clear, Olga is not saying that they are good! Just that they are pretty bad but entirely unavoidable--so where do eaters (and parents of eaters) go from here? Read more.
 	WTF. Fittingly, the show could be grouchy, David writes, but more than anything else, it was weekly proof of the power of human connection. The finale wasn't the best WTF, but it was arguably the most WTF. 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 striking fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 14, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	What actor wrote in one of her memoirs that it was second nature for her to play "birdbrains," including characters whose sentences were full of "ums," "you-knows," "oh-wells," and, perhaps most famously, "la di da, la di das"?
 -- From Adrienne LaFrance's "The Romantic" 
 	Russia's new messaging, file-sharing, and money-transferring app, Max--now required by government order to come installed on every new phone sold in the country--has prompted analogies to what Chinese "everything app"?
 -- From Justin Sherman's "Putin Has a New Tool to Monitor Russians" 
 	Along with the less acidic, more bitter robusta bean, what species of coffee makes up almost all global coffee production?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The Drink That Americans Won't Give Up Without a Fight"




And by the way, did you know that some of the ancient writer Sappho's poetry--most of which was lost--was discovered on bits of papyrus stuffed inside a mummified crocodile? I would like to think that this was to imbue the mummy with a love of beauty or some other virtue, like putting a charm in a Build-A-Bear. More likely, the stuffer just wanted the croc to keep its shape, and Sappho's verse was handy scrap paper. Please nobody tell her.



Answers:

	Diane Keaton. The star, who died Saturday, often "unconvincingly" downplayed her talents, Adrienne writes. Insecurity dogged Keaton, but she readily saw beauty in the people and things around her, and spent her whole life chasing it. Read more.
 	WeChat. Sherman writes that Russia's app is a step toward the device-level surveillance China achieved with WeChat, which its citizens use for social media, digital payments, and a thousand other elements of daily life--and from which the government can pluck what data it likes. Read more.
 	Arabica. Thanks to tariffs, futures for the species have gone up nearly $1 since July, Ellen reports, and coffee generally is almost 40 percent more expensive in the United States than it was a year ago. Policy makers are scrambling because, I don't know if you've heard, but Americans need their coffee. Read more.
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Why Is Trump Making Excuses for Hamas?

The president seems undisturbed by the terrorist group's murderous campaign against dissidents. In fact, he seems to admire it.

by Jonathan Chait




Until recently, open support for Hamas in the United States was confined to the far left. The national chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, which circulated talking points supporting the October 7 attacks, has lately declared on Instagram "DEATH TO COLLABORATORS." But the notorious terrorist organization has found a new defender: President Donald Trump.

On Sunday evening, a reporter asked the president about reports that Hamas is reestablishing its authority in the Gaza Strip by executing its rivals. Trump said that the group is merely cracking down on crime, for which it has American approval.

"They do want to stop the problems, and they've been open about it, and we gave them approval for a period of time," he said. "We are having 'em watch that there's not going to be big crime or some of the problems that you have when you have areas like this that have been literally demolished."

Read: How Trump pushed Israel and Hamas to yes

Yesterday, talking with reporters in the White House, Trump added more detail to his defense of Hamas. "They did take out a couple of gangs that were very bad--very, very bad gangs," he said. "And they did take 'em out. And they killed a number of gang members. And that didn't bother me much, to be honest with you. That's okay. A couple of very bad gangs."

Why is Trump praising one of the world's most violent and fanatical terrorist organizations as crime-fighting guardians of public order? Two motives spring to mind.

First, Trump is invested in his cease-fire deal between Israel and Hamas. The terms of the pact are shaky, though. Hamas has agreed to release the bodies of its remaining Israeli hostages, but the group is reluctant to heed demands that it give up power. Its frantic campaign of murder and intimidation against alleged gangsters and gangs--who are mostly anti-Hamas armed groups and dissidents, some with ties to Israel--seems designed to foreclose the political transformation the deal calls for. Admitting that this violence poses a dire threat to the prospect of peace in the region would challenge Trump's claim to have brought about a historic truce. And so he is reflexively brushing off any news that seems to undermine his own achievement.

A second, more disturbing explanation is that Trump genuinely does not distinguish between crime-fighting and authoritarian crackdowns. He has praised authoritarian governments elsewhere for using force to suppress protests. In 1990, he told Playboy that China had mistakenly allowed some protests before wisely reversing course: "When the students poured into Tiananmen Square, the Chinese government almost blew it. Then they were vicious, they were horrible, but they put it down with strength. That shows you the power of strength. Our country is right now perceived as weak."

Trump has long praised autocrats who suppress dissent, including Russian President Vladimir Putin, the North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. At a press event on Monday, he praised the dictatorship of Egypt's Abdel Fattah el-Sisi for its supposed tough-on-crime stance: "It's about leadership, and it's really nice when you say, 'How is your crime situation?,' and they don't even know what you're talking about. 'What do you mean crime? We don't have crime.' Because if he has crime, he puts it out very quickly." Rather than recoil at the sight of masked goons carrying out street justice without due process, Trump seems similarly inclined to praise Hamas for being tough on crime.

Graeme Wood: One era ends in Gaza, and another begins

The suggestion that Trump sees Hamas's tactics as admirable may sound uncharitable, but Trump himself likened Hamas's approach to his own. Elaborating on his defense of Hamas yesterday, Trump said, "You know, it's no different than other countries. Like, Venezuela sent their gangs into us, and we took care of those gangs. We have Washington, D.C.--it's one of the safest cities in the country. It was one of the worst cities in the country if you go back just a little while ago."

To be clear, it is different: American cities such as Washington, D.C., may be occupied by the National Guard, but U.S. soldiers are not summarily executing people on the streets. Likewise, the spreading abuses associated with ICE's crackdown fall short of Hamas-level brutality.

Yet Trump's cavalier acceptance of these horrors, and his instinct to equate them with his own domestic crackdown, is revealing. It shows how easily he sees crime-fighting as a valid pretext for the naked murder of political rivals. It also shows that he observes no distinction between the level of force he ought to be able to apply and the unaccountable cruelty exercised by one of the world's most ruthless regimes.
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When Conservatism Meant Freedom

The biographer Charles Moore on Margaret Thatcher's legacy, the soul of conservatism, and what today's right has forgotten. Plus: David Frum on the current government shutdown and Stefan Zweig's <em>The World of Yesterday</em>.

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 observations about the ongoing government shutdown, how it could be a strategic mistake for Republicans, and why this political standoff is best understood as a "quasi-election" about the rule of law itself.

Then Frum is joined by Lord Charles Moore, the authorized biographer of Margaret Thatcher, to mark the centenary of her birth. Together, they look back on Thatcher's transformation of Britain, from nationalized stagnation to a revitalized free-market democracy, and her alliance with Ronald Reagan, which helped bring the Cold War to a close. Moore explains how Thatcher's belief in "law-based liberty" and her defense of national sovereignty set her apart from both libertarians and nationalists, and why her example of disciplined, principled leadership feels more and more distant in the politics of today.

In the book segment, Frum discusses Stefan Zweig's The World of Yesterday, and reflects on exile, despair, and why holding on to hope, rather than despair, matters when history suddenly turns dark.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum:    Hello and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Charles Moore, the authorized biographer of Margaret Thatcher, and we'll be discussing the life of British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in this, her 100th-anniversary birthday month. At the end of the conversation, in the final segment of the show, I'll discuss the book The World of Yesterday by the Austrian Jewish writer Stefan Zweig.

Before beginning either of these segments, however, I want to open with some thoughts about events in Washington at the moment: the government shutdown that began on the 1st of October. I record this episode on the weekend of Canadian Thanksgiving, American Columbus Day--speaking to you from, in fact, Ontario, Canada--and the government is shut down as I record. It looks very unlikely that the United States government can possibly reopen before the 14th of October, and the shutdown may extend longer than that.

Now, a shutdown is a very strange thing in American government because the government is sort of shut down and sort of not. Interest on the debt continues to be paid, Social Security checks continue to be issued, and many essential functions of government continue. As you've all noticed, the ICE guys have not stopped throwing people into the back of trucks, and the military continues to do its operations. All of these essential services continue to be performed, even if the people who perform them continue not to be paid, and even if you think some of those services may be a little less essential than others. But many aspects of the government do shut down and many essential workers sort of self-shut down. If you've tried to fly by air in this month of October, you've noticed a lot of delays. And that's because air-traffic controllers are regarded as essential workers, but since they're not paid, some of them call in sick and do other things: They take the day off. They drive Uber. They have ends to meet, the same as everybody else.

Government shutdowns are a recurring feature of the United States government. There was a government shutdown that lasted 34 days over Christmas in 2018, 2019. There was a government shutdown that lasted 16 days in 2013. There was a government shutdown that lasted 21 days in 1995, '96. But the most recent government shutdowns--'95, '96; 2013; and 2018, '19--were all started by Republicans and were all lost by Republicans. And from that experience, the Republicans of today drew a lesson that is guiding the politics of the shutdown in 2025.

Republicans concluded: We started those three prior shutdowns; we lost them. Therefore, whoever starts the shutdown will be the side that loses. And if we can maneuver the Democrats into being the side that shuts down the government, they must lose. And indeed, in 2025, it was the Democrats who failed to deliver the necessary votes to get over the hump of 60 votes in the Senate that would've kept the government open, so the Republican talking point that the Democrats did it is sort of true. But they made a miscalculation in understanding the pattern. It may be that the reason that Republicans lost the past three shutdowns--'95, 2013, and 2018, '19--was that they initiated it, but as we see this shutdown unfold and the Democrats seem not to be losing, maybe what matters more is not who did it, but why.

In 1995, the Newt Gingrich Republicans shut down the United States government to try to force cuts in Medicare on the Bill Clinton administration. In 2013, the new Tea Party Republican majority in the House tried to shut down the government to force the Obama administration to roll back a lot of its subsidies to health-care plans under the Affordable Care Act. So in both those first two cases, the shutdown was about the Republicans trying to cut funds to health-care spending, the Democrats were resisting, and the Republicans initiated the shutdown and then lost. In 2018, 2019, the Republicans initiated the shutdown to try to force Democrats to give them more money for President Trump's border wall, and they didn't get it; they lost that fight too. And they lost the fight because of the why: that Americans did not agree with Donald Trump that it was urgent to spend billions upon billions of dollars to build a wall across the United States border.

In this present shutdown fight, the Democrats may have initiated it, but unlike the Republicans in '95 and 2013, they initiated it to defend health-care subsidies, not to take them away. And that may turn out to be the thing that matters--not the who, but the why. We'll see the result.

But I wanna think a little bit about the strangeness of this particular battle. Now, Donald Trump is trying to force the Democrats' hand by using the shutdown as an opportunity to inflict pain on Democratic constituencies: stopping the flow of programs that benefit blue states, construction and other kinds of programs like that, and furloughing and then firing large numbers of government workers who are regarded as Democratic constituencies. Much of the government, by the way, is staffed by people who probably vote Republican. Federal prisons, the guards there probably are Republican leaners. ICE seems to be Donald Trump's personal militia, so they, presumably, are voting for him. And the military votes in probably the way, more or less, the way the rest of America votes: It's, I'm sure, quite split down the middle. But many of the civilian functions are thought to be, or at least Donald Trump thinks them to be, more Democrat than Republican. And if you can fire the workers at the CDC, that's a pain point for Democrats. That's a pain point for Democratic blue states, Maryland and Virginia. And by imposing pain, he can force the conclusion of the agreement on his terms.

I mentioned at the start, or I think I mentioned at the start, that this is a uniquely American event. Government shutdowns don't happen in other countries. And the reason they don't is because most countries are parliamentary systems. The parliament votes the supply, the money, and the executive spends the supply. If the executive can't get a vote in parliament to authorize the supply, then the executive falls; that's a loss of confidence. And the prime minister or the chancellor loses power, and there's an election--or a shuffle of coalitions, at least.

Now, the United States cannot have these kinds of elections at other than the statutory times, but in a way, what is going on in a government shutdown is exactly the kind of event that would, in another country, force an election--in a way, the legislature saying, The executive has lost our confidence. We won't vote supply, and we are withholding supply until the executive changes its ways. What it is, it's a kind of artificial election; it's an election in miniature. And as Democrats think about what their strategy is, thinking of this shutdown as something that would be an election if it were happening in Canada or Germany or Britain is a way for them to think about it.

Because the reason they're withholding supply from the Trump administration is not just because of an argument about how generous health-care subsidies should be. That's the ground the Democrats picked, but that's not what this fight is really about. This fight is about the rule of law because the background to it is: Any deal you strike with the Trump administration on spending, the Trump administration has said, We're not bound by it. We declare our intent, we assert our right to refuse to spend funds that Congress has appropriated. So even if there were a deal where Congress said today, Here's the funding deal, and the Trump administration said, Right, that's the funding deal, the Trump administration could then walk out the door into the next room and say, That deal we agreed to five minutes ago? We're repudiating it. We're holding things back.

And meanwhile, Democrats are also saying, Why would the parliament, the Congress, vote supply to an executive that is breaking the law in all kinds of other ways? Carrying out killing people on the high seas without the approval of Congress; detaining, arresting, deporting, imprisoning, torturing people without any kind of grant of power to do that--not that there ever could be a grant of power, literally, to torture people; and using the power of the presidency to identify specific people whom the president doesn't like as targets for selective criminal prosecution.

Congress is forcing a kind of quasi-election on this question. Now, there won't be a vote in the public, but there will be movement in the polls that will cause one side in Congress or the other to panic and to say, If there were an election, we would lose it. And the consciousness that if the election were today, you would lose has an effect on behavior not as legal as an outright election, where you actually do lose power, but it concentrates the mind. And we'll be seeing, over the coming days, one party in Congress or the other realizing, If the election were today, we would probably lose, and that will begin to affect their behavior in one way or another.

So if you think of this government shutdown, actually, it's kind of American government functioning in a uniquely American way, but trying to address a universal problem: an executive that has lost the confidence of the legislature. You can better predict what is likely to happen and the consequences. This is a case where it's going to be very hard to arrive at the kind of deal that was patched up in the three most recent shutdowns in the past. It's going to be a deal that is going to have many more enforceable mechanisms because it's a deal with an executive that says, We're not bound by deals. How do you do business with people who say, Whatever piece of paper we sign, we don't mean a word of it, and you can't make us honor it?

And now my dialogue with Charles Moore.

[Music]

Frum: Charles Moore, Baron Moore of Etchingham, has traced one of the most brilliant careers in British journalism. He joined The Daily Telegraph immediately upon graduating from Cambridge and Eton. He leapt to The Spectator, becoming editor in 1984, still in his 20s. The editorships of The Sunday Telegraph and then The Daily Telegraph followed in succession.

Moore left daily newspapering in 2003 to commence work on the three volumes of his magisterial biography of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. It is as Mrs. Thatcher's great biographer that we speak to him today, almost exactly upon Thatcher's 100th birthday: October 13, 1925. A single-volume abridgement of Moore's authorized biography was released by Penguin last month.

Charles is a friend of mine of many years, a friendship whose perhaps most dramatic moment may be the day Charles took my wife, Danielle, foxhunting. Now, in prints and painting, foxhunting looks a stately and serene pastime. In real life, it's about as stately and serene as high-jumping in an active sawmill, and that was a dramatic day.

Charles, welcome to the program. It's so good to talk to you.

Charles Moore: Thank you, David. And I got a little wind that you might mention this embarrassing incident with Danielle, so I'm wearing my hunt tie in her honor.

Frum: (Laughs.) Thank you. So let's begin by refreshing people's memories about who Margaret Thatcher was and why her prime ministership was so important not just in British history, but world history.

Moore: Well, Margaret Roberts, as she was, was born 100 years ago next week and born over a grocer's shop in provincial England, in Grantham. And it would've been unthinkable at the time that anyone from that background would probably lead the Conservative Party and become prime minister, but doubly unthinkable that a woman would do so. And that was her most immediate--and in some ways, her most remarkable achievement, actually--was to do that and become Britain's first-ever [woman] prime minister.

But it turned out to be a wider set of achievements than that because Britain, rather as it is today, was in a bit of a low ebb when she became leader of the party and, indeed, when she became prime minister. She became leader 50 years ago and prime minister in 1979. And it was sort of a low ebb economically, very little hope around us, as is very much the case now, and a troubled international situation, as is very much the case now. And I think what mattered, and matters still, is the example of a particular type of leadership, which is partly ideological--this is, obviously, partly to do with conservatism--but also a personal style of leadership and something that's quite unusual in British conservatism, which is, if you like, an evangelical approach to conservatism. This is something which matters to the world and which can make the world, not just Britain, a better place.

And there was no more important ally in that, of course, than the United States. And it's of particular interest to Americans, but it is of real interest everywhere, that there could be such a close relationship between a two-term United States president and a three-term British prime minister.

Frum: Just to remind people of the sequencing: Margaret Thatcher was elected before Ronald Reagan became president. And so in many ways, she had, in American politics, the impact of a harbinger, a suggestion that something was possible, something might be coming. And in some ways, she led the way with something--both with things that worked and things that didn't work.

Thatcher is maybe most famous in the British context for her privatizations of former state-owned companies. There weren't such things in the United States. But the United States did move in the 1980s much more from a, for example, regime of the state constructing public housing to voucher programs, like the program Americans know as Section 8, that give people the means to buy their own housing rather than have the state build the housing for them.

Moore: Yes, your blessed country didn't really need privatization, 'cause it hadn't had nationalization, to a large extent. But it was a revolutionary idea that she had, which then became exported--I think it was sort of specifically exported to about 50 countries in the world--that the state could sell off a lot of the industries that it had taken control of.

You're quite right, David, to say that she was a harbinger. She's younger than Reagan, but when they first met, they were both in opposition and in adversity, to some extent. She'd just become leader of her party in April 1975, they met, and she was only two months into her leadership. And he actually held no office 'cause he'd ceased to be the governor of California, and he was seeking, which he failed to win, the Republican nomination for 1976. And they met in Parliament in Britain and hit it off immediately. And yes, she came into office 18 months before Reagan did, so--and I think this has never happened before in British or American history, that a two-term American president has had the same British prime minister throughout. It's an extraordinary piece of luck for us that that should be so and that they should already be friends--and friendship, obviously, is a stronger thing when made in adversity than when made in prosperity. And they did see eye to eye, and she was the forerunner, and she made some mistakes from which Reagan could learn and some successes from which Reagan could learn.

Very important for her, of course, that he welcomed her as soon as he became president, when, actually, she was doing pretty badly. And a lot of people were saying the Thatcher experiment--to do with monetarism, the control of inflation, the getting rid of exchange controls, all those sort of things; tackling the trade unions--people were saying, Oh, it's not working. It's terrible. And Reagan was very warm in his welcome to her when he didn't really have to be, actually, but he was, in 1981, which was probably her worst year. And their alliance was a strong mixture of personal affection, shared belief, and a sense that this is their time, that Things are happening in the world, both economically and in global power structures, where we're both needed, and we need to be together.

Frum: I want to return to this point about nationalization and privatization, because these ideas are so old that their salience, I think, has drained from public remembrance, to the point where, this year, the city of New York may well elect a mayor whose big idea is that the government should own grocery stores, that the government should greatly increase its role in the ownership of housing. You have to be, now, fairly old to remember the last time this was seriously tried.

So one of the stories that I take from your book: In 1979, when Thatcher was elected, the British government owned the telephone companies, the gas companies--I'm going to forget what all else--and the telephone company was a special disaster, with waiting times for telephones in not weeks, but months. I remember this from my own visits to Britain at the time, and you tell a funny story about this, about just what was involved in getting a telephone from the government in 1979. Would you like to take us down memory lane?

Moore: Yes, yes. I mean, first of all, of course, it was nobody's fault. There were only really landlines then. And you had to get them put in, and you had to get them put in, in Britain, by what was originally the Post Office and then became British Telecom. And you had to join a queue, that beloved British institution. And I needed a tele--well, everyone, really, needs a telephone, but I particularly needed one 'cause I was a journalist, and we'd just got married and bought our house. And they said six months, it'll take to put in. All it requires is to put in a piece of wire to put in the telephone, and there you are, but they said it takes six months.

And as always happens when you have a sort of nationalized industry, which is supposed to be done in the name of the people, what it actually privileges is those who have power, because I was able to jump this queue because the editor of my national newspaper said, This young man must have a telephone. So he rings up the chairman, and the chairman of the whole damn company of the nation, the nationalized industry, has to personally decide that I get a telephone. (Laughs.) It's just sort of absolutely inconceivable now, and I think it shows--if you imagine how that ramifies, how it affects how everybody else is able to do their business every day, you'll see how massive the changes were, and you'll be amazed at how much they were resisted.

Frum: Yeah. Well, you mention exchange controls. Again, this is something that may be coming back, and the United States, on this one, may be leading the way, but remind us of what those were and what they did and why you had to get rid of them.

Moore: Well, when I was a boy, it affected every individual so that if you went abroad, you were only allowed to take 50 pounds out of the country, going on holiday, and this was written in the back of your passport. And if you exceeded this sum, you were in big trouble. (Laughs.) So, I mean, that's just at the relatively trivial tourist level, but you could not move money freely in and out of the country. And, of course, one of the effects of this was to--and the idea was to protect the pound--but the effect was to prevent investment, global investment, and restrict what would otherwise be a much freer market. And again, Mrs. Thatcher lifted exchange controls almost immediately and against the orthodoxy of the day--and not without trepidation, because Britain had suffered from devaluations in the past.

But it did work. And it presaged other things, which was something which we call Big Bang in the city of London; the city of London, of course, is your Wall Street. And we had very restrictive practices there, which essentially meant that almost no non-British people could trade in stocks and shares on the London Stock Exchange--and again, sort of unimaginable now.

And that was all legislated for by Mrs. Thatcher in her second term and began in 1986, and indeed, again, troublous in some ways, some genuinely troublous in some ways. And indeed, in 1987, there was a very big stock market crash, from which you also suffered. But again, it would be unimaginable--you couldn't possibly run a great financial center of the world if you had anything like that today.

Frum: One of the themes of this history is that Thatcher had a number of big ideas, but her most salient and urgent idea was the cause of economic liberty, which was a very exciting and powerful idea in 1979, and one that now has gone into quite [a] recession. And one of the most ironic counterpoints here is that the young people in Britain who hate Thatcher don't remember why they hate Thatcher, but if you press them, Why is she such a figure of evil to you?, the great indictment they will lay at her door is that she got rid of a lot of coal-mining jobs, which is not exactly what happened. She allowed market forces to work in the coal-mining industry, which was automating rapidly. And now, all these years later, a president of the United States is using state power to create coal-mining jobs and to protect coal-mining jobs and to protect this one antique industry from market competition and the very market forces that Thatcher unleashed.

Thatcher did this in part because, as you remind us in the book, she was the first world leader to draw attention to the risks of global climate change caused by the burning of fossil fuels, especially coal.

Moore: Yes, that's correct, though the sequence isn't quite right. So she only really talked about climate change, which she did very strongly, after she'd already beaten the coal miners' union. But they were indeed related point forts because she believed, among other things about the coal industry, that it needed to be on the way out. And indeed, in competitive terms, it was on the way out with Britain 'cause we could not produce coal at anything like the low prices of--which were sort of even more subsidized or artificial--like those coming from Communist Poland, for example, coal [coming] from Communist Poland. It is an extraordinary irony that it's all gone around this way, and you can understand why, to some extent, because there's always been the feeling, which was strongly expressed at the time in Britain, that manual workers were suffering because of Mrs. Thatcher's measures, and the coal mines would be a particular example of that.

The problem that the critics never really sorted out was, first of all, that they had been suffering for a very long time before Mrs. Thatcher came on the scene. What she was doing was trying to find a way, a future, that went through all these problems, rather than just moaning about them and spending more and more government money on them. So actually, for example, a Labour prime minister, Harold Wilson, actually closed more pits and made redundant more miners than Margaret Thatcher did; it's one of those typical ironies of history.

But the related problem was that, if you have nationalized industries, you tend to have labor unions who exploit their monopoly role for political purposes. And this came to a very dramatic head in Britain with the miner strike because they'd already managed that in the 1970s and brought down a Conservative government by doing that. Mrs. Thatcher, being a minister in that Conservative government, she was not going to let that happen again. It was a matter of, in the famous question, "Who governs Britain?" And so she prepared--very, very carefully, over several years--for what she feared would happen, and it did happen. And she lasted out the strike, which was nearly 12 months in the making.

So she had quite a strong sort of democratic thing on her side, and it remained a great sadness and a great scar that there was such a bit of conflict, but there's nobody saying, Let's have the coal mines back. That--you're telling me, David, and I've read--is not quite the case in the United States. (Laughs.) But I think modern societies still wrestle with this point about what happens to certain workers--and I suppose they're particularly white working-class workers, and they're particularly male workers--when the world moves on in terms of who produces what. And the resentments are real; the difficulties are real. But the solutions put forward by the Thatcher critics were preposterous, and she had the courage, and it is a political courage, to face that down and win so that you can go on to the next thing. And in her case, the next thing was a much more plural energy market, with nuclear elements, increasing importance of gas, and, as you've yourself said, the beginning of renewables.

Frum: Well, in a strange reversal of history--I'm not going to remember the figure on employment now--but in the first Trump term, about 50,000 people worked in the American coal industry; that's not just miners, but everybody: bookkeepers, everybody. Which was fewer, at the time, than worked as licensed yoga instructors in the United States. But I think Trump had both a cynical view that these were his people, his voters, and a romantic view that this is the kind of work that a man should do. He shouldn't be smiling behind a counter; he should be in the bowels of the earth, dangerously digging out an environmentally destructive rock so that it can be burned to power iron manufacturing and dreadnought building and other kinds of early-20th-century industrial activity. And that was his idea of how it should be.

And we have had this conversion where a lot of the contemporary right, both in Britain and the United States, seem to have a kind of an aesthetic idea about how an economy should be organized. They have an idea of what work should look like and what work should not look like. And if the market delivers work that doesn't look the way they think it should [look]--not brawny enough--well, then the state should intervene to preserve these otherwise vanishing and uneconomic folkways.

Moore: Yes, I think there is a sort of odd romanticism about that. But, though I don't share it, I have some sympathy with it because of the particular predicament of not very highly educated men in modern Western societies, who, in the 20th century, were brought up to think of themselves as overwhelmingly valuable to their countries and then have the humiliating experience of not being so valuable. And, of course, the value is validated by two world wars, of course.

And indeed, Mrs. Thatcher herself shared a lot of that belief. She felt, in a womanly way, particularly strongly about the armed services, so she absolutely loved soldiers, sailors, and airmen, and this was tremendously sort of close to that sort of male reality of work. But, first of all, she understood economic reality. And secondly, she'd had these endless traumatic problems with labor unions because they were so politicized and their leaderships were so separated from their workers that they weren't actually--and they were very undemocratic; they weren't reflecting the wishes of the workers. So she liked the aspirations of these upper-working-class manufacturers and so on--manufacturing workers. But her big thing--and she said this one slogan, which helped win her the leadership--she said, We back the workers, not the shirkers. And the whole idea of these people who were constantly striking seemed to her, obviously, economically damaging, obviously, but also immoral and shaming.

And though, in some ways, Mrs. Thatcher was a very divisive person in her character--deliberately so, because she wished to have the argument--in the industrial sphere, she actually brought, in the end, relative harmony. So when she became prime minister in 1979, Britain lost, in that year, Britain lost more than 29 million working days to strikes. And in the year she left, 1990, we lost, I think, 1.6 million working days to strikes. So it was a totally transformed industrial and workplace landscape, which was more harmonious, more productive. And, of course, that meant that, broadly speaking, prosperity increased in a well-distributed way.

Frum: Well, and this is a way in which she was a global harbinger, as well as just a British figure, that when she left office, we seemed to be entering an era in which there was a broad consensus across political parties, from left to right, about markets and democratic institutions and collective security. I'm not going to have the quote exactly--but you'll recall it better than me--but shortly after she left, she was interviewed and asked what was her greatest achievement as prime minister, and she said, My successor, because we forced him to adapt our ideas into his thinking. And for a long time, it seemed like Thatcherite ideas--maybe made a little more pillowy by social-democratic governments: [Bill] Clinton, [Tony] Blair--but these were basically operating the economy on Thatcherite and Reaganite terms for a long time.

That now seems to have come to an end, that there was a Thatcher era that terminated with the Great Recession, perhaps, about 2010, and we've moved then into the more statist era that we thought we had left behind forever in the 1970s.

Moore: I think we have, and I think this is partly to do with a misunderstanding of Thatcherism. Though Mrs. Thatcher strongly believed in free markets, she wasn't a libertarian and nor was she what's now called a globalist. It was important to her that the most famous book in favor of free markets is called The Wealth of Nations, and nations meant a great deal to her. And she didn't think that the wealth of the--it's not called The Wealth of the World, that book; it's called The Wealth of Nations. And she believed strongly--she was not an economic nationalist in that sense--but she believed strongly in the need for independent nations to trade with one another. And she did not feel that this was a way of undermining their independence but, in fact, made of increasing their reciprocity and their respect for one another's independence.

And this was why she had such a fierce disagreement with the European Community, as it was then called, later the European Union. Though, at the time, she thought she could achieve that reciprocity through the single market, she came to regret that because she felt it had been used for political reasons to create [the] United States of Europe.

So what you always see in Mrs. Thatcher is a tension--not exactly a contradiction, but a tension--between the desire to open up the world with a desire to have accountable, parliamentary-governed independent nations. And we still see all that going on. And I think there's a big argument, which didn't really happen so much in her time, about Okay, well, so who do these nations actually belong to? And a resentment of a sort of global class, which didn't really exist--we had our own existing hierarchies and elites, of course--but a sort of global class, which is sometimes described as "Davos Man," which didn't exist in her day to anything like the same extent.

And that, in turn, has built--that's not all rubbish, at all, those concerns, but it's been fanned by tremendously crazy conspiracy theories, and people are obsessed with George Soros or whatever, and all the sort of dark thoughts about what used to be called "rootless cosmopolitans" and is sometimes called just "Jews," and there's sort of very unpleasant things that are now all over the internet. Mrs. Thatcher actually did not have to contend with that--

Frum: Yeah, all over many governments.

Moore: Well, indeed, indeed, indeed. And she didn't really have to contend with that. So I think to understand any great deed, you have to understand--obviously, you have to have a good eye to the future--but you have to understand what they were dealing with, and what she was dealing with was a Britain that jolly well didn't work at a time when other relatively comparable democracies were working better. So Germany, for example, was working much better at that time, and even France was working better at that time, and the United States was working better at that time, though there was comparable problems. She wasn't totally a revolutionary, but she had to take us by the scruff of the neck and shake us. And it's that sort of leadership which is very important.

And what we really lack now in Britain--it's a different type of problem in the United States, I think, right now--is we haven't, for years now, had a leadership that was capable of really attaining anything. We've had six prime ministers in 10 years or something like that, and almost nothing has been consistently done, except the relentless expansion of spending and welfare in the state. And Mrs. Thatcher had a model of leadership in which she used her sex. Basically, she said, Men just talk and women do, and  Women understand economics because they have to deal with the horrors of household budgets in an era of inflation, and so on. And so she would say--and she loved to say, The cocks may crow, but the hen lays the eggs, she being the hen.

And this was a very powerful sense and [why] she was very good at winning elections, because she seemed, if not likable to many, she seemed necessary, and her opponent seemed weak. And so she won three times, ran the show for 11 and a half years, which is unprecedented in Britain in the era of universal suffrage. This is why it matters a lot now, that though she's from a very different world, you couldn't govern in her way nowadays, all these sort of things--she produced some of the problems we have to deal with--she was somebody who said what she wanted to do and did it and did it. And that's what seems not to be possible now.

Frum: You mentioned at the beginning that in 1925, it would've seemed unthinkable for a woman to be leader of the Conservative Party. The Conservative Party is now in its fourth female leader in Britain.

Moore: (Laughs.) Yes.
 
 Frum: To what extent is Thatcher responsible for that revolution? And why do you think it has not come to the United States? Because in the United States, although there are women in many high offices--governors, senators--there have been two female nominees for president; both have lost. Hillary Clinton got a larger share of the popular vote than Donald Trump but lost by the rules, and Kamala Harris lost outright. Do you see a pattern here, or is this just "Turn over the cards" and there's a certain amount of randomness in the play of the cards?

Moore: There may be a bit of a pattern, David. It seems to me that it--and Mrs. Thatcher proves this--that it's easier for a woman to rise in a party which doesn't have strong feminist views than one that does, actually. Because what happens in a feminist party, say, like the Labour Party in Britain, is that there's [a] tremendously violent ideological contest about what that means: What sort of a woman have we got to have? All these different schools of feminism that contests very violently.

And with the Conservatives, it was very simple: They all mostly had prejudices against a woman, but they were very vague prejudices. They weren't very political. They were just sort of old-fashioned. And when a woman comes along who is nice to them and impressive, and they believe brave--'cause a lot of them had been in the Second World War, and they admired courage, and they thought she had it--they didn't really have an ideological objection. And they'd think, Well, that's good. And then often, they'd say, She's a brave girl. Give her a go.

And so she understood how to turn the disadvantage of her sex into an advantage, 'cause it made her noticeable, unique--looking different, dressing different, sounding different--and the main figure in the room always: the one the cameras wanted to go for, the voice that would be heard as different. And one of the things I try to bring out in my book is always how much she thought about this. So she would think very carefully--very carefully--about what she wore, what her jewelry was like, her hair. She changed her teeth. She changed her voice. She changed her clothes. All in order--some would say artificiality--but I would say it was in order not to get in the way of the message. It was to say, subliminally, Women can do this. And she didn't, therefore, want to talk about women's issues much because she wanted to conquer the issues that men care about. So she thought, What do men care about? Money, power, and war. So that's what I, Margaret Thatcher, are going to master. I'm not going to talk about child care all the time, though, actually, she was interested in education, for example, very interested.

And therefore, she conquered. And therefore, she didn't become a man in some sort of way. She was very much a woman, including in all the caricatures of women, like being very capricious. And the handbag, which started off being a joke, became the symbol of her power. And indeed, her most famous nickname, the Iron Lady, was given to her by her enemies. It was given to her by the Soviets, the Soviet paper, because they said, in a sexist way, How could a woman--you know, [Otto von] Bismarck was an iron chancellor of Germany; she thinks she's the Iron Lady, ha ha ha. And she immediately grabbed that and said, Well, look, I'm very happy to be called the Iron Lady if that means that I'm defending the Western world against you lot. And so everything turns round.

And I think it's actually harder--when I watched Hillary Clinton, I felt she could never get over the point that she was somehow trying to expound her virtue rather than have rapport with voters. It was a sort of I'm very good, and I'm very good partly because I'm a woman, and you've got to respect that and support me. In an odd way, it's a sort of sense of entitlement. Whereas I felt with Mrs. Thatcher--though she's a very moral person, actually--she was saying, Let's get rid of all these men who've been telling you what to do all the time; let me do it, and I understand what it's like in your hearth and home. And obviously, it's sort of mythological in a way, but it worked.

Frum: You mentioned the Soviet nickname for her. One of Thatcher's decisive roles in world history was as both a warmaker and a peacemaker. She led Britain into a successful unilateral war to defend the Falkland Islands against an Argentine invasion--the Argentine defeat, by the way, overthrew one of the world's most gruesome dictatorships and ushered in an era of civilian rule in Argentina that has lasted, more or less, to this day. But she was also the first to make the big bet on [Mikhail] Gorbachev and to persuade both President Reagan and then-President [George] H. W. Bush to have confidence in Gorbachev as something real. Where would you rank that in the catalog for accomplishments?

Moore: I do rate that high.

She and Reagan went against the trend when they were in opposition to question detente in the 1970s. They said that, actually, the Soviets were gaining from this process, and it wasn't peacemaking; it was gaining advantage. And they agreed on the installation of cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe and fought off nuclear disarmers and, in her case, won resoundingly the election of '83, and he won resoundingly the election of '84. And this succeeded.

And Mrs. Thatcher thought, Right, we've shown strength, and it's from strength that we should negotiate. And she spotted Gorbachev, who was not then the Soviet leader but was the likely one--this is in 1984--and invited him to her country house, Chequers, and they had this extraordinary meeting, which was very remarkable, and it went on and on and on and on and way over time. And they argued about everything, like two students. And one says, Capitalism's great; it makes you richer and freer. And the other one says, No, communism's great; it makes us all equal. And so they were really shouting at one another. And this might have been thought to be a disaster, but actually, it was extremely successful because it was the first frank exchange with the Soviet leader, and each listened to the other and enjoyed it. They enjoyed it--that's why it went on so long--instead of the very stiff interactions that had happened before.

And so an extraordinary week in her life: After she'd had this conversation with Gorbachev that went on all day, she was very excited, and she ran downstairs after he'd gone and said, Oh, it's so late, and I've got to have my hair done because tomorrow's China. And she went off to China to do the Anglo-Hong Kong agreement, and then she went to Hong Kong to sell that. And then she flew from Hong Kong to Honolulu to Washington, stopping in the middle of the night to insist, by the way, in Honolulu on seeing Pearl Harbor, which, of course, went down very well with her American hosts. And then went to see President Reagan and to persuade him of two things. One was that there needed to be cooperation, rather than unilateral movement, on the Strategic Defense Initiative--what people call "Star Wars." And the other: to interest him in the proposition of Gorbachev. And he took this from her in a way which he would not have taken, I think, from any other world leader, because he basically trusted her. And it was through her influence that he and his administration started, very gingerly, to get closer to the Soviet Union, and then the whole process began.

And I'll just say one other thing about that--you might want to come back about how the Cold War ended--but just one other thing about that, which is so interesting about the Reagan-Thatcher relationship, is because of trust, the amount of difference they could contain between them. And the key difference was this--it was absolutely the heart of all this--is it's about nuclear weapons. Mrs. Thatcher profoundly believed in nuclear weapons because she believed in the deterrent theory, so if they've got them and you've got them, nobody uses them. Reagan had a much more sort of idealistic, almost mystical idea, that you could rid the world of nuclear weapons, and that's what you should do. This terrified her because she thought that there would be a huge disadvantage to Britain and Europe if suddenly all the missiles, which nearly happened at the Helsinki--sorry, not Helsinki--at Reykjavik summit, that suddenly America and the Soviet Union agreed to get rid of the whole lot, and where are we left, then? And she thought the whole of the world would destabilize.

However, because the trust existed between the two of them, they were able to contain this disagreement because they had a shared aim, the shared aim being the spread of Western freedom through Eastern Europe and the end of the Soviet Empire. And they found, in Gorbachev, an interlocutor who was prepared to do enough of this for it to work. So I think it was very fascinating and sort of [a] creative thing that such a major difference, which was never fully resolved, was nevertheless contained, and they did win the Cold War.

Now, the next question, of course, is what happens--and we see it today--as a result of winning the Cold War. But anyway, I think what I say stands.

Frum: Well, the end of the Cold War is a chapter whose importance and drama is lost because it was so peaceful. I often think that one of the greatest injustices of politics is the lack of credit you get when things don't go wrong. When things do go wrong and you turn them around--Winston Churchill is a hero for turning around the situation in 1940, but if everything had been done properly in 1935, this would all be--I sometimes say if somebody put a bag over Gavrilo Princip's head, or if they'd handled it better in 1914, the Balkan crisis of summer 1914 would be known by eight Ph.D. students in international relations and nobody else.

Moore: (Laughs.) Yes. Yeah.

Frum: But when George H. W. Bush took the oath of office in January of 1989, if an angel had stopped him and said, What is your supreme challenge? What is the thing that will make your presidency a success if you accomplish it? And I believe he would've said, Well, the Soviet Union is coming apart--the Soviet empire's coming apart. If we can arrange it so that none of the Soviet nuclear warheads go astray and none of the Soviet nuclear scientists go to work for some international terrorists, my work on this planet will be done. I mean, there are a lot of other things I want to do, but that is priority one. And that priority was accomplished so successfully that nobody even remembers how important it once was.

I wrote an article about The Atlantic for this, and one of the things that, when you go back into that time, you realize: The United States had very elaborate controls--and Britain did too, and France as well--for controls of nuclear material because these were free societies, and people could wander around wherever they wanted. The Soviets had no such controls because they policed the people. So you could leave your weapons behind chicken wire because no one was allowed to approach within 200 miles of where the weapons were. But once those systems of control of people broke down, the absence of protections for the weapons became a terrifying [prospect].

And this was something that--it was a little after Reagan's time--but H. W. Bush, it was his top priority, and it was done successfully; Thatcher had an important role there too. And we had this moment in the 1990s where it looked like we had achieved the peaceful end of communism, the peaceful reintegration of Europe, and were on our way to a world of trade and peace that we can only be nostalgic for today because it looks gone.

Moore: Yes, this is quite true, and I think Mrs. Thatcher probably hasn't got quite enough credit, partly because she fell out with the others, including Bush, about the European Union--which she certainly made some mistakes there because she was very, very hostile to Germany in a sort of visceral way. But she was very alert. She loved the victory in the Cold War, but she was more alert than the rest of them to the dangers inherent in the fall of the Berlin Wall and the consequent collapse of Soviet power. Nobody could have wanted a continuation of Soviet power less. But she did understand the danger of vacuum in Central Europe, and she did understand the danger of Russian resentment. And many accused her of putting too much faith in Gorbachev, and perhaps she did stay with him too long, but the reason she did that was 'cause she could see what might happen if he wasn't in charge. And indeed, he was nearly overthrown and, effectively, actually was overthrown, really, in 1991, and the old guard of the Soviet Communists came quite close to regaining power. They failed, but it was the end of Gorbachev, really. And then it was [Boris] Yeltsin, and then there was chaos, and then it was [Vladimir] Putin.

And she was very conscious that--Mrs. Thatcher was good at risk, and this is an important thing in statesmanship, I think. She had grand hopes for the future, but they were always qualified by how very nasty people can be, a sense of that, and how very nasty tyrannies are and how many risks occur in things that lurk in things that look good. And so she was, I would say, almost sort of visionary about that, about what happens when you have a power vacuum, so she was trying to warn against all of that. And this is one of the reasons she disliked European union: because she was thinking about what lurked there.

And that, of course, has come back with a vengeance, "vengeance" being the right phrase for what Putin does. So Putin sees the end of the Cold War as just an utter humiliation for the Soviet Union, by which he really means the Russian people--the Soviet Union for him is just the Russian people, I would guess, or the Russian world. And now he's trying to take it all back, and he sees a very weak Western alliance, which doesn't have the alertness of Reagan--or actually, in his different way, Bush--or Thatcher, to where the risk lies and how a balance of power should be asserted and how military force should be threatened when necessary and so on.

And so it's a tremendously dangerous situation we now have, of which the spearhead is Ukraine, but, of course, it spreads much more widely. And the lack of understanding of these questions in Western statesmanship--and I'm afraid, I think, very much including President Trump on this--is really, really alarming. I think about that a lot when I think about Reagan, Thatcher, Bush, and, to be fair, Helmut Kohl, how hard they thought about these questions 35 years ago.

Frum: On that note, let me end by asking you to take a somewhat longer view. When I was a student in law school, I was explained the theory of a law school exam, which is, The answers never change; only the questions do--

Moore: (Laughs.)

Frum: --meaning they're just trying to elicit, "Do you know these certain number of doctrines?" And they create these crazy factual patterns that is just eliciting your knowledge of the basic doctrines you're supposed to master before you leave a law school.

But I wonder if there's something about that in the world of politics as well-- that there's some enduring answers about human liberty; the creative power of free people; the importance of achieving peace not by being trusting and credulous, but by being suspicious and well prepared. But the questions of our time seem so very different from the questions then. And above all, this collapse in confidence in parties of the right: They've lost their belief, their understanding that politics is difficult, and you need to be well prepared; you need to know the details if you wanna solve any of the problems. They've lost a lot of their faith in markets and human freedom. And, in some ways, they often seem very alienated from their own country. They often act and think like Leninist parties, where We know we're the minority, so we have to seize power by means, even if illegitimate, and hold power at all costs, with no confidence that people would ever freely choose us, and therefore, we can't allow free choices.

Moore: Yes, I think there is a lot in that. And this is a very interesting case for Mrs. Thatcher because, in many ways, she did have similarities with some of the what are called populous concerns of the modern right. So she was very engaged, by the way, for example, on the question of immigration and the dangers that that contains and some of the cultural dangers, as well as the mere number, and so on.

But here's a difference, which perhaps goes to what you're saying: I think she was fundamentally a legitimist. She believed in the institutions of her country, and she had no desire to dismantle them, except for--what she wanted to get out of the way was a whole load of accumulated rubbish, rather than bash up or ignore the institutions; strengthen the institutions, which, of course, Parliament would be probably the most important in the British system. And make sure that--and if I got a dollar for every time I'd heard her say, "Not just liberty, but law-based liberty," I would be a very rich man, because she loved to say this constantly. And the other thing she always said was the old saw about "Time spent in reconnaissance is never wasted." And most of our politicians seem to spend absolutely no time in reconnaissance and waste a great deal of it.

Frum: But on that long view, what are the answers from Thatcher's time that need to be rediscovered in a world that doesn't remember her as much more than a cartoon, when it remembers her at all; in a world in which she's become a demon figure to people who are basking in a legacy she left behind? What are the enduring answers we need to take from her career?

Moore: Well, I think she did make a powerful case, an example, for economic liberty under the law, and she understood that in terms of the trajectory of human life. So what we're talking about in economics, as the original Greek word suggests, is we're talking about the household; we're talking about each person. This is not fundamentally something technical. To understand why it matters to people, you have to look at it across the generations, so it's all to do with what will happen next, and not just for you, but for your children and your grandchildren. And she had a very good, instinctive understanding about that, so she would think about things like--she'd love to say, Every earner and owner, for example, you're building up human dignity and human society. Often accused of getting that all wrong, but that's a very important example, I think.

And the other one is an idea about the exportability of liberty. It's not that everybody in the whole world has to be ruled in the same way, but Here's a good thing we in the West have--Britain, United States, particularly the Anglosphere, but generally in the West. We have this. Most people don't. Most people would be happier if they did. We're not supposed to go around killing people to persuade them of this, but we can help persuade them of this by our own example. And we can also help defend them when they are threatened by tyrannical power, and there are tyrannical powers in the world, and there will continue to be, and, my goodness, there are today.

And then finally, I would say, she also proved that this was not the preserve of men--leadership was not the preserve of men.

And therefore, these are at least three very important areas where you frequently wouldn't agree with her, sometimes you'll think she made terrible mistakes, but these are really major--it's quite an exemplary story, and it won't go away.

Frum: Let me end with a bit of a commercial placement for you. I haven't read the new abridged version, but I have pored over all the original three volumes. This is a life that bears every page. And although the books are very elegantly composed, they are full of sass and fun because Thatcher was, as you keep reminding us--there was a very fun-loving element to her and a very ardent element, passionate often, especially in her earlier days, but all the way through. And she was in politics because of the things she believed, not because of the things she wanted to be, and you capture that and reveal that of this rich and extraordinary woman in what was then a man's world.

Charles Moore, thank you so much for joining me today.

Moore: Well, thank you, David. You've been very kind. Thank you.

[Music]

Frum: I thank Charles Moore for joining me today.

This week's book, as I mentioned at the top, is The World of Yesterday by the Austro Hungarian writer Stefan Zweig. Now, this is a very famous book, and many of you may have already encountered it, but for those who have not, Stefan Zweig, in the '20s and '30s of the last century, was one of the most famous writers in the world. He wrote in German. He was a native of Vienna. He was born into a prosperous Viennese Jewish family. He served in a noncombat role in the First World War, and through his life, he espoused a politics of liberalism, internationalism, and peace. He was a European more than belonging to any other country and more than he was Jewish, more than he was Austrian.

At the end of his life, he was driven into exile by the Nazi threat in his native Austria. He left Austria in 1934, immigrated to England, then to the United States, and finally arrived in Brazil, a country he loved and about which he wrote a book.

In 1942, sunk in despair, he wrote this recollection of the world of his early life, The World of Yesterday. And then, after having typed the last page with the assistance of his second wife, who also functioned as a secretary to him, the two of them took an overdose of drugs and committed suicide. He succumbed to a death of despair.

I read The World of Yesterday for the first time a long, long time ago. I recently returned to it for quite a selfish reason: I've been working on a memoir of my own, and I wanted to study the engineering of one of the great masterpieces of the work of memoir. How was it done? And I learned a lot from the book. I learned, for example, that it's very important to tell stories in just a very, very few lines. Our lives are packed with incidents that are interesting to us, but are not necessarily of interest to others. And Zweig ruthlessly excised from his book much that was personal, much that must have been tremendously important to him in his own life, in order to focus on the part of the story that he knew that the readers of tomorrow would want to know about the world of yesterday.

He has a vivid image of the passing of that world. By a strange coincidence, he happens to be at a railway stop when the train that carries the last Habsburg emperor, Karl, who was the emperor at the end of the war. When that train went into exile, Zweig was at the Weimar railway crossing, his own train delayed, and he saw the emperor head off into history--the end of the world of security that he had known and in which he had grown up.

He is able to summon up the rise of fascism in a few telling details as well. And in those few telling details, he puts his finger on some of the enduring mysteries of the politics of fascism that we grapple with to this day. He notices how trucks will pull up in a village, and men will jump out and, with truncheons and other instruments of violence, attack people, jump back into the truck, and drive off. And he noticed with horror, he observed with horror, the incidents of violence. But he said, Who had paid for the uniforms on these men? This is before the Nazis have taken over either the German or the Austrian state. Who paid for the uniforms? Who paid for the trucks? How did these men get so well drilled? How did they know to jump off the truck and jump back on again? And those are, in microcosm, the questions that historians of fascism still grapple with, was: "What kind of movement was this? Who paid for it? What sources of social strength did it draw from?" And Zweig is able to conjure all this up in a line or two.

The theme in the book that haunted me most, though, as I reread it after an interval of so many years, was the theme of despair. And this is the theme that may be relevant to those of you who are listening to me talk about it, who are thinking about returning or visiting this book for the first time. Zweig had reasons for despair. The world he had grown up in was destroyed. The liberalism and democracy he believed in were destroyed. He lost his beautiful home in Salzburg. He lost the collection of autographed manuscripts that he cherished, into which he poured so much of the wealth he'd earned from a successful career. His books could no longer be published in his native country, either in Germany or in Austria, in his native language. And he had suffered so many personal losses, friends and families consumed by the violence and hatred of Nazism. And so, in far-off Brazil, he took his life and let his second wife take her life alongside him.

But it occurred to me as I read this: If Zweig had just held on to his faith a little bit longer, Nazism was doomed. And although he would never get back the world of yesterday, he could have played an important part in building the role of tomorrow. He would've returned to Austria--he could have returned to Austria and been acclaimed. He would've discovered his works again published, his memories rediscovered, and the world that he tried to keep alive in memory would become a source of inspiration and strength to the new world, the new world of democracy and liberalism that was returning in the Europe he loved and to the German lands whose language he spoke.

And so maybe this is a little simple-minded, maybe there was a lot more going on, maybe I'm just not constituted by either my fate or my personality to understand the feelings that would animate a man like Stefan Zweig. But we all have to hold on, even when things seem despairing, because you never know that hope isn't just a few months away and, in the deep dark you see, there's already the glimmerings of the light of tomorrow. And that the world of yesterday can be a resource for the world of tomorrow. Don't despair. Don't quit. It's tempting, but I think Zweig would have rejoiced to see the world that was coming and would have had something to contribute to that world if he could have lived and allowed his wife to live just a few more months longer.

Thank you for watching The David Frum Show today. I hope you will share and support the program. Share it on platforms, like, subscribe. As always, the best way to support the work of this program is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That is the way to support my work and all of my colleagues. I hope you'll consider doing that. I'll see you next week.

[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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        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...
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The Conquest of Chicago

Can a deep-blue city fend off Trump's ICE crackdown?

by Nick Miroff




Updated at 2:10 p.m. ET on October 16, 2025

When National Guard troops from Texas started to arrive in Illinois last week, I drove out to the Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center on the outskirts of Chicago to get a better look at what the soldiers were sent to protect. The ICE building is just off the interstate, next to a pest-control company and several union halls. Protesters have been gathering here for weeks, so ICE covered the windows with plywood and closed off the street with jersey barriers and steel fencing. The facility looks not much bigger than a neighborhood hardware store, a vestige of a different era of immigration enforcement, when ICE wasn't working for a president who wanted a million deportations a year.

Television crews were set up outside, but I found only two protesters. One was Nick Sednew, a 40-year-old musician and father of a preschooler who told me he has been coming here every few days to try to overcome a feeling of dread and hopelessness. He stayed in the designated protest area about two blocks from where officers were coming and going, and it seemed unlikely they would notice him or the sign he held above his head, which said: ICE Out!

Sednew said he lives in a mostly Latino neighborhood in northwest Chicago that has been hit hard in recent weeks by raids. "This is not really abstract or political for me. I've witnessed them kidnapping my neighbors," he told me. It was as if he were describing a foreign occupation, but from the beginning, President Donald Trump has framed his Chicago operation as a military conquest.

In early August, Trump announced his plans on Truth Social with cartoonish imagery from Apocalypse Now, with the president appearing as Lieutenant Colonel Bill Kilgore, the film's fictional U.S. commander who massacred Vietnamese villagers with napalm. Chicago's skyline is behind him, shown as a flaming hellscape, with "Chipocalypse Now" scrawled across the bottom. "'I love the smell of deportations in the morning' ... Chicago about to find out why it's called the Department of WAR," Trump wrote, adding emoji of helicopters.

Life seems to imitate social media in the current Trump era, and sure enough, Border Patrol agents in commando gear rappelled from a Black Hawk helicopter this month to raid an apartment building on the city's South Side. They kicked down doors and forced residents from their beds at gunpoint, using plastic zip ties to subdue U.S. citizens and noncitizens alike. A few days later, agents shot and wounded a woman who works as a teacher's aide at a Montessori school, whom they accused of ramming them with her vehicle. As the federal government's crackdown intensifies, I've spoken with activists and ICE officials who are all worried about where this is headed.

Sednew, bearded and wearing a hiking cap, told me he wanted to choose his words carefully because he fears the government will target resisters like him. "They are like a bully who has someone in a headlock and saying 'Stop making me hit you.' They control every lever of power, and they're using the power of the state to punch down, with vengeance and ill will, on innocent people."

Department of Homeland Security officials say they've deployed to Chicago to save the city from immigrants who commit crimes. Chicago has long had a reputation for shootings and gang violence, but there is no evidence that the recent influx of immigrants has made the city more dangerous. If anything, it's been the opposite: Chicago's murder rate is down by more than half since a spike during the pandemic, and this summer the city recorded the fewest number of killings in 60 years.

Read: The deeper crime problem that the National Guard can't solve

As a stage for Trump's top domestic-policy issue--mass deportations--Chicago is perhaps the biggest blue trophy among the American cities the president has threatened or already targeted. The city was among the first to adopt "sanctuary" policies that limit cooperation with federal immigration enforcement, back in 1985. It remains a Democratic Party stronghold, and the home of the Obamas, whose vision of multiracial liberalism remains the country's main ideological antithesis to MAGA.

Trump seemed to hesitate after his Chipocalypse post, announcing he would order soldiers to Memphis and New Orleans instead of Chicago. But he pivoted back with no explanation a few weeks later, calling Chicago "the worst and most dangerous city in the World, by far." He has assigned Texas National Guard units--who have earned a reputation for treating migrants harshly along the Mexico border--to deploy along with federalized Illinois troops. A district court has blocked the moves, for now, leaving Trump's mobilization in limbo. At the heart of the legal dispute are the administration's claims that it is facing a dangerous rebellion, enabled by Democratic leaders, that puts federal officers at risk and undermines the rule of law.

From where I stood with Sednew and the other protester, the threat to ICE seemed well under control. The village of Broadview, where the ICE building is located, has banned protests before 9 a.m. or after 6 p.m. The facility is barricaded and guarded by town police officers, alongside Cook County Sheriff deputies and Illinois State Police officers. Chicago police have played a similar role in the city, at times standing as a buffer between protesters and federal forces, but not assisting ICE.

Trump officials say they will not be deterred, and when DHS Secretary Kristi Noem visited the city earlier this month, she toured properties the administration is looking to acquire. "We're not going to back off," Noem told reporters. "We're doubling down, and we're going to be in more parts of Chicago."


Gregory Bovino, center, leads several federal agents toward protesters near the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement processing center in Broadview, Illinois, on October 3. (Antonio Perez / Chicago Tribune / Getty)



Every city targeted by Trump so far seems to resist in its own way. Protesters in proudly weird Portland, Oregon, have been mocking Trump's "war zone" claims by dancing in animal costumes and riding bikes buck naked. In Los Angeles, where I went to cover protests in June, the crowds were large, angry, and more confrontational. Demonstrators stormed the freeway to block traffic, and some torched Waymo cars and hurled objects at police. California Governor Gavin Newsom and L.A. Mayor Karen Bass shared the crowd's disapproval of Trump, but they deployed hundreds of California Highway Patrol and LAPD officers to keep a lid on looting and stave off wider unrest that might vindicate the president's troop deployment.

In Chicago, city officials and neighborhood activist groups have been more disciplined, coordinating closely on efforts to slow ICE's "Operation Midway Blitz." Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker and Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson are fighting the National Guard deployment in court, and Johnson has declared city property off-limits to ICE, though it's unclear how he'll be able to enforce the ban. When Noem tried to use the bathroom inside the Broadview municipal building earlier this month, staffers wouldn't even open the door.

Abigail Jackson, a spokesperson for the White House, told me in a statement that Pritzker and Johnson were "failed leaders" and "Trump-Deranged buffoons" who "would rather allow the violence to continue and attack the President for wanting to help make their city safe again."

Many of the street-level activists I spoke with are working under the leadership of a decades-old group, the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, or ICIRR, which everyone pronounces as "ICER." It sounds like a brand of antifreeze. ICIRR and other groups have tried to pressure businesses to block ICE from their property and have organized "Rapid Response" volunteer brigades that quickly deploy to locations where ICE officers attempt to make arrests. They document the encounters and hand out legal-aid information.

The activists have a tip line to report sightings and share vehicle descriptions and license-plate numbers. Once ICIRR activists verify the information, they post it to social media. The warning system identifies when a neighborhood is hot, so worried residents can stay indoors or away. When ICE is on the move, some volunteers will follow in cars, honking their horns and blowing whistles to create a rolling alarm system.

As ICE rushed into the city's Avondale neighborhood in northwest Chicago last week, volunteers gathered on a busy corner with signs telling motorists Cuidado! La Migra Esta Cerca ("Watch out! ICE is nearby"). I spoke with Emmeline Prokash, who had propped up a warning sign on her stroller after dropping off her son at preschool. "What they're doing is disgusting," said Prokash, a gardener and stay-at-home mom wearing a whistle around her neck. "It's not right. They're just abducting people. They're separating families. Kids are afraid to go to school. These are my neighbors."

A helicopter circled overhead, and an activist with a telescope said he spotted the U.S. Customs and Border Protection seal on the fuselage. He had two whistles dangling from his neck and a small rearview mirror--typically used by cyclists--mounted on his sunglasses.

Another neighbor, Damien Madden, said he'd seen officers in plainclothes that morning chase down a man in a red T-shirt, stuffing him into a white minivan. They were gone in less than a minute. "I grew up in the city, and I'm used to cops doing what cops do," Madden, 52, told me. "But at least they come up and identify themselves. There's due process. But to see someone just get chased and snatched, it's crazy."

Read: 'It's never been this bad.'

Passing motorists honked in support, and others pulled up to trade info. Watch out for a silver Jeep Wagoneer, one driver said. DHS and ICE officials say that activists like these are illegally obstructing them from doing their jobs and that this type of tracking has led to death threats and doxxing attempts. ICE officers typically work in plainclothes, but the agency has allowed them to wear masks as a form of identity protection.

Officers cannot force their way inside a private residence without a judicial warrant, and the technique known as "knock and talk," in which officers try to persuade suspects to open the door, has been neutralized by activists' know-your-rights pamphlets. That has left officers relying more and more on street arrests. An opinion by Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh last month gave ICE officers a green light to continue relying on factors that include ethnicity and physical appearance when determining who they question.

Brian Rodarte, the manager of a medical-supply company in the neighborhood, told me officers stopped one of his drivers that morning and let the man go after seeing his driver's license. Then the officers followed him to the company's employee lot and tried to drive in. Rodarte quickly shut the gate. "All of our employees are American citizens, but we don't need guys being racially profiled and detained," Rodarte told me.

Rodarte, who is half Mexican and half Irish, told me he sees both sides of the immigration debate. He has no problem with ICE arresting violent criminals, he told me, but they should handle it the right way. "What they're doing is against our rights and totally unconstitutional," Rodarte told me. "They're just racially profiling anyone who looks Hispanic."

DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin denied that federal forces are racially profiling suspects, and said that the claims were "disgusting" and "reckless."

"Protesters and illegal aliens violently resist arrest, hit and kick agents, throw rocks and other projectiles at them, block and ram government vehicles, and form human barricades--causing serious injury to our brave law enforcement," McLaughlin wrote in an email. "When confronted with imminent threats of severe or fatal harm, CBP Officers and Agents are authorized to defend themselves and others."


Demonstrators shout to law enforcement officers during a standoff with ICE and federal officers in the Little Village neighborhood of Chicago on October 4. (Jim Vondruska / Reuters)



In Chicago, as in L.A. before it, the federal mobilization is led not by career ICE officials but by Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol chief of the agency's El Centro Sector, more than 2,000 miles away in California. Bovino, who is now also the "at-large commander" for Trump's crackdown, has become a star of MAGA social media, and in Chicago he travels with a film crew, making DHS propaganda videos. In one, he patrols the city waterfront on a boat, in footage that builds to a glittering shot of Trump Tower. Another shows Bovino buying energy drinks at local markets and high-fiving Black residents, set to the Bee Gees' "Stayin' Alive." Its apparent aim is to exploit the Black-brown tensions in Chicago that worsened during the Biden administration, as record numbers of migrants--especially Venezuelans--poured into the city, some on buses sent by Texas Governor Greg Abbott, a Republican. Some Black residents grumbled that the new arrivals received benefits that should go to needy American citizens, and Trump advisers, including Stephen Miller, have tried to fan those resentments to woo Black support. 

Asked about the message of Bovino's video, McLaughlin wrote, "Your obsession with race and weaponizing it is gross and unhealthy," and told me, "Chicagoans, regardless of skin color, are happy to see law and order restored in their city."

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

At Teques Bites, a small Venezuelan cafe in Avondale, I met owner Andry Garcia, who arrived in Chicago five years ago. He told me the ICE raids were sweeping up some of the "bad" Venezuelans--criminals--but also many others who were law-abiding and had pending asylum cases, or whose temporary legal residency had been taken away by the Trump administration.

Garcia said his sales have been cut by more than half since ICE arrived, and he's struggled to find delivery drivers brave enough to be out on the street, where they'd be easy ICE targets. Last year Garcia acquired a second, larger location with dreams of expansion, but his plan is now frozen. "We were just about to open when the whole ICE thing started," he told me.

Trump officials claim they are hunting members of Venezuela's Tren de Aragua gang, which the president has designated as a foreign terrorist organization. The administration has used that label to conduct lethal attacks in the Caribbean on boats allegedly linked to the gang. The gang's presence in Chicago was used to justify the commando raid that Bovino's teams carried out on the apartment building in Chicago's South Shore neighborhood. DHS officials said they made 37 arrests, including of two Tren de Aragua members and a U.S. citizen wanted on a narcotics charge. Others arrested had criminal records that included battery, theft, and drug possession, officials told me. DHS has not released their names or provided evidence of some of the suspects' gang ties.

The apartment building was mostly deserted when I visited it last week, though a few residents remained. Shards of broken windows littered the exterior, and the entranceway reeked of cat urine and rotting trash. Prior to the raid, the building's residents were a mix of Black tenants, many of them destitute, and newly arrived Venezuelan families. In recent years, as code violations accrued and some occupants stopped paying rent, the building spiraled deeper into squalor and ruin, residents told me.

The lock on the front door was broken, and inside, the hallways, stairwells, and abandoned units had become dumping grounds for trash. I held my breath and stepped over rat carcasses through dark corridors swarming with flies. Fresh plywood covered some of the units hit by the raid, but others remained open, lacking doors. I could see rotting food, feces, and bloodstains along the floors amid broken furniture and diapers. An abandoned bicycle in one hall had training wheels, and a child's stuffed animal, a pink pig, had been left behind in the stairwell. The building had clearly been in a bad state even before Bovino's forces smashed their way through.

"You see this shit? This is how we live here," one of the residents I met, Archie Collins, told me.

Collins, 59, said he'd moved into the building with his older brother five years ago, after losing his job as an inspector at a factory making parts for Ford. His brother received federal housing vouchers, but he died six months ago. Collins has lived alone since then. His electricity came through an extension cord plugged to another unit. His pants were torn. He'd been asleep when Bovino's forces stormed the building, pulling residents out of their apartments at gunpoint. Collins, who is Black, tried to show them his Illinois ID card. "They didn't give a shit," he said.

Collins told me he felt terrorized and humiliated. "They didn't come here for me. I don't talk like a fuckin' Venezuelan," he said, fuming. His front door had been smashed in.

When we finished talking, Collins asked for money, and told me he hadn't eaten all day. I said that, as a journalist, I could not pay for interviews, but I would be happy to buy him some food. We drove to a nearby supermarket, and Collins went up and down the aisles, filling his cart with bread, ramen noodles, milk, hot dogs, and pastries. I realized that no one from the federal government had gone to the building after the raid to check on the elderly Americans who lived there, to see if any of them needed help, or to apologize for handcuffing them in the middle of the night.

As we passed the freezer case, Collins asked me if he could get ice cream. He picked out a pint of fudge swirl and tore into it as soon as we got back in the car, using the lid as a spoon. Back outside the apartment building, he bundled the grocery bags in his hands and raced inside as if someone might try to rob him.


A person is detained as residents of Chicago's Brighton Park neighborhood confront U.S. Border Patrol and other law enforcement officers at a gas station in Chicago on October 4. (Octavio Jones / AFP / Getty)



Images from Chicago this week show federal forces behaving aggressively: pointing weapons at unarmed protesters, lobbing tear gas in residential neighborhoods, arresting a 15-year-old. Border Patrol agents tackled and handcuffed a veteran producer for the Chicago television network WGN, who said she was merely walking to the bus stop. Agents claimed she threw an object at their vehicle, but she was released without charges. The ledger of violence has been mostly one-sided.

One afternoon last week, I went to another Chicago neighborhood that had been in the news, Humboldt Park, to speak with Jessie Fuentes, the local alderperson. Fuentes, 34, appeared in a video that went viral, showing her asking an ICE officer in a hospital emergency room if he had a judicial warrant. The officer violently yanked her arms behind her back and cuffed her.

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

As we walked along West Division Street in Humboldt Park--the "Puerto Rican mecca of the Midwest," Fuentes joked--passing drivers honked in support, and residents who'd seen the video came up to hug her. At least once a week, Fuentes said, she walks through the neighborhood, passing out know-your-rights pamphlets. She helps coordinate Rapid Response brigades, and she told me she's helped arrange care for children whose parents have been taken by ICE, and helped recover vehicles that were left idling in the street after owners were seized so fast they didn't have time to park.

Graciela Guzman, a 35-year-old Illinois state senator who represents the district, joined Fuentes, and told me one of the most frustrating things she hears from the administration is that the city is a war zone. "They're the ones using tear gas and rubber bullets, and breaking windows," she said. "They're the ones bringing a war zone to Chicago."

On the day Fuentes was handcuffed, she told me, she'd received a call from the hospital administrator. ICE officers were inside the emergency room, they told her, and patients were scared. The officers had arrived with a Venezuelan man who fell and broke his leg after federal agents raided the parking lot of a nearby Walmart, Fuentes said.

In the video, she firmly insists to the ICE officer that the man "has constitutional rights."

"No, no," the officer says. "You need to leave."

The clip ends with Fuentes being led out of the building in handcuffs. Fuentes said a Border Patrol agent arrived in a white truck to pick her up, but told the officers to remove the handcuffs when he found out she was an elected official.

DHS identified the patient as Ronal Jose Orozco-Meza, who officials said had Temporary Protected Status, a form of provisional legal status, that he had tried to renew in April. That claim is now pending. The Trump administration has revoked those legal protections, leaving an estimated 600,000 Venezuelans eligible for arrest and deportation. Orozco-Meza's attorney Enrique Espinosa told me his client had been placed under 24-hour watch by ICE--and that officers had confiscated his cellphone and refused to let him speak with a lawyer for seven days, claiming they had not finished processing him. Orozco-Meza remains hospitalized with an ICE monitoring device, Espinosa said.


Federal officers and Gregory Bovino stand together amidst a tense protest outside the ICE processing facility in Broadview, Illinois. (Jacek Boczarski / Anadolu / Getty)



The legal fight over the deployment of the National Guard troops hinges largely on the credibility of the government's claims about the threats to federal forces in Chicago. At least two videos have circulated showing officers failing to make an arrest as protesters gather and try to free suspects from custody. The incidents do not show protesters attacking officers, but DHS officials say assaults are soaring and gangs in Chicago have bounties on federal officials. Federal prosecutors charged an alleged Latin Kings member last week who had supposedly put out a hit on Bovino, offering $10,000.

The federal agents have been quick to draw their guns, and they have shot two people in Chicago already. Silverio Villegas Gonzalez was shot and killed on September 12 as he attempted to drive away while an ICE officer was reaching into his vehicle. DHS initially claimed officers were severely injured in the incident, but body-camera footage released later showed that was not true. Villegas Gonzalez, 38, a father of two U.S.-born sons who arrived from Mexico in 2007, worked as a cook and had no criminal record other than years-old traffic violations, according to Reuters. DHS said it is investigating the incident, and that the officers had feared for their safety.

Three weeks later, border agents shot Marimar Martinez, a 30-year-old day-care worker who had been driving behind them, honking her horn, and yelling "la migra!" out her windows. DHS said that the agents had defended themselves after Martinez rammed them and that they were trapped "by 10 cars." On Friday, federal prosecutors charged Martinez and another defendant with impeding a federal officer while in possession of a deadly weapon.

Christopher Parente, Martinez's attorney, told me DHS's version of the incident is contradicted by body-camera footage captured by one of the three agents in the vehicle. (The two others had their cameras turned off, he told me.) The agents were not, in fact, boxed in, he said, and there appear to have been only two vehicles following the officers, not 10. The agent in the back seat, who Parente said had his finger on the trigger of the rifle, can be heard saying "Do something, bitch" just before the collision. The footage shows the driver yanking the steering wheel to the side as the crash occurs, and the agents jump out and start firing. Martinez was stuck five times but managed to drive away and call an ambulance, Parente said. Martinez told him she was still making car payments on the Nissan Rogue she was driving, and wouldn't have used it as a battering ram.

Martinez had a handgun in her purse, which she carries for self-defense, and for which she has a valid concealed-carry license, Parente said. The federal indictment does not claim Martinez brandished the weapon at any point. When federal agents arrested Martinez and tried to take her to a detention facility, the staff refused to admit her because her bandages were soaked through with blood, her lawyer said. She had to be taken back to the hospital, and a judge ordered her release from custody a day later.

As U.S. District Judge April Perry granted Illinois leaders a temporary restraining order to block the National Guard deployment on Friday, she wrote that DHS officials' perceptions of events in Chicago "are not reliable." (Trump officials have appealed, and the next hearing is scheduled for October 22.) Protests outside of the ICE building in Broadview have never drawn more than 200 people, she noted, and did not meet the threshold of a "rebellion" that would necessitate federal troops. The deployment of the National Guard to the facility "or anywhere else in Illinois," Perry wrote, "will only add fuel to the fire that Defendants themselves started."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/chicago-immigration-national-guard-trump/684575/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Why Is Trump Making Excuses for Hamas?

The president seems undisturbed by the terrorist group's murderous campaign against dissidents. In fact, he seems to admire it.

by Jonathan Chait




Until recently, open support for Hamas in the United States was confined to the far left. The national chapter of Students for Justice in Palestine, which circulated talking points supporting the October 7 attacks, has lately declared on Instagram "DEATH TO COLLABORATORS." But the notorious terrorist organization has found a new defender: President Donald Trump.

On Sunday evening, a reporter asked the president about reports that Hamas is reestablishing its authority in the Gaza Strip by executing its rivals. Trump said that the group is merely cracking down on crime, for which it has American approval.

"They do want to stop the problems, and they've been open about it, and we gave them approval for a period of time," he said. "We are having 'em watch that there's not going to be big crime or some of the problems that you have when you have areas like this that have been literally demolished."

Read: How Trump pushed Israel and Hamas to yes

Yesterday, talking with reporters in the White House, Trump added more detail to his defense of Hamas. "They did take out a couple of gangs that were very bad--very, very bad gangs," he said. "And they did take 'em out. And they killed a number of gang members. And that didn't bother me much, to be honest with you. That's okay. A couple of very bad gangs."

Why is Trump praising one of the world's most violent and fanatical terrorist organizations as crime-fighting guardians of public order? Two motives spring to mind.

First, Trump is invested in his cease-fire deal between Israel and Hamas. The terms of the pact are shaky, though. Hamas has agreed to release the bodies of its remaining Israeli hostages, but the group is reluctant to heed demands that it give up power. Its frantic campaign of murder and intimidation against alleged gangsters and gangs--who are mostly anti-Hamas armed groups and dissidents, some with ties to Israel--seems designed to foreclose the political transformation the deal calls for. Admitting that this violence poses a dire threat to the prospect of peace in the region would challenge Trump's claim to have brought about a historic truce. And so he is reflexively brushing off any news that seems to undermine his own achievement.

A second, more disturbing explanation is that Trump genuinely does not distinguish between crime-fighting and authoritarian crackdowns. He has praised authoritarian governments elsewhere for using force to suppress protests. In 1990, he told Playboy that China had mistakenly allowed some protests before wisely reversing course: "When the students poured into Tiananmen Square, the Chinese government almost blew it. Then they were vicious, they were horrible, but they put it down with strength. That shows you the power of strength. Our country is right now perceived as weak."

Trump has long praised autocrats who suppress dissent, including Russian President Vladimir Putin, the North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. At a press event on Monday, he praised the dictatorship of Egypt's Abdel Fattah el-Sisi for its supposed tough-on-crime stance: "It's about leadership, and it's really nice when you say, 'How is your crime situation?,' and they don't even know what you're talking about. 'What do you mean crime? We don't have crime.' Because if he has crime, he puts it out very quickly." Rather than recoil at the sight of masked goons carrying out street justice without due process, Trump seems similarly inclined to praise Hamas for being tough on crime.

Graeme Wood: One era ends in Gaza, and another begins

The suggestion that Trump sees Hamas's tactics as admirable may sound uncharitable, but Trump himself likened Hamas's approach to his own. Elaborating on his defense of Hamas yesterday, Trump said, "You know, it's no different than other countries. Like, Venezuela sent their gangs into us, and we took care of those gangs. We have Washington, D.C.--it's one of the safest cities in the country. It was one of the worst cities in the country if you go back just a little while ago."

To be clear, it is different: American cities such as Washington, D.C., may be occupied by the National Guard, but U.S. soldiers are not summarily executing people on the streets. Likewise, the spreading abuses associated with ICE's crackdown fall short of Hamas-level brutality.

Yet Trump's cavalier acceptance of these horrors, and his instinct to equate them with his own domestic crackdown, is revealing. It shows how easily he sees crime-fighting as a valid pretext for the naked murder of political rivals. It also shows that he observes no distinction between the level of force he ought to be able to apply and the unaccountable cruelty exercised by one of the world's most ruthless regimes.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/trump-israel-hamas-executions/684563/?utm_source=feed
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Don't Blame the Democrats for Trump's Revenge Tour

Defending Trump's lawfare as just deserts misremembers what actually happened.

by Jonathan Chait




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

When Republicans find themselves unable to defend something Donald Trump has done, they tend to look for a way to turn the blame onto his opponents. So it is with the president's prosecutorial rampage against his enemies.

The anti-anti-Trump right has declared that, although a series of vindictive charges against the likes of former FBI Director James Comey and New York Attorney General Letitia James may be regrettable, Democrats brought it on themselves.

"Two wrongs do not make a right, but Democrats did start this," argued the conservative columnist and talk-radio host Erick Erickson. It "should be beyond dispute that the Biden-era lawfare campaign against Donald Trump was both a huge electoral failure and a disaster for American civics," wrote the columnist Dan McLaughlin in the National Review. The Washington Post's now-right-of-center Opinion section similarly complained: "Many Democrats still cannot see how their legal aggression against Trump during his four years out of power set the stage for the dangerous revenge tour on which he is now embarked."

Adam Serwer: Trump's politicized prosecutions may hit a roadblock

This attempt to rationalize Trump's push to lock up his enemies as payback suffers from two enormous flaws. The first involves the space-time continuum. Trump spent his first term desperately looking for ways to prosecute or otherwise harm his adversaries. He endlessly demanded that the Justice Department go after a long list of targets, including, among many others, every recent Democratic presidential nominee (John Kerry, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, and Joe Biden). His appointee at the IRS also subjected Comey himself, as well as Andrew McCabe, his successor at the FBI, to IRS audits.

Most of Trump's aspirations failed, but only because the Justice Department was run by officials who at least generally hewed to its norms of independence. Trump has since overcome this barrier.

The second problem with the karma theory is that it accepts at face value Trump's claim that he was a victim of lawfare. Trump was no victim of the legal system. If anything, he received preferential treatment.

Trump faced a wide array of legal travails during Biden's presidency. The case that Trump and his defenders usually fixate on is his conviction for campaign-finance violations stemming from the hush-money payment to the adult-film actor Stormy Daniels before the 2016 election. Many legal analysts argued that the case was legitimate but too marginal to merit prosecution. I agreed at the time that Trump's treatment in this case was harsher than what an average person might receive in similar circumstances. But the Manhattan case was not brought by "the Democrats," or even an official appointed by the Biden administration. It was pursued by one elected local Democratic prosecutor, Alvin Bragg.

More important, in every other case where Trump faced prosecution, he benefited from notably lenient treatment by prosecutors, the courts, or both.

Trump faced two legal cases involving his attempt to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election: a local case in Georgia and a federal case brought by Special Counsel Jack Smith. That Trump's effort to steal the election was unlawful was hardly a partisan view. When Senate Republicans voted not to convict Trump for it in his 2021 impeachment trial, then-Minority Leader Mitch McConnell suggested the matter should be left to the courts. If either party could be blamed for turning Trump's coup attempt into a legal concern rather than a political one, it was surely the Republicans.

Trump managed to skirt both raps, not because he did nothing wrong but because the courts allowed him to drag both cases out. The DOJ does not prosecute sitting presidents, so Trump's reelection ensured they were both dismissed.

Trump deployed this strategy to similarly wriggle out of a separate federal case involving his mishandling of classified documents. His violations could not have been clearer: He took a huge amount of classified material from the White House, stored it all in comically unsecured locations (such as a Mar-a-Lago bathroom), repeatedly lied to the government about it, and directed subordinates to lie on his behalf.

Quinta Jurecic: Trump's revenge tour

Yet a judge Trump had appointed while president simply dismissed the case on the first day of the Republican National Convention in 2024. The conservative Supreme Court, steered by three of Trump's own appointees, helped him further with an extraordinary party-line ruling granting presidents broad immunity from prosecution.

All of this makes it rather hard to argue that Trump was treated especially harshly by the legal system. A more parsimonious explanation for why Trump kept getting prosecuted, and why Republican presidents and candidates such as George W. Bush, John McCain, and Mitt Romney never did, is that Trump has spent his entire career treating laws as unhelpful suggestions.

The evidence to support this is considerable, including his defiance of Justice Department orders to stop discriminating against Black tenants nearly five decades ago, his habitual refusal to pay his bills, and his penchant for grift. Before he was elected president the first time, Republicans regularly questioned his mob ties and called him a con artist.

If you were to have told party elites 10 years ago that Trump would go on to lose his first reelection bid, try to stay in office anyway, and then face a series of legal prosecutions, they would have likely figured Trump had been playing fast and loose with the law once again. They would have been right.
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The Democrats' Heterodoxy Problem

There's not enough of it, according to one political operative.

by Elaine Godfrey




Updated on October 14 at 5:54 p.m. ET.

The age of the conventional Democrat is over. The time of the Democratic contrarian has come.

So says Adam Jentleson, anyway. The veteran political operative and former adviser to the late Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid recently launched a think tank that asks Democratic candidates to ignore pressure from the far left, take positions outside the "liberal box," and be a lot more "heterodox" in general. If this seems to you like Beltway speak for asking Democrats to sound more like Republicans, well, you would be at least partly correct. The Democratic Party used to have supermajorities in Congress because it allowed its members to hold a wide range of positions, Jentleson told me. To start winning again, the party needs to bring that back, he said. His new think tank, Searchlight Institute, plans to help.

With its seven-person team, a polling arm, and a $10 million budget, Searchlight promises to offer a "menu" of orthodoxy-challenging ideas for Democrats to run on. "We don't need to create a new Joe Rogan," Jentleson said. "We need people to go on Rogan with better ideas."

Some Democrats are excited about that menu, at least in theory. The party needs to figure out an agenda beyond opposing President Donald Trump, they say. And there are no bad ideas in brainstorming. It's "like that year in the 1980s when Saturday Night Live fired everybody and kept Eddie Murphy," Mike Nellis, a party strategist and former adviser to Kamala Harris, told me. "Right now you've gotta prove you're Eddie Murphy or get the hell out of here. So I'm not begrudging anybody that's trying something new."

But this attitude does not exist in all corners, and here, as they say, is the rub: Jentleson's critics, who mostly come from the progressive end of the ideological spectrum, believe that his project amounts to asking Democrats to abandon their values. They have many ideas about what the party should be doing instead. One Democratic strategist, who has worked with Jentleson in the past and who was granted anonymity to speak candidly, thinks the party should sound more like Senator Bernie Sanders and prioritize talking about economic populism. "I wish someone would give me $10 million to say that," they told me. Others believe that now is the wrong time to moderate. "In a moment in which we are not approaching fascism, but rather living inside its horrific grip," to argue that America needs "another reactionary centrist think-and-poll tank is really pretty gross," Anat Shenker-Osorio, a progressive consultant, told me.

You might be wondering how the creation of a Washington, D.C., think tank could possibly inspire this kind of anguish. The answer is that for many Democrats, this debate goes far beyond the impact of a single organization whose entire staff could fit comfortably inside a Kia Telluride. They see this as a fight about how Democrats can start winning again, which makes it not merely tactical but also existential: Party officials, strategists, and activists have spent a year sifting through the wreckage of an election that was calamitous to the Democrats' governing plans as well as their very understanding of themselves. And there is no shepherd to guide them. The party's erstwhile leader, Joe Biden, is widely scorned. Harris, its would-be standard-bearer, is busy promoting a backward-looking volume of grievances.

Now, as the Democrats fumble their way toward the midterm elections, most seem to agree: The only way out of this dark wilderness is through. But choosing the wrong path could make things a whole lot worse.

Let us begin with the think tank of it all. The point of such an entity is to research and poll-test policy solutions to problems, usually for one political party or another. The conservative Heritage Foundation, for example, birthed Project 2025. Way back in 2005, the It Girl of the think-tank world was Third Way, a Democratic Party-aligned group that vowed to pursue not left- or right-wing policy solutions, but a different, third way forward.

This might sound like the Searchlight Institute's mission, but Jentleson insists that it is not. The group will come up with policy ideas that are both left and right of center. Heterodox, he says, is the word that distinguishes the project. He uses this word a lot. "The heterodox mix that works for Maine is going to be different than the heterodox mix that works for Iowa or North Carolina or Texas, but they all should be heterodox," Jentleson told me. A Democrat in Maine should have views about guns and gun control that align with the people of Maine, just as a candidate from a border state should feel free to hold a different position on border security than the rest of his party. "No Democrat believes every left-wing position on every issue," he said, and they shouldn't pretend to.

The person Jentleson thinks Democrats should take a lesson from is Trump. "One of the most poorly understood parts of Trump's appeal in 2016 was his heterodoxy," he said. As a candidate, Trump opposed the GOP's conventional positions on the Iraq War, trade, and foreign intervention. In response, voters called him an independent thinker and made him president. (Now, of course, the party's position is whatever Trump says it is.) Democrats should follow that instinct, Jentleson said. Some already do. A few good heterodox party candidates already exist, he said, including Rob Sand, the state auditor running for governor of Iowa, who has demonstrated disdain for traditional partisan labels and who recently told a radio host that he doesn't think transgender women should play in women's sports.

Read: The most dangerous Democrat in Iowa

Like repeating a word again and again, dwelling for too long on the concept of heterodoxy tends to make it blurry. If every candidate is taking heterodox positions, then wouldn't those positions cease to be heterodox? And what, exactly, is a heterodox idea? It's hard to know, because Searchlight has not yet released any. Policy proposals will be rolled out in the coming months, Jentleson promised, as a rotating team of fellows works in a "Shark Tank-style" environment to generate them. The project appears to have plenty of funding, including from a handful of billionaires guided by the donor-adviser Seth London, a venture capitalist and former Obama-administration official. (After the 2024 election, London sent around a strategy memo criticizing identity-based political messaging and calling for the creation of new organizations to support "common sense Democrats.")

Searchlight's association with London's wealthy clients is, in some ways, the soft underbelly of the project--a paunch that Jentleson's opponents are eager to jab. "We don't need a bunch of billionaires telling us what they believe is the best direction for the party to win back working-class voters," the anonymous party strategist told me. However, most think tanks and similar organizations are at least partly funded by the ultrawealthy.

If it's not obvious by now, many people on the left do not like Jentleson personally. They see the 44-year-old veteran operative--who once advised but has recently publicly distanced himself from Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania--as overly and often performatively hostile to progressives. Pushing back on that characterization is difficult when, in an article announcing Searchlight's launch, Jentleson came out swinging against the Center for American Progress, calling it "100 percent pure uncut resistance drivel." (Asked for her response, CAP's president, Neera Tanden, told me that "this is a bigger moment than coalitional infighting." On the subject of Searchlight's work, she added, "I'm old-fashioned. I think think tanks should have ideas.")

But the main problem that lefties have with Searchlight is that they believe heterodoxy is code for "abandon your principles." Several Democrats I interviewed for this story complained that Jentleson's project amounts to sacrificing trans people and other marginalized groups. A more generous reframing of this critique might be that Searchlight is telling Democrats to talk only about issues that poll well, rather than starting with fixed values and working to get people on board. "The purpose of politics is to get elected in order to enact your agenda, not to get elected for its own sake," Shenker-Osorio told me.

Shenker-Osorio referred to Jentleson's approach as "pollingism," whereas Republicans, she says, tend to operate using "magnetism." Trump and his allies, she said, "have an agenda and doggedly pursue it" until, eventually, they make their priorities mainstream. (Searchlight isn't going to tell Democrats to take or reject any positions, Jentleson said; it simply wants "leaders to know when they are spending political capital and when they are earning it." As for the rest of his critics, Jentleson added: "If we were not a disruptive force," they wouldn't be so upset. "We pose a really big threat to a lot of the way things have been done for a long time.")

Democrats in Shenker-Osorio's camp do not want to cede ground in any of the culture wars. Instead, they'd rather candidates employ a more aggressive message about the economy--think railing against CEOs, billionaires, and the rigged system--like Sanders does on his Fighting Oligarchy Tour and Zohran Mamdani has in his New York mayoral race. If Trump and the MAGA Republicans are going to blame the country's problems on illegal immigrants and other outsiders, then Democrats need their own powerful counterstory. "The more that Democrats are willing to name corporate villains that are hurting working people, the more bolstered we are from culture-war attacks," Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, told me.

One could easily dismiss the specific debate over Jentleson's think tank as a squabble among the terminally online. And it is that. But Searchlight is only one horse in a galloping herd of similar new ventures seeking to shape a party that can't seem to stop fighting with itself. These other projects, some of which accept funding from London's clients, include Majority Democrats, a political-action committee backing moderate, pragmatic Democrats; WelcomeFest, an annual gathering of centrist Democrats; and The Argument, a new magazine promoting center-left ideas, launched by the Atlantic contributor Jerusalem Demsas.

It's all "part of a general reckoning where, if you want to build a majority party, you've got to let people have a diversity of opinions," Lis Smith, who works with Majority Democrats but is unaffiliated with Searchlight, told me. "Goddamn it, if we want to save this party, we have to try new things." Democratic politicians and thinkers appear to be coming to the same conclusion. Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut, who for years crusaded for all Democrats to support gun-control legislation, said in a speech last month that he was rethinking that position. Ezra Klein, the New York Times columnist and a co-author of Abundance, called for Democrats to open their minds to running anti-abortion candidates in Republican-leaning states.

Each of these efforts toward a party reset has been met with some version of the criticism that Searchlight is facing. Speakers who gathered at WelcomeFest in Washington, D.C., for example, were derided by some on the political left as lacking vision. Others characterized Klein's notion of running anti-abortion candidates as a betrayal of women. "This is no time for compromise. To support a 'pro-life' candidate--from any party--is morally incomprehensible," Jessica Valenti wrote in her newsletter, Abortion, Every Day.

In some ways, none of this infighting is new at all. Progressives have been disgusted by moderates since time immemorial, and moderates have always found progressives at least slightly poisonous to the broader party brand. The current debate is simply a fresh iteration of the persuasion-versus-mobilization fight that roiled the party in the late 1980s, when Elaine Kamarck and William Galston called for the Democrats to end their losing streak by appealing to a broad base of voters. Back then, party members used a slightly different vocabulary to ask the same question: What should the Democrats do now?

This time, though, as the Trump administration sics troops on American cities, seeks retribution against the president's enemies, and threatens to suppress organized political opposition, answering that question feels much more urgent.



* This article originally said Senator Chris Murphy wrote a column about rethinking his position on gun control. In fact, he gave a speech.
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I Don't Want to Stop Believing in America's Decency

I want to feel, as Walt Whitman did, that America and democracy are inextricable.<strong> </strong>

by George Packer




To be a patriot in Donald Trump's America is like sitting through a loved one's trial for some gruesome crime. Day after day your shame deepens as the horrifying testimony piles up, until you wonder how you can still care about this person. Shouldn't you just accept that your beloved is beyond redemption? And yet you keep showing up, exchanging smiles and waves, hoping for some mitigating evidence to emerge--trying to believe in your country's essential decency.

Patriotism is as various and complex as the feeling of attachment to one's own family. It can be unconditional and unquestioning, or else move--even die--with the fluctuations in a nation's moral character. It can flow from a hearth, a grave, a landscape, a bloodline, a shared history, an ethnic or religious identity, a community of like-minded people, a set of ideas. During his travels through the United States in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville saw American patriotism as different from that of tradition-bound, hierarchical Europe, where an "instinctive, disinterested, and undefinable feeling" connects "the affections of man with his birthplace." In the young republic, Tocqueville found "a patriotism of reflection"--less a passion than a rational civic pursuit: "It is coeval with the spread of knowledge, it is nurtured by the laws, it grows by the exercise of civil rights, and, in the end, it is confounded with the personal interest of the citizen."

For Tocqueville, this democratic patriotism depends on a belief in equality, inalienable rights, and the consent of the governed--in effect, on the beliefs and actions found in the Declaration of Independence. But that universal creed can't exist solely in abstract nouns. To mean anything--to survive at all--it requires the participation of the governed as citizens. The purpose of Lincoln's Gettysburg Address was to remind Americans that self-government would not endure without the efforts of patriots on its behalf. When ancestry defines national identity, patriotism requires nothing other than allegiance. But the blood of the Union dead and the soil of the cemetery that Lincoln had come to dedicate bore a larger meaning: the liberty and equality of all human beings. Patriotism was the devotion of Americans to these principles, and to preserving them through self-government.

Following the Dred Scott decision in 1857, Stephen A. Douglas tried to limit the truth that "all men are created equal" to one lineage--the original British colonists and their descendants. His Americanism excluded not just the enslaved but the foreign-born. During the 1858 U.S. Senate campaign in Illinois, Lincoln mocked Douglas for defacing the Declaration and excluding half the country's citizens--immigrants from other lands, whose connection to the United States came not through a bloodline but through the founding itself: "They have a right to claim it as though they were blood of the blood, and flesh of the flesh of the men who wrote that Declaration, and so they are," Lincoln said. "That is the electric cord in that Declaration that links the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together, that will link those patriotic hearts as long as the love of freedom exists in the minds of men throughout the world."

The words of the Declaration shaped Lincoln's patriotism and justified his politics. He called Thomas Jefferson "the man who, in the concrete pressure of a struggle for national independence by a single people, had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times, and so to embalm it there, that to-day, and in all coming days, it shall be a rebuke and a stumbling-block to the very harbingers of re-appearing tyranny and oppression." That truth gave Lincoln the basis for ending slavery and winning the Civil War.

The argument about whether patriotism comes from democratic idealism or American heritage has flared up ever since the founding. The argument doesn't always fall neatly along the lines of left and right. Until the mid-20th century, much of the Democratic Party was defined by a combination of economic populism and white supremacy. The most important conservative figure of the past century, Ronald Reagan, swore by the Founders' civic religion.

Almost 250 years after the Declaration, we're in the midst of another fight over the meaning of being American. This one is particularly dispiriting, because neither side seems capable of mustering a patriotism based in active citizenship. Gallup regularly asks Americans how proud they are of their country. For the past quarter century Republicans have answered "extremely" or "very" proud at a fairly consistent rate of about 90 percent. In the same period Democrats have slipped from the mid-80s to the mid-30s, with the percentages generally rising during Democratic presidencies and falling under Republicans, most dramatically this year with the return of Trump. In June the number was 36 percent for Democrats and 92 percent for Republicans--the largest partisan gap since Gallup began asking the question, in 2001. Republicans remain highly patriotic while their party hollows out America's democratic institutions and their leader flirts with kingship, as if their love of country has nothing to do with its founding principles. Democrats have a hard time feeling proud of their country unless one of their own is in office, pursuing their favored policies, as if their patriotism goes no deeper than their politics.

Both types of patriotism described by Tocqueville have led Americans into dead ends. In the age of Trump the instinctive kind accepts authoritarianism, while reflective patriotism creates cynicism, alienation, and civic passivity. Neither produces the citizens that Lincoln, Walt Whitman, John Dewey, Martin Luther King Jr., and other American democrats believed were essential to preserving a free country.

American patriotism is a volatile substance, never able to settle into a quiet, modest love of country. It swings wildly between "All are welcome" and "Beware of dog." Drain from it the universal principles of equality, freedom, and self-government, and it turns into a snarl. The Republican Party has abandoned Reagan's city on a hill for the blood-and-soil nationalism of Europe's old monarchies and new dictatorships--Putin's Russia, Orban's Hungary. At a rally in Madison Square Garden just before last year's election, Trump's chief ideologue, Stephen Miller, expressed an idea in seven words that he might have adapted from the German Auslander raus! ("Foreigners out!"): "America is for Americans and Americans only!" The meaning of for is unclear, but the important word in the sentence is only.

Read: Are you a 'Heritage American'?

Trump's America is defined by those who belong and those who don't. Its essential act is exclusion. Back in power, Trump is showing that mere citizenship isn't enough. The president and his circle determine who the real Americans are, and if they don't like your origins or your views, they'll try to take away your constitutional birthright and deport you. Vice President J. D. Vance has become the administration's chief spokesman for a version of American identity similar to the one that Stephen Douglas championed and Lincoln derided. During a July speech for the conservative Claremont Institute, Vance set out to "redefine the meaning of American citizenship" as stingily as possible. To Vance, the founding creed should be no basis for Americanness. "Identifying America just with agreeing with the principles, let's say, of the Declaration of Independence" fills the vice president with horror, because it would include those he wants to leave out, and exclude those he wants to leave in. The billions of people around the world who believe in democracy would suddenly have a right to come here. And the 100 percent Americans--the Proud Boys, Oath Keepers, and extremist white nationalists--would be stigmatized, even if their ancestors fought in the Civil War.

As it happens, the founding creed doesn't require everyone on the planet who believes in the equality of all human beings to be put on a plane and brought here as candidates for citizenship. But leaving Vance's illogic aside, his purpose is to remove democracy from our national identity and open the way to the authoritarianism that comes with blood-and-soil nationalism. He defines American identity by where your ancestors lie moldering in their grave--an idea that he first presented in 2024, at the Republican National Convention, in a paean to the cemetery in eastern Kentucky where five generations of Vances are buried.

Because his wife's parents come from India, Vance is obliged to allow a carve-out for certain immigrants--but it's conditioned on a gratitude test. According to Vance, Zohran Mamdani, the Democratic candidate for mayor of New York City, failed the test when, after years of apparently ignoring Independence Day, he released this statement on July 4: "America is beautiful, contradictory, unfinished. I am proud of our country even as we constantly strive to make it better." Vance convicted this anodyne cliche of rank ingratitude. A Ugandan immigrant "dares to insult" the country that gave his family a safe home "on its most sacred day? Who the hell does he think that he is?"

Vance is proposing a hierarchy of citizenship. If you trace your ancestry back to Shiloh or Yorktown, you can ignore the Constitution, embrace the Justice Department as the president's police, pal around with white nationalists, and still call yourself a patriot. But if you just got here, you'd better be grateful and keep to yourself any critical thoughts about America's failure to live up to its own ideals. Patriotism is the right to dress in red, white, and blue and wave the flag on July 4 while defiling its creed.

This shrunken, desiccated corpse of patriotism has its own ancestry. It comes to life when large numbers of aspiring Americans arrive on our shores, and it almost always brings an odor of racial or religious bigotry. In the 1850s, the nativist and anti-Catholic American Party, also called the Know Nothings, had a brief career in opposition to German, French, and Irish immigration. The wave of immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe and China in the late 19th and early 20th centuries finally crashed against legal restrictions from Congress and the extralegal actions of the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s. Then, following the passage of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, which abolished the system of national quotas and bans created in 1924, people from Asia, Africa, and Latin America came here in such numbers that, today, immigrants make up a seventh of the U.S. population, about the same as the historical high in 1890. One result is MAGA.

Ahead of Flag Day in June, Representative Chris Deluzio, a Navy veteran and two-term Democrat from a competitive district in western Pennsylvania, handed out American flags to colleagues and announced the creation of the Democratic Veterans Caucus. He had already helped form a group of anti-corporate House Democrats calling themselves the "New Economic Patriots." "It ties into our goal of aggressively pushing back every chance we can when someone in the MAGA movement, up to and including Donald Trump, acts as though they have a monopoly on loving this country," Deluzio told me. "I will take that fight as often as we can." He added, "We need more of that in our party. I think there is a huge opportunity to contrast the selfishness, the cravenness of the MAGA movement and its disconnect from the true love of country."

The nationalist right's rejection of the creedal definition of Americanness leaves an opening for Democrats to reclaim patriotism as a core identity. But for decades now, going back to the Vietnam War, many liberal and left-wing Americans have been skeptical of, even hostile to, patriotic symbols and emotions. This aversion has come at a high political cost.

I grew up during the '60s and '70s in a household that never raised an American flag--not out of any anti-American feeling, but because it would have sent the wrong message. It would have associated us with the jingoistic party of Nixon and Reagan. It would have meant "America--love it or leave it," regardless of war and racism. There's no denying that our reluctance also reflected social snobbery. Waving a flag was something that working- and lower-middle-class Americans did, like repairing their own cars.

The college-educated professionals who began to take over the Democratic Party in the 1970s prided themselves on having a sophisticated grasp of American history. They recoiled from the Republicans' crude, coercive patriotism, which demanded a kind of national idolatry--a celebration of America that was blind to slavery, Native American genocide, Jim Crow, Japanese internment, the Vietnam War. In Republican politics, love of country became a negative force, almost the same thing as hatred of compatriots in the opposition. National symbols such as the flag, the anthem, and the Pledge of Allegiance turned into partisan weapons. In 1988, the performance of patriotism constituted most of George H. W. Bush's presidential campaign and might have cost Michael Dukakis the election.

"The Republicans learned to own the flag and own the symbols," the Georgetown University historian Michael Kazin, who has written numerous books on the American left, told me. At the same time, an influential strain of thought from the '60s anti-war movement became left-wing orthodoxy: the idea of the U.S. as an almost uniquely awful nation, the source of most of humanity's ills--white supremacy, patriarchy, homophobia, militarism, settler colonialism, environmental destruction. Howard Zinn's immensely popular A People's History of the United States, published in 1980, taught several generations of young Americans on the left to see patriotism as an embrace of something evil.

"I wouldn't say the New Left took over the Democratic Party," Kazin said, "but some of the ideas did percolate, and the Trump people are right that the universities moved to the left." The American Studies Association--the principal academic organization devoted to understanding American history and identity--came under the control of a faction so hostile to its own subject matter that in 1998 the organization's president suggested removing American from the name. In 2017, the organization's national council explained that "American studies scholarship teaches us that rubrics of 'law and order', patriotism, and 'traditional values' are discourses of retrenchment. We must illuminate the ways their use criminalizes and stigmatizes struggles for empowerment, self-determination, and dignity." And in 2019, its executive committee announced: "We strive to model forms of solidarity, sustainability, and social justice that foster alternative visions and practices to supplant the rotting empire bent on destruction."

In the past decade, profound pessimism about the American experiment has grown beyond the niche viewpoint of American-studies professors. With the universities came important sectors of the public. The popularization of academic ideology peaked in 2019, when The New York Times' "The 1619 Project" declared that U.S. history began with slavery. The notion immediately spread through schools, universities, workplaces. According to the project's creator, Nikole Hannah-Jones, the country's founding principles--the ideas of Jefferson and Lincoln--were specious.

For very different reasons, in recent years the progressive left and the nationalist right have reached the same conclusion: The "abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times," is a mirage, a trap, a lie. It doesn't define us as Americans.

Few politicians say this out loud, or even articulate it to themselves. "Maybe some part of our coalition has become less comfortable with outward displays of love of country," Deluzio said--but lawn flags are uncontroversial in western Pennsylvania. Most Republicans still think that the flag has something to do with democracy. Most Democrats would never release a social-media post on Independence Day like this one from Cori Bush in 2021, when she was representing Missouri's First Congressional District: "When they say that the 4th of July is about American freedom, remember this: the freedom they're referring to is for white people. This land is stolen land and Black people still aren't free." But J. D. Vance and Cori Bush might simply be ahead of their parties, speaking for younger, more skeptical Americans.

For the right, now in power, the abandonment of the American idea is license to build an authoritarian regime. The left, having spent decades proving that the idea is a sham, can hardly protest its dismantling.

In 1998, the philosopher Richard Rorty wrote in Achieving Our Country: "Each new generation of students ought to think of American leftism as having a long and glorious history" and to see "the struggle for social justice as central to their country's moral identity." He was referring to the kinds of American reformers who embraced patriotism while urging their country to live up to its creed: the abolitionist Frederick Douglass, the feminist Susan B. Anthony, the poet Walt Whitman, the socialist Eugene V. Debs, the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey, the labor leader A. Philip Randolph, and finally Martin Luther King. Theirs is the democratic patriotism that Tocqueville saw in America almost 200 years ago, rooted in the revolutionary promise of the Founders and the active work of self-governing citizens to realize it. Rorty urged leftists of his time to remember the "civic religion" of their predecessors, identify with their country, and work toward the fulfillment of its moral vision.

Nearly three decades later, what are the grounds for patriotism? The institutions created at the founding no longer work well. Our elected leaders have sunk to abysmal depths of selfishness, corruption, and cowardice. The words of the Declaration bring tears to your eyes and the taste of ashes to your mouth. "It's not easy to defend the American ideals, because there's so much cynicism about how they've been used and politicized," Kazin said. "Young people are much less enamored of the ideals as they understand them, much less willing to be proud of the country. They've been tainted by fierce ideological conflict."

Liberals--the last believers in institutions and incremental reform--cry "Democracy, democracy, democracy!" But when the Supreme Court puts the president above the law, the president uses his office for shakedowns, the White House defenestrates speakers of inconvenient facts, the State Department flirts with dictators while shutting the door on dissidents and refugees, Justice Department lawyers lie to the courts, Congress votes liars onto the bench and pours money into a masked secret police force, and most Americans don't seem to notice or care, then what good is democracy? The country and its government belong to us, so the most honest response is self-disgust.

But I don't want to stop believing in my country's essential decency. I don't want to conflate America with one president, one party, or both parties. I want to feel, as Whitman did, that America and democracy are inextricable; and, as Dewey did, that democracy makes us agents who can always act to better our country and affirm our self-respect.

Tocqueville wrote: "In the United States it is believed, and with truth, that patriotism is a kind of devotion which is strengthened by ritual observance." In a democracy, that observance takes the form of participation in public life. Harder still, it requires a vision of that life with everyone in it. We cannot wish away the other party, the other states, the other faiths, the newest arrivals, the oldest tribes. In his Claremont speech, Vance said one true thing: "Social bonds form among people who have something in common." A nation--especially this one, with its short memory and incomprehensible diversity--can't cohere simply as a geographic boundary and a set of laws. It needs a common language and culture--a way of life.

The intersectional multiculturalists of the left think that there is no common American culture, that the notion itself is a form of oppression--there's only a collection of groups, dominant or subordinate. Vance and the nationalists of the right think that American culture comes from the dirt and the past, "a distinctive place and a distinctive people"--by which they mean a race and a faith that came here long ago, bringing a way of life to which all others must adapt. Both of these views are wrong--unpatriotically wrong.

American culture is as distinct as that of any other nation, but it's the only one that comes from an idea. That idea is the equality of all human beings; their right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; the form of self-government that secures their rights, including the right to change their government if it becomes tyrannical. This idea produced a mass culture famous for loud voices, informal address, innocence and ignorance, generosity and violence, bluntness and cluelessness--a culture of individualists who refuse to accept that anyone is their better, any station fixed for life, any possibility closed to them. It is the easiest culture in the world to join, and if the first generation can't then the second will. It absorbs, changes, and is changed by each new one, blatant and accessible enough to provide a lingua franca in which they can all understand and be understood. It has no elaborate rules or ancient secret codes. It flattens and simplifies other cultures into music, clothing, food, and words whose vulgarity appalls and seduces the rest of the world. It is stronger than any religious orthodoxy or class rank. What Americans have in common is a way of life made by their creed.

If you still believe this creed matters--if the idea and the culture and institutions that it created still keep you attached to this country--you're holding on in a hard wind. Around the globe, autocracy is on the march and democracy's reputation is in decline as its leading light extinguishes itself. In America, most of your fellow citizens in both parties think democracy has stopped working on their behalf. You have to make the case that all the promised shortcuts to greatness are roads to hell--that there is no path toward a more decent life except through the common effort of free and equal citizens. And you have to keep believing it in the face of their utter folly. The only way to be a patriot is to work together with those fools, your fellow Americans, to stop this growing tyranny so that we have a chance to redeem ourselves.
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America Needs a Mass Movement--Now

Without one, America may sink into autocracy for decades.<strong> </strong>

by David Brooks




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

Other peoples have risen. Other peoples have risen up to defend their rights, their dignity, and their democracies. In the past 50 years, they've done it in Poland, South Africa, Lebanon, South Korea, Ukraine, East Timor, Serbia, Madagascar, Nepal, and elsewhere.

In the early 1970s, for instance, the democratically elected leader of the Philippines, Ferdinand Marcos, tried to centralize power in his own hands. Students rose up: A clash between them and police left six protesters dead. Transit workers went on strike, followed by joint student-worker demonstrations. Marcos countered by declaring martial law. Led by Cardinal Jaime Sin, the archbishop of Manila, Catholics arose to resist.

In 1983, Marcos's key opponent, Benigno Aquino, was assassinated. Marcos banned TV coverage of Aquino's funeral. But 2 million mourners showed up for what turned into an 11-hour rally against the regime. The middle and professional classes then joined the protesters. The Manila business community held weekly demonstrations. The following year, there was a general workers' strike. After Marcos stole the next election, members of the armed forces began to mutiny. Millions of ordinary citizens marched to defend them. The Reagan administration threatened to cut off aid to the regime. By early 1986, Marcos and his family had no choice: They fled the country. It had taken more than a decade, but the people had defeated the autocrat.

Such uprisings are not rare. For their 2011 book, Why Civil Resistance Works, the political scientists Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan looked at 323 resistance movements from 1900 to 2006, including more than 100 nonviolent resistance campaigns. What Chenoweth and Stephan showed is that citizens are not powerless; they have many ways to defend democracy.

For the United States, the question of the decade is: Why hasn't a resistance movement materialized here? The second Trump administration has flouted court decisions in a third of all rulings against it, according to The Washington Post. It operates as a national extortion racket, using federal power to control the inner workings of universities, law firms, and corporations. It has thoroughly politicized the Justice Department, launching a series of partisan investigations against its political foes. It has turned ICE into a massive paramilitary organization with apparently unconstrained powers. It has treated the Constitution with disdain, assaulted democratic norms and diminished democratic freedoms, and put military vehicles and soldiers on the streets of the capital. It embraces the optics of fascism, and flaunts its autocratic aspirations.

I am not one of those who believe that Donald Trump has already turned America into a dictatorship. Yet the crossing-over from freedom into authoritarianism may be marked not by a single dramatic event but by the slow corrosion of our ruling institutions--and that corrosion is well under way. For 250 years, the essence of America's democratic system, drawing on thinkers going back to Cicero and Cato, has been that no one is above the law. Public officials' first duty is to put the law before the satisfaction of their own selfish impulses. That concept is alien to Trump.

Although Trump's actions across these various spheres may seem like separate policies, they are part of one project: creating a savage war of all against all and then using the presidency to profit and gain power from it. Trumpism can also be seen as a multipronged effort to amputate the higher elements of the human spirit--learning, compassion, science, the pursuit of justice--and supplant those virtues with greed, retribution, ego, appetite. Trumpism is an attempt to make the world a playground for the rich and ruthless, so it seeks to dissolve the sinews of moral and legal restraint that make civilization decent.

If you think Trumpism will simply end in three years, you are naive. Left unopposed, global populism of the sort Trumpism represents could dominate for a generation. This could be the rest of our lives, and our children's, too.

So why are we doing so little? Are we just going to stand in passive witness to the degradation of our democracy?

By this past spring, Trump's actions had become so egregious that I concluded that the time for a mass civic uprising had arrived. On April 17, I published a column in The New York Times arguing that all sectors of America needed to band together to create an interconnected resistance coalition.

That column got an enormous amount of attention and support. For a moment, I thought the mass civic uprising I was hoping for was at hand. So where is it? Yes, there were the (very good) "No Kings" rallies in June. And yes, groups such as Indivisible continue to organize conventional progressives. But for the most part, a miasma of passivity seems to have swept over the anti-Trump ranks. Institution after institution cuts deals with the Trump-administration extortion racket. In private, business leaders will complain about the damage Trump is doing--but in public, they are lying low. University presidents were galvanized by Harvard's initial decision to stand up for itself, but many other schools (including now possibly Harvard) have agreed to pay what are in effect compulsory bribes to the Trump administration.

We all understand the first reason many people and institutions have remained quiet: intimidation. Leaders say, If I speak out, it will cost my organization millions. Acquiescence to the government begins to seem prudent. So instead of a mass movement, we have separate institutions each drawing up a self-preservation strategy. In the absence of a broad social movement to support and protect them, leaders all face the same collective-action problem: If I stand alone, I'll be crushed.

The problem with this strategy is that it allows dominance to become a habit. Bullies who go unresisted keep on dominating. Submission becomes a habit too. One way to tell if you're living in an autocracy is by asking this question: Do people feel free to express their dissent? All around me, I see civic leaders not saying what's really on their mind. And over time, self-censorship can lead to internal spiritual and moral collapse. When Trump initially defeated the GOP establishment a decade ago, the conquered went along only grudgingly, maintaining their capacity to be privately appalled by him. But over the years, acquiescence appears to have bled inward--and before long, they were conquered on the inside, too. They have become the very people who, not so long ago, they professed to be appalled by.

But a second reason people are quiescent is that they don't understand the fight we are in. They're still thinking in conventional political terms. This crisis is not about election cycles. It's about historical tides. Every so often, a political-cultural-social tide sweeps the world, leaving everything rearranged in its wake. Two hundred and fifty years ago, the democratic tide swept across the West, producing the American and French Revolutions and eventually the democratic revolts of 1848. The totalitarian tide of the early 20th century produced revolutions in Russia, Germany, and China. The 1960s gave us the tide of liberation, which produced the decolonization movements, the civil-rights movement, and the feminist movement. The neoliberal revolution of the 1980s and '90s produced Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher in the West and Deng Xiaoping and Mikhail Gorbachev in the East. Since 2010 or so, the tide of global populism has risen, a movement that has brought us not just Trump, but Viktor Orban, Narendra Modi, the revanchist version of Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, and Brexit. Drowning in this historic tide, conventional parties and politicians, whose time horizon doesn't stretch past the next election, are hapless. Conventional politicians don't have the vision or power to reverse a historical tide. Chuck Schumer is not going to save us.

Trumpism, like populism, is more than a set of policies--it's a culture. Trump offers people a sense of belonging, an identity, status, self-respect, and a comprehensive political ethic. Populists are not trying to pass this or that law; they are altering the climate of the age. And Democrats think they can fight that by offering some tax credits?

To beat a social movement, you must build a counter social movement. And to do that, you need a different narrative about where we are and where we should be heading, a different set of values dictating what is admirable and what is disgraceful. If we fail to build such a movement, authoritarian strongmen around the globe will dominate indefinitely.

Will enough Americans rise up to reverse the tide of populist authoritarianism? The Filipinos did it under Marcos. One morning the autocrats woke up and were no longer in control; the marchers were. That needs to happen here.

Adrienne LaFrance: A ticking clock on American freedom

When we think of social movements, we think of rallies, protests, marches. But those tend to come at the tail end of a social movement. Rallies and marches are pointless if they are not done on behalf of an overarching ideal.

Historical tides shift when there is a shift in values. A group of thinkers conceives a new social vision, and eventually, a social and political movement coalesces around it. John Locke and other Enlightenment thinkers came up with the ideas that made the Declaration of Independence and thus the Revolution possible. In 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels created the vision for what became the Communist revolutions of the 20th century. Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman, and William F. Buckley Jr., among others, created the vision for what became the Reagan Revolution.

What became Trumpian populism drew on older movements--such as the anti-immigrant Know-Nothing party of the 19th century and the isolationist America Firsters of the 20th--and then coalesced over the past eight decades, in the writings of people such as Albert Jay Nock, James Burnham, Sam Francis, Pat Buchanan, and Christopher Lasch. Lasch's 1995 book, The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy, is to MAGA what Marx was to Lenin. Almost everything that Trump and J. D. Vance are saying today was said first by Lasch 30 years ago: The establishment betrayed the people and created a culture that makes the working class feel like strangers in their own land.

About a decade ago, I stopped by the desk of a young man named James Hitchcock, who was then my brilliant and generally wonderful editorial assistant at the Times. The Revolt of the Elites was lying on his desk. How odd, I thought, that James would be reading a 20-year-old book of social criticism. I failed to see this for the early warning it was: James is now a speechwriter for Vance. The vice president channels Lasch, and millions of Americans who have never heard of the late historian resonate with the critique he laid out 30 years ago.

With his intuitive genius for recognizing what will inflame and divide, Trump has deepened the Laschian critique by repeatedly telling the people that their democracy has been usurped by a permanent ruling class of educated elites. Every day, he launches initiatives to remind people that he is waging an existential class struggle on their behalf against the elites: Trump against Harvard, Trump against the Washington bureaucrats, Trump against the law firms, Trump against the mainstream media.

This narrative has been persuasive to millions of Americans. Since Trump first declared his candidacy in 2015, some 1,400 American counties have moved in a more Republican direction, while fewer than 60 have moved in a more Democratic direction. Trump used this narrative to build a multiracial working-class coalition; a fifth of all Trump voters in 2024 were people of color.

How can those who oppose Trumpism construct a more accurate and compelling narrative?

The first step is to capitalize on the weaknesses at the core of the MAGA narrative. For 250 years, the American idea has been partly rooted in the notion that we are not like class-riven European nations. Our ancestors left that behind to build a nation where all people would have a fair chance. We rejected the politics of class conflict and built a country around social mobility--the idea that the poor kid today could be the rich executive tomorrow.

"It was a spiritual wind that drove the Americans irresistibly ahead from the beginning," the Italian writer Luigi Barzini Jr. observed, and Abraham Lincoln declared, "I hold the value of life is to improve one's condition." This gospel of social mobility gives Americans a sense of purpose and direction. Social mobility also reduces class conflict, because where you are today is not necessarily where you'll be tomorrow.

The traditional American story is built on hope and possibility. The MAGA story is built on menace and threat. The traditional American story embraces risk. The MAGA story clings to security. For most Americans across our history, utopia has lain in the future; for Trumpian populists, utopia lies in the past. The traditional American mindset is premised on the possibility of limitless growth that can be widely shared; the populist mindset assumes that everything is a zero-sum competition.

The story Trump tells isn't truly American; in fact, his story is the one Russian nationalists tell: The good people of the heartland are under threat from foreigners and urban modernizers; I will protect you. If the representative American images were once the covered wagon or the car, today's representative MAGA image is a wall.

Americans will eventually reject MAGA, not only because it's like a foreign implant in the body politic but also because over time, it will become clearer that Trump's ethos doesn't address the real problems plaguing his working-class supporters: poor health outcomes, poor educational outcomes, low levels of social capital, low levels of investment in their communities, and weak economic growth. The Trumpists focus on their civil war against the elites--hurting Harvard, hurting USAID, hurting the National Institutes of Health. Cutting off public broadcasting may be emotionally satisfying in an own-the-libs kind of way, but how does this help the working class? Trump's biggest legislative achievement is a tax cut for the rich. How does that help the working class?

The second task is to construct a vision of America that is more inspiring than MAGA's. Roughly 125 years ago, when the Declaration was half as old as it is now, America was struggling to cope with the Industrial Revolution. The 1880s witnessed the vicious depression of 1882-85, massive political corruption, astounding concentrations of corporate power, huge inequality, and lynchings and other racial terrorism. Americans responded by building the Populist Progressive movement.

Today, populists and progressives generally occupy opposing political parties. But as Richard Hofstadter noted in his classic The Age of Reform, at the turn of the 20th century Populists and Progressives formed an alliance. The Progressives of that era, then as now, were concentrated in the highly educated neighborhoods of big cities. The Populists, then as now, were concentrated in the smaller towns of the Midwest and the South. But both the Progressives and the Populists wanted to help those who were being ground down by industrialization. Both emphasized moral reform, personal responsibility, and character formation. Both believed in using government to reduce inequality and expand opportunity. Populists and Progressives worked hard to keep rural and urban insurgencies in harmony. Together, they built big things--the antitrust movement, the FDA, the Forest Service, the Federal Reserve.

Populists and Progressives needed each other--and still do. Without populists, progressives can turn into a bunch of affluent, out-of-touch urbanites who have little in common with regular Americans. Without progressives, populists can turn into anti-intellectual, paranoid bigots. The progressive valorizing of cultural diversity is balanced by populists' emphasis on cultural cohesion.

Americans of the Populist Progressive era were struggling to cope with the rise of the Industrial Age; today, we are struggling to cope with the rise of the Information Age. Then as now, we are trying to adapt traditional American ideals to novel circumstances. The wisdom that drove the Populists and Progressives can serve as a useful guide for today. The Populist Progressive movement made social mobility--the American dream--the core of its vision, and it launched a crusade against the concentration of corporate power that was crushing economic and social mobility.

The Progressives and Populists of that era also intuited something that psychological research would validate decades later: If people are to thrive, and to take productive risks, they need secure foundations from which to operate. Populists are good at thinking about how to build a secure container--a stable family, safe neighborhoods, strong national borders, shared moral values. Progressives are good at using government to widen opportunity--expanding educational opportunities, using industrial policy to invest in areas left behind, building housing so that people can move from one place to another. Both populists and progressives have an interest in reforming the institutions that Americans have lost faith in--universities, Congress, corporations, the meritocracy, the Silicon Valley technocracy.

The old Populist Progressive alliance was economically left, socially center right, and hell-bent on reform. A contemporary version of this alliance would likely turn out to be the same. This has the benefit of scrambling outdated 20th-century categories of left and right, and could help promote the notion that we are one nation, culturally cohesive but economically and demographically diverse. It rejects the Trumpian idea that we are sentenced to an endless class or culture war.

The third task, of course, is to actually build the movement around the vision. Social movements are bigger than political parties, and focused on more than just passing bills in Congress. They push for change on civic, cultural, institutional, and legislative fronts all at once. They change the climate of the age.

Successful social movements find ways to build civic power. Authoritarians seek to divide and isolate their opponents to prevent collective action, so the mere act of organizing a coalition creates power. Individuals may be powerless, but groups are not.

Successful movements are microcosms of the society they hope to create. An anti-MAGA movement would have to be a cross-class movement, one that joined members of the educated class with members of the working class, shrinking the social chasms that gave rise to populism in the first place.

Successful movements mobilize the people who already agree with them--but they also focus on persuading those who don't. Occasionally you'll hear a Democratic politician say they are going to "fight" for their side. Much of the time, that just means the politician is going to say what their base already believes, only at a higher volume. That's mostly useless. Large anti-Trump rallies attended exclusively by NPR listeners in blue cities do not impress rural voters.

Successful movements create civic power by increasing social tension. Through marches, bus boycotts, and lunch-counter sit-ins, the civil-rights movement created tension that threw sand in the gears of white supremacy. Saul Alinsky, the influential community organizer, used to argue that power is not what you have; it's what your opponents think you have. In the 2010s, the Tea Party movement, though small in numbers, ratcheted up the tension on establishment Republicans, convincing them that resisting Tea Party goals would be costly.

A successful anti-MAGA movement must start by winning some achievable, concrete victory--halting this specific attack on democracy or that specific Trump program--and building from there. It must bring people from fear and stasis to hope and momentum.




The principal goal of a social movement is to shift public sentiment, to change what people find admirable and what they find disgraceful. To this end, people are persuaded less by arguments than by stories. Today, Trump dominates the narrative landscape. During his Apprentice days, as the journalist Tina Brown has pointed out on her Substack, he learned that Americans have at most a two-week attention span, so to control the conversation, you need to stage a series of two-week mini-dramas, each with high-stakes confrontations and surprises.

To counter this, an anti-populist social movement must create a competing cascade of mini-dramas. Every day, the Trump administration's statements and actions provide abundant material for such drama. In July, for instance, we learned that the administration was going to incinerate 500 tons of emergency food aid because the administration was too callous and incompetent to distribute it to starving people. An effective social movement would shove that story in everybody's faces repeatedly.

Read: The Trump administration is about to incinerate 500 tons of emergency food

Successful social movements create heroes. Civil-rights leaders understood that Rosa Parks was the perfect person to build the Montgomery bus boycott around, because she was petite, devout, outwardly mild-mannered, and deeply respected in the community. But social movements also need to create villains. For the American Founders, that was King George III. For the civil-rights movement, they were people like Bull Connor, Orval Faubus, and George Wallace. The final of Alinsky's 13 "Rules for Radicals" was: Pick the target, freeze it, personalize it, and polarize it. Another (the fifth one) was: Ridicule is man's most potent weapon.

The most effective form of communication for a social movement is action. Actions create events that tell stories. Gene Sharp, a political scientist who studied nonviolent resistance, compiled a list of 198 different actions that social movements can take to raise consciousness, including boycotts, walkouts, strikes, marches, street theater, civil disobedience, and mass petitions. In America today, local groups have already formed to support immigrants, document deportations, and turn each one into a mini-drama.

Will it ever come time for Americans to do what their 1770s predecessors did, and take up arms against a despotic and unjust regime? That's not realistic or even worth thinking about. Nonviolent uprisings are twice as likely to succeed as violent ones, according to Chenoweth and Stephan's research. Peaceful uprisings earn moral authority for themselves and take it away from the regime. When nonviolent protesters confront the regime, they can come across as brave, self-disciplined, and dignified. When regimes retaliate against nonviolent protesters with fire hoses or rubber bullets or tear gas, they come across as ruthless and malevolent.

Nonviolent protests put authoritarian regimes in a lose-lose situation: Either cede the streets to the protesters, or crack down in ways that weaken your legitimacy. If a movement seeks only to please its own radicals, it fails. If it uses action to change the narrative and persuade the mainstream, it has a good chance of success.

The American spirit was given political expression 250 years ago by the signers of the Declaration. That spirit was perhaps best expressed by Walt Whitman, who wrote that American democracy is "life's gymnasium," one that produced "freedom's athletes." What Whitman feared was "inertness and fossilism"--the possibility that America would stagnate, or build walls around itself, or walls through the middle of itself that divided the people. He admired energy. "I hail with joy the oceanic, variegated, intense practical energy, the demand for facts, even the business materialism of the current age," he wrote in Democratic Vistas.

We have traveled a long way from Whitman's hymns of vigor and hope. But the spirit of the country, although perhaps dormant, still lives. Trumpism is ascendant now, but history shows that America cycles through a process of rupture and repair, suffering and reinvention. This process has a familiar sequence. Cultural and intellectual change comes first--a new vision. Social movements come second. Political change comes last.
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'It's Never Been This Bad'

Immigrant advocates face escalating consequences and threats from the president.

by Caitlin Dickerson




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

Since immigration-enforcement agents began their descent on Chicago, acting with seemingly unprecedented speed and ferocity, Evelyn Vargas and her colleagues at Organized Communities Against Deportation have been in a frenzy. They help run an emergency hotline that refers people who have been detained to immigration lawyers and directs their families to support services such as food pantries, emergency housing, and mental-health care. (On a single day last week, it took 800 calls.) And they oversee a team of 35 "rapid responders" who have been sprinting across the city to film arrests, aiming for at least two to arrive on the scene within 10 minutes.



When training volunteers, OCAD instructs them to stay a safe distance from agents and makes clear that their goal is to observe but not intervene or prevent arrests. They share footage with elected officials and lawyers representing those apprehended, but do not post the videos online. And they emphasize that the safety of everyone involved is their top priority. Despite these precautions, Vargas told me that her colleagues, and others doing similar work in Chicago, have been thrown to the ground, pepper-sprayed, and tailed in their cars by officers in an apparent attempt to intimidate them. A few weeks ago, agents temporarily detained some of their members--all of whom are citizens or legal residents--so Vargas and her colleagues quickly removed them from group chats in case their devices were searched.



Isaac Stanley-Becker: Portland's 'war zone' is like Burning Man for the terminally online



To protect themselves and their work, they also keep their office location private and have started to ban phones, laptops, and other devices from meetings. No notes are allowed, except those taken by lawyers, about people who could be targeted by ICE. People interested in joining the group require an invitation and may be asked to participate after attending three meetings, but only if their references check out.



Vargas said she worries about what OCAD's volunteers will face next. "This feels pretty bad," she told me. "It's so hard to not know if the tailing is just an incremental thing, and it's gonna stop there, or keep going."



Since Donald Trump and his top aides directed a cavalcade of government agencies and tens of billions of dollars toward their effort to deport immigrants en masse, the advocates defending them have become targets, too. Their ranks span levels of experience, funding, and professionalism, from individual lawyers at long-established firms to parent volunteers who walk immigrant children to school. ICE is facing more aggressive challenges to its work than usual, not all of it from groups with clear safety guidelines. But the administration has begun characterizing virtually any opposition as part of a conspiracy to dox, harm, or even kill ICE agents and upend the rule of law, launching an attack that it promises is just beginning.



House Republicans have demanded financial records from nonprofit groups that they accused of fueling illegal border crossings and training immigrants on how to avoid cooperating with ICE. Trump's Justice Department has sought monetary sanctions against immigration lawyers, and the Department of Education has dangled the possibility of excluding them from public-service loan-forgiveness programs. The Drug Enforcement Agency and the FBI are investigating the clashes between officers and activists in the streets, and representatives of the Department of Homeland Security say that, along with the IRS, they are tracking "what NGOs, unions, and other individuals may be funding these violent riots." For those who are interacting with ICE directly, the threats are often physical.



Hours after a bullet casing inscribed with the phrase anti-ICE was discovered near one of the agency's facilities in Dallas, where two immigrants were killed and one was critically injured last month, Trump declared that criticizing the agency inevitably leads to violence. He then directed the FBI's Joint Terrorism Task Force to "disrupt and dismantle" activist groups. But the memo is written so broadly as to include people who have opposing views on capitalism, migration, race, and gender.



"Many of these so-called advocates are actually engaging in violent and dangerous behavior," Tricia McLaughlin, a DHS spokesperson, told me in a statement. She added, in reference to Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker: "From comparisons to the modern-day Nazi gestapo to glorifying rioters, the violent rhetoric of these sanctuary politicians is beyond the pale. This rhetoric is contributing to a more than 1000% surge in assaults of our ICE officers."



And yet this comes at a time when ICE itself has become more violent toward immigrants, protesters, and unlucky bystanders alike. In recent weeks, agents have shoved to the ground a journalist trying to document an arrest and a woman who was crying because her husband had just been taken into custody. Both were hospitalized. And in Chicago, they shot a woman who they say rammed an agency vehicle--a claim that the woman's lawyer said body-camera footage disproves. Alongside the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives and the FBI, ICE also stormed an apartment building in the dark of night, breaking down doors and detaining scores of people, including U.S. citizens. Bystanders reported seeing children zip-tied to one another.



Brandon del Pozo: Take off the mask, ICE



The administration has said that officers have no choice but to be aggressive when the public attempts to interfere with their work. "Secretary Noem has a clear message to rioters," McLaughlin said. "You will not stop or slow us down. ICE and CBP will continue to enforce the law."



OCAD does not condone violence under any circumstances, but embraces the leftist viewpoints that Trump often berates. Vargas told me the group supports immigrants regardless of whether they've broken any laws, rejecting the argument that some--typically hardworking parents with no criminal records--deserve empathy and others don't. Its members identify as abolitionists, believing that state investments in marginalized communities would more effectively and humanely counter societal problems than the immigration and criminal-justice systems. In their work filming arrests, they take inspiration from the Black Panther Party, which organized "Copwatch" patrols during the 1960s civil-rights movement. (Their vigilance around who is allowed to volunteer with them is also rooted in history; the FBI infiltrated the Panthers and other civil-rights organizations to try to disrupt their work and prosecute members.)



The administration is bearing down on more mainstream immigrant-advocacy groups, too. At the National Immigration Law Center, which has advised Congress and filed precedent-setting litigation for 46 years, staff attorneys have memorized phone numbers to call if they're arrested. "We normally do know-your-rights presentations for immigrants--now we're doing it for our staff," Kica Matos, the organization's president, told me. "  I've been doing this work for 20 years, and it's never been this bad."



Matos said people are still eagerly coming forward to support the work, but their demographics have changed. Whereas before, rallies her group organized or participated in were attended mostly by immigrants and people of color, she said "the last rally I went to, I'd say, was made up of 70 to 75 percent white folks. Immigrants are too afraid now in many communities to speak out and to take part." In the past, an undocumented speaker would often headline those rallies, but now the group makes sure to spotlight only U.S. citizens.



Brian Hauss, a First Amendment attorney at the ACLU, told me that listservs connecting tens of thousands of immigration lawyers have been alight with questions about what might trigger the administration to come after them. Hauss said that many are concerned about not having their student loans forgiven after spending years in public-service jobs if the administration deems their work to be "supporting terrorism" or subsidizing "illegal immigration, human smuggling, child trafficking, pervasive damage to public property, and disruption of the public order," as a recent executive order warns. In August, Justice Department lawyers filed a motion to financially sanction an attorney who they said made frivolous arguments as he tried to stop the deportation of a man to Laos. The attorney, Joshua Schroeder, challenged the motion; a judge has yet to decide on it. "Nobody knows what the lines are anymore. Everyone is asking, 'If I do this, will I get in trouble?' 'Is this okay, or is that okay?' And the answers are 'I don't know,'" Hauss said. "Even if you win in court and are within your rights, there could be a lot of damage done."



Some lawyers have had to get lawyers themselves. The Hana Center, which serves about 16,000 immigrants a year in Chicago and created an app that can send a message to your emergency contact or notify your consulate if you encounter ICE, reinforced its cybersecurity system and hired lawyers to review social-media posts and press releases, according to its executive director, Danae Kovac. Karen Musalo, the director of the Center for Gender and Refugee Studies at UC Law San Francisco, secured pro bono counsel to respond on her organization's behalf when it was one of more than 200 groups probed by the House Homeland Security Committee. Musalo called the inquiry "performative for the MAGA base" and an "attempt to intimidate" her staff, adding that her attorneys remain steadfast. "To be intimidated against doing what one thinks is ethical and principled because of the threat of retaliation is cowardice at its core," she told me. "I don't want to live in a society where everyone capitulates."



Adam Serwer: Lower than cowards



Some, however, have capitulated--particularly among the elite. Big law firms once dedicated enormous resources from their pro bono departments to defending immigrants against the government. But soon after Trump retook office, he began singling out those firms in executive orders that, if implemented, would have obliterated their businesses. Several struck deals in exchange for having orders against them dropped. Collectively, they have agreed to about $1 billion in free legal work on causes that the president supports. Even firms that were not explicitly targeted in executive orders have scaled back their pro bono work on immigration cases, in what one lawyer described to The New York Times as "anticipatory obedience."



Despite the intense pressure that OCAD is facing, Vargas told me the organization doesn't plan to stop. Nor, she said, does it long for the days before Trump was elected, when ICE carried out arrests that separated families and made their friends and neighbors live in fear, only with less fanfare. Many of the group's members began advocating for immigrants' rights when they were college students. They've never seen this level of aggression, but across Republican and Democratic administrations, they have experienced punishing periods of ICE enforcement. Vargas said she shudders to hear some people speak wistfully about the past, when the immigration system was still broken but the public debate over it was comparatively dispassionate. "Those discussions were about the subjugation and oppression of me," she said. "If you want to have a calm conviction about it, I'm so glad you feel safe enough to do that--I am not."
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Why Democrats Think They're Winning the Shutdown Fight

They've clearly succeeded in elevating the issue of health care.

by Russell Berman, Jonathan Lemire




With the government shutdown well into its second week, President Donald Trump's strategy to break Senate Democrats has become clear: Maximize the pain of the closure to force them into retreat. His administration is firing civil servants en masse, threatening to withhold back pay from furloughed federal employees, and canceling billions of dollars in funding for states that voted for his opponent last year.

Yet with only a couple of exceptions, the party's senators are holding firm--to the unexpected delight of House Democrats worried that their counterparts across the Capitol, whose votes are needed to reopen the government, might cave in the face of Trump's heavy-handed pressure campaign. "I'm surprised, but I'm happy," Representative Eric Swalwell told us. Like many of his House colleagues, the California Democrat had been bitterly frustrated when Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer surrendered the last spending fight in March, making the current shutdown nearly a forgone conclusion.

Far from folding, Senate Democrats appear to be unusually united and even more emboldened with each passing day the government remains closed. They haven't budged from their insistence that, before they will vote to end the shutdown, Republicans first must agree to extend health-insurance subsidies that are due to expire at the end of the year. "We know what we are fighting for. Folding is not an option right now," Senator Patty Murray of Washington State, the top Democrat on the Appropriations Committee, told us.

Read: How are we still fighting about Obamacare? 

Instead, it is Republicans who are showing signs of strain, questioning their leaders' tactics and, in one high-profile defection, calling on them to essentially meet the Democrats' demands. At the White House, Trump muddied the party's message during the shutdown's first days when he told reporters that he wanted to make a deal on health care and was "talking to Democrats about it."

The comments were news to congressional leaders in both parties, given that Speaker Mike Johnson and Senate Majority Leader John Thune had each declared that no negotiations over health care would take place before Democrats agreed to reopen the government. Republicans were also startled by a memo from Trump's budget office suggesting that furloughed workers might not receive back pay, since it conflicted with a federal law that Trump himself had signed during his first term and which both Johnson and Thune voted for. "We're a little less on the same page than we should be," a White House official told us, speaking on the condition of anonymity to offer a candid assessment of the GOP's approach.

Trump has allowed his budget director, Russell Vought, to serve as the administration's "bad cop." In the days leading up to the shutdown, Vought had issued a warning that a lapse in funding would prompt the administration not merely to furlough federal workers deemed nonessential--as is standard in a shutdown--but to lay many of them off entirely. Soon after the shutdown began, Vought announced that funding for key infrastructure projects in New York--home to both Schumer and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries--would be canceled (to ensure contracts are not based on "unconstitutional DEI principles"), as would energy projects ("Green New Scam funding") in a litany of states that all happened to vote Democratic last year.

Read: The meme shutdown

The administration initially made no moves to fire federal employees en masse, leading Democrats to believe they had effectively called the president's bluff. (Some Republicans had also pushed back on the idea.) But this afternoon, after the Senate broke for the long weekend without reopening the government, Vought said the layoffs were starting. They "have begun and are substantial," an official with the Office of Management and Budget told us, without offering details on exactly which agencies or how many people would be affected.

For Democrats, the administration's escalation had already been baked in. "They want everybody to be afraid," Murray told us. "Oh my gosh, he's going to do this. Oh my gosh, he did that. Oh my gosh, he threatened that. But when you deny somebody that fear, you diminish their power. And that is what we think is absolutely critical." The risk that Trump would use the shutdown to initiate widespread layoffs also carried less weight with Democrats because he had already cut the government deeply without congressional approval. "The threats would have been more powerful if he weren't doing all of those things already," Senator Adam Schiff of California told us before Vought's announcement.

Although Democrats remain united at the moment, the party's caucuses in the House and Senate could diverge. Jeffries has said Democrats in the House want to see a permanent extension of the health-care subsidies. Senate Democrats, however, might agree to a compromise short of that to end the shutdown, perhaps even one that relies on separate negotiations over health care. "I want show, not tell," Swalwell told us, saying he wants a renewal to be written into legislation reopening the government.

An agreement that wins the support of most Senate Republicans would need only a handful of additional Democratic votes to defeat a filibuster. Senator Jeanne Shaheen of New Hampshire, who is seen as a potential swing vote because she opposed a government shutdown in March, has been one of the few Democrats who has held informal talks with Republicans over the past week about a possible deal involving insurance relief. In an interview, she blamed both parties for a lack of real negotiations. "There are lots of ways to skin this cat," Shaheen told us, "but you're not going to do it unless you get people to sit down at the table and actually negotiate. And that's not happening."

Democrats have clearly succeeded, at minimum, in elevating the issue of health care. They have won an unlikely supporter in the ultra-MAGA Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene of Georgia, who has called on GOP leaders to extend federal insurance aid, in part because her family is one of millions across the country who would face a steep spike in costs if Congress fails to act. Republicans in swing House districts have also pushed to renew the subsidies, fearing an electoral backlash in next year's midterm elections. And Trump, too, is now paying attention. The president has begun watching the polls, the White House official and an outside ally told us. And he is slowly growing leery of the impact of rising health-care costs, knowing that Republicans tend to be on the losing side of the issue.

In the House, Speaker Mike Johnson has kept the chamber out of session entirely, ostensibly as a means of continuing the pressure on Senate Democrats to approve a temporary funding bill House Republicans passed that could reopen the government. But as the shutdown has dragged on, some of his members have grown antsy. "The House needs to return to session," GOP Representative Kevin Kiley of California posted on X. "It's absurd to be cancelling weeks of legislative business when the government is shut down and Congress hasn't enacted a budget in 19 months."

If the two parties agree on anything, it's that Trump--and perhaps Trump alone--can break the stalemate by instructing GOP leaders to cut a deal. He remains stung by coming out on the losing end of the lengthy shutdown in his first term. And aides wonder whether he'll shift positions once he fully focuses on the shutdown; of late, he's instead been fixated on a cease-fire deal in Gaza and National Guard deployments in American cities. Thune and Johnson have not moved off their positions, but both have deferred to the president's wishes throughout the nine months of his second term. "They are afraid of him more than the policy they are fighting," Murray said.

The political dynamic could easily shift. The fallout from Trump's layoffs remains to be seen, and as our colleague Toluse Olorunnipa reported, other real-world effects of the shutdown will only escalate in the days ahead, ramping up pressure on both sides. But for now it is Democrats who are exuding confidence--in some cases to the point of bravado. "Every day gets better for us," Schumer told Punchbowl News. Republicans said the boast displayed insensitivity to the many Americans negatively affected by the shutdown, and the Democrats we spoke with notably declined to echo Schumer's sentiment. "There's no glee in the government being shut down," Representative Pete Aguilar of California, the House's third-ranking Democrat, told us. "This isn't about winning and losing."

Gleeful or not, the impasse doesn't appear close to a resolution. A party that averted a fight months ago is relishing its newfound resolve. When we asked Murray about the possibility that her Senate colleagues would tire of the standoff and reopen the government without a health-care deal, she replied instantly: "I absolutely do not see that happening."
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A Very, Very Expensive Way to Reduce Crime

The Trump administration's National Guard deployments are highly inefficient.

by Marc Novicoff




One could describe President Donald Trump's existing and planned National Guard deployments in a few different ways. The administration sees them as a necessary protection for federal law enforcement in dangerous times. Many Americans see them as authoritarian overreach.

Taxpayers should see them as incredibly expensive.

The National Guard's mostly quiet walks through Washington, D.C., are expected to cost a little more than $200 million, USA Today reported, and that's the figure just for the D.C. National Guard, not for the eight states that have sent troops. Those likely more than double that cost, because out-of-state troops make up a majority of the D.C. deployment. According to the California National Guard, the deployment to Los Angeles cost another $118 million as of early September, a number that continues to grow as 100 troops remain in the city, long after the precipitating unrest has died down. Tens of millions of dollars--perhaps hundreds of millions in total--will be spent on deployments to Chicago, Portland, and Memphis, if Trump's plans for those cities proceed. Based on the known spending so far, the deployments could wind up costing Americans roughly two-thirds of a billion dollars.

These expenses would seem to undermine an administration that has claimed to go after "waste, fraud, and abuse" wherever possible. The funds for the Guardsmen's wages, food, and travel come from the Defense Department. There, Secretary Pete Hegseth has said that he intends to lead the department into a new era of waste-free clarity. "For too long," he recently told a meeting of generals and admirals flown in from around the world to hear him speak, "the military has been forced by foolish and reckless politicians to focus on the wrong things." One of the right things, apparently, must be deploying troops to American cities, which the White House has presented, in large part, as an effort to reduce crime. But if that's the goal, the method the administration has settled on is highly inefficient.

Read: The destruction of one of America's oldest traditions

It's true that, at least in Washington, D.C., the deployment of the National Guard alongside hundreds of federal law-enforcement officers has been accompanied by a sharp decline in violent crime. Isolating the effect of the federal surge is impossible this early on, but during the first month of the deployment, homicides were down 53 percent and carjackings were down 75 percent relative to the same month last year. (Both categories were already declining.) Homicides have gone down even more in the second month of the deployment.

These positive trends are hardly surprising, however. America is underpoliced relative to other Western countries, and in general, adding more law-enforcement officers reduces crime. Cops are effective not merely through big busts or high-profile investigations, Adam Gelb, the president of the Council of Criminal Justice, told me. The presence of law enforcement also deters would-be criminals who'd prefer not to be caught and who know that's all the more likely if a government agent is nearby. That might explain how the National Guard could have an effect on crime without even making any arrests, which they are instructed to avoid. Cleaning up public parks--a more mundane task that the Guard has taken on--doesn't hurt either, signaling that the city is a well-run place with rules. For short-term crime reduction, increasing the certainty of being caught for a crime and reducing blight "would be on the top-five list of almost any criminologist," Gelb said.

Of course, the Guardsmen have not necessarily been deployed where they could be most effective. In D.C., they are usually stationed in heavily touristed areas rather than in the city's more violent Wards 7 and 8. A good crime-reduction strategy, Gelb said, would focus on "high-risk people in high-risk places." And although D.C. and Memphis rank high for homicide rates among American cities, neither is No. 1; Chicago isn't in the top 20, and Portland isn't even close. Jeffrey Butts, a professor at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice, in New York City, told me, "If you wanted to go after cities that were in trouble and experiencing increases in homicide, for example, you would go to Little Rock," where homicides are up a horrifying 39 percent in the first half of 2025, amid a downward national trend.

And even if re-mulching the District's trees has a positive effect on crime rates, making the military do it is exceedingly expensive and inefficient, beyond any questions of appropriateness. Washington, D.C., has a police-officer shortage of about 800 cops. Filling every one of those positions would cost significantly less than $200 million; the total police budget is only $573 million. Memphis, a similarly sized city with dozens more homicides annually, has a smaller police-officer shortage that the White House could help them fill. Portland and Chicago are short on cops too.

Read: Why is the National Guard in D.C.? Even they don't know

The administration has tools available to do just that, in the Justice Department's Office of Community Oriented Policing Services (COPS), which gives grants to departments across the country for staffing up. Since its establishment as part of the 1994 crime bill, the COPS office has funded well over 100,000 additional police hirings, and research on the program has concluded that it's been effective at reducing violent crime. Yet, in its latest DOJ budget request, the Trump administration proposed cutting the program's budget by $73 million (roughly 17 percent of the total COPS budget)--a fraction of the cost of the National Guard deployments.

One frequent critique of the COPS program has been that it cannot address more structural determinants of crime. That was evidently not the Trump administration's concern in suggesting the funding cut: In April, the administration unilaterally cut more than $800 million in grants given out by the DOJ's Office of Justice Programs to organizations involved in community violence intervention, juvenile-justice and -protective services, substance-abuse and mental-health programs, research, and even law enforcement. Many of these programs tried to interrupt cycles of violence, rather than just deter or lock up people. Butts, who directs a crime-research center, told me, "They are worth the money we spend on them." They're defunded now. A tiny fraction of the grants was restored after the DOJ was informed by the media which programs it had actually cut, including pet-friendly domestic-violence shelters and victim hotlines.

The Trump administration says a primary goal of its National Guard deployments is to reduce crime. Taking that claim at face value--a dubious proposition--it is hard to think of a less efficient way of doing so than shifting funds away from violence prevention and local law enforcement and toward troops who stand in low-crime areas and don't make arrests. So much for eliminating "waste."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/national-guard-deployments-cost/684502/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Lincoln Way

How he used America's past to rescue its future

by Jake Lundberg




Abraham Lincoln's first inaugural address is a dense, technical affair. Delivered in March 1861, before the outbreak of the Civil War but after seven states had left the Union, it could hardly have been the occasion for much else. After a long treatise on the illegality of secession, Lincoln closed with a single flourish. His plea to the "better angels of our nature" is so familiar that we can miss the very particular intercession he imagines. The better angels will touch "the mystic chords of memory" reaching "from every battle-field, and patriot grave" into the hearts of all Americans and "yet swell the chorus of the union." It is a complex, orchestral vision: angels as musicians, shared past as instrument, the nation itself stirred back into tune.

We can still hear in Lincoln's final, lyrical turn something of what the American Revolution sounded like in his head: transcendent and alive. With good reason, he believed the same to be true for other Americans. They, too, had been reared in a culture of deep veneration for the Revolutionary past; they, too, had heard the stories, memorized the speeches, attended the parades, and worshipped "the fathers." The problem was that he saw himself as the protector of the Revolution, while those who formed the Confederacy claimed to be its rightful heirs. What he called "the momentous issue of civil war" could not be averted.

On the verge of 250 years from 1776, the mystic chords of memory are badly out of tune, the better angels nowhere to be seen. The Revolution does not live for us in the same way it did for Lincoln. Its remains lie dry and brittle, ready fuel for culture-war conflagration. We are caught between caricatured versions of the Revolutionary past. One presents the Founders as hypocrites who could do no right; the other casts them as heroes who could do no wrong. The first forecloses the possibility of a collective and usable past; the second locks us into a limited vision of who we are based on who we were.

We would do well to hear something of Lincoln's Revolution in our own heads. Lincoln rose to prominence at a moment of crisis, when the legacy of the Revolution was at stake. He did not shy away from what he called "the monstrous injustice" of slavery--and he certainly did not seek to purge it from the country's story. Instead, he confronted it directly. Slavery threatened to invalidate the founding's most hopeful ideals as lies, and to recast its universal promise as the particular inheritance of white people alone. As the nation fractured, Lincoln summoned the Revolution as neither empty hypocrisy nor mindless triumph, but as an unfinished project whose noblest values could redeem the past and heal the present.

Born in 1809, Lincoln was a product of America's first great age of Founder worship. A generation removed from the Revolution itself, he took in its history as did others of his era--through a growing body of myth and hagiography. This was the world in which George Washington could not tell a lie (in 1806, the biographer known as Parson Weems had added the cherry-tree story to the fifth edition of his Life of Washington); in which children dutifully studied the canon of founding speeches and documents; in which orators offered florid reflections on the Revolution's heroic deeds each Fourth of July.

This mythology spoke to a particular set of anxieties. Keen students of history, Americans knew republics to be fragile things, vulnerable to tyrants, demagogues, conquering generals, ambitious men, and citizens of declining virtue. They worried, too, about growing partisan rancor, ongoing regional differences, and threats of further revolutionary upheaval. Founder worship seemed to settle these fears: Honoring "the fathers" taught necessary virtue, offered subsequent generations a stake in the republic itself, and let them share in the glory of the Revolution without starting one of their own.

By the time Lincoln was an adult, he wasn't just a participant in this culture; he was a practitioner. His 1838 speech on "The Perpetuation of Our Political Institutions," delivered at the Springfield Young Men's Lyceum, in Illinois, is best known for its anticipation of civil war: "If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide." For all its grim prescience, though, Lincoln's speech was a fairly conventional contribution to the genre of Founder worship. Watching as the Revolutionary generation died away, Lincoln asked what would become of the republic in the absence of their living example. Borrowing heavily from Daniel Webster's famous 1825 speech at the groundbreaking of the Bunker Hill Monument, Lincoln wondered if those who "toiled not" in making the republic could be trusted to maintain it.

He wasn't so sure. A troubling lawlessness--what he called a "mobocratic spirit"--had surged in recent years. In Mississippi in 1835, enslaved men accused of plotting a rebellion had been hanged from trees. In 1836, a mob in St. Louis had lynched a mixed-race man named Francis McIntosh, who'd been accused of killing a police officer. Elijah Lovejoy, an abolitionist-newspaper editor, had the temerity to defend McIntosh and condemn the violence. For his trouble, another mob forced Lovejoy out of town. When he reestablished himself up the Mississippi in Alton, Illinois, mobs there destroyed two of his printing presses. They killed Lovejoy as he tried to defend a third.

In the face of such upheaval, Lincoln turned back to the Founders and offered what he called "the political religion" of the Revolutionary past. Echoing Webster--"Let the sacred obligations which have devolved on this generation, and on us, sink deep into our hearts," he had said--Lincoln asked his contemporaries to "swear by the blood of the Revolution" that they would remain faithful to the noble order that had been bestowed upon them.

Lincoln's argument for Founder worship was reverent, impassioned, and familiar. He also seemed to recognize that it was insufficient. His examples of lawlessness all stemmed from the confounded and violent problems surrounding slavery and race. Could Founder worship--dutiful and rote--confront that? In 1852, Frederick Douglass would excoriate the bland hypocrisy and hollowness of the cult of the Founders in his famous Fourth of July speech, noting that it amounted to blindness and inadequacy in the face of a moral emergency. Lincoln was not there--not in temperament and not yet in politics--but the Lyceum address opened the question of whether mere celebration of the past would be enough. Bigger problems were coming, and something livelier was needed than conjurings of the Founders' ghosts.

When Lincoln gave the Lyceum address, he was an obscure lawyer and state-level politician working on the margins of national politics. He had little reason to expect that his words would outlive the moment. With the exception of a single term in Congress, he remained a minor figure for the next decade and a half. He reemerged only in 1854, to meet a crisis far more serious than he'd anticipated.

The litany of events that generations of students have scratched into blue-book essays felt to Lincoln like an open, concerted assault. The Mexican War, the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 and the subsequent violence of Bleeding Kansas, the caning of Charles Sumner in Congress in 1856, the Dred Scott Supreme Court decision in 1857--all confirmed the sense that the so-called slave power was on the march, reversing the broad promise of the Revolution itself. The pronouncements of pro-slavery agitators gave Lincoln and the new Republican Party little reason to think otherwise. Slavery, once handled cautiously as a "necessary evil," had become in some eyes a positive good, the foundation of all liberty and social harmony for white men. Pro-slavery ideologues complained that Thomas Jefferson had been mistaken to announce the principle of universal equality in the Declaration of Independence, and that the Constitution was deficient in the absence of an explicit guarantee of the right to own slaves. In a speech in early 1861, before the Civil War began, Confederate Vice President Alexander H. Stephens boasted to applause that the Confederacy's new constitution had fixed all that.

Many recognized the drift of events and the arguments beneath them; Lincoln was clear and forceful in drawing out their implications for the Founders' vision of the nation. Early in the fall of 1854, as he prepared his most detailed statement on the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which turned territory designated as free into contested ground for slavery, Lincoln was seen "nosing around for weeks" in the Illinois state library. He was assembling the response that would carry him to prominence in speeches and debates for the remainder of the decade.

Lincoln's argument began in a version of Revolutionary history--careful, lawyerly, selective--that amounted to a mandate to place slavery on the path to "ultimate extinction." The Founders had deliberately avoided the words slave and slavery in the Constitution, he said, but they had betrayed their true feelings in a series of measures, including the prohibition of slavery in the Northwest Territory and the Constitution's ban on the international slave trade, to take effect in 1808. As Lincoln saw it, the Founders had compromised with slavery and left the resolution to future generations. "The thing is hid away," Lincoln said, "just as an afflicted man hides away a wen or a cancer, which he dares not cut out at once, lest he bleed to death; with the promise nevertheless that the cutting may begin at the end of a given time." He did not specify when the cutting could or should begin--only that when it did, it would be consistent with the Founders' wishes.

To flout those wishes was to tarnish the Revolution, and deny the promise of the nation itself. Slavery was a blight on America's claim to be an example of liberty and self-government. Taking on his rival Stephen A. Douglas's professed indifference to slavery, Lincoln made the stakes clear. "I hate it," he said, "because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world--enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites."

For Lincoln, history was not just a record of what the Founders had done, but a living force animated by the ideals they enshrined. The facts of land ordinances and constitutional silences revealed intentions, but the ideals reached further, imposing obligations on the present.

Nowhere were those obligations clearer or more urgent than in the Declaration of Independence. Scorned by pro-slavery ideologues and mocked as a pathway to racial equality by Douglas, the Declaration's universal principles were, Lincoln said, "a standard maxim for free society which should be familiar to all, and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated, and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of all colors everywhere."

Lincoln's defense of the Declaration worked a certain alchemy over the impurities of the past and the present. He cast its promise as something to be "constantly approximated" over generations, a vision that allowed him both to affirm universal equality in principle and to reassure white audiences wary of its implications. Pressed by Douglas, he carefully parsed the Declaration to mean equality in natural rights, not necessarily in "all respects." He insisted that he did not favor political or social equality for Black Americans, and he gave support to colonization schemes that imagined freedom only by removal from the United States. In this way, Lincoln's notion of equality unfolding through time was both a genuine belief and a shrewd dodge: It kept faith with the Declaration's ideals without forcing him to confront racism directly, not to mention his own doubts about whether Black and white Americans could share full social equality.

Cautions aside, Lincoln's claim that the Declaration carried across generations set him squarely against those who sought to narrow its promise. In its Dred Scott decision, the Supreme Court declared that Black Americans "had no rights which the white man was bound to respect" and sought to anchor that exclusion in the very history of the founding. To Lincoln, that teaching did not merely misread the past--it rewrote it, extinguishing the Revolution's promise in the present. He claimed that whoever "teaches that the negro has no share, humble though it may be, in the Declaration of Independence" was "muzzling the cannon that thunders" the Revolution's "annual joyous return."

The conditions of the Civil War put to rest any lingering idea that it was enough merely to venerate the Revolution. After Fort Sumter, it became necessary to live it. Throughout the war, Lincoln put into practice what had mostly been a theory of Revolutionary history. Some bemoaned his excesses while others lamented his limits, but he demonstrated what it meant to live in dynamic relation to the past.

Amid brutal setbacks on the battlefield and at the polls in late 1862, Lincoln offered his Annual Message to Congress, another bland text with an abrupt shift from the dry and detailed to the poetic. Without dwelling on the Revolution itself, he defined the moment as revolutionary, akin to 1776, when every action would reverberate through the ages, down to the last generation. The "stormy present," he said, demanded forgetting the "dogmas of the quiet past" and embracing revolutionary action--"as our case is new, so we must think anew, and act anew."

Lincoln and his party were doing just that. Legislation passed by Congress that summer had already turned Union armies into instruments of emancipation. That fall, Lincoln's administration had effectively reversed the Dred Scott ruling and begun recognizing the citizenship of freeborn Black Americans. And although the Emancipation Proclamation had, as the historian Richard Hofstadter said, "all the moral grandeur of a bill of lading," it marked a revolutionary action in its own right. Anticipating its arrival, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in The Atlantic, "In so many arid forms which States incrust themselves with, once in a century, if so often, a poetic act and record occur."

At Gettysburg, in November 1863, Lincoln made it plain that this revolutionary present was grounded in the Revolutionary past. There among the patriot graves, he distilled the argument he'd been making for the past decade into scarcely more than two minutes. Beginning with his old, biblical math, he drew a direct line between 1863 and 1776. If 1863 had taken a revolutionary turn--vaguely referenced in the speech as "a new birth of freedom"--it had done so only in service to 1776; if it marked a second founding, it was only to improve the first. To think anew and act anew was not to reject the Revolution, but to fully realize it.

Like the Revolutionaries he tried to redeem, Lincoln was never free of contradiction or compromise. His new birth of freedom was fragile and incomplete, barely surviving more than a decade after his death. In the country's 250th year, though, we might well look back at 1776 by way of 1863. In a year when some will use the Revolution as a bludgeon of a retrograde politics of restoration, Lincoln offers another way. He invites us to carry its living ideals forward without denying its contradictions. The glory of the Revolution, he knew, belonged to those who'd made it. The test of whether it still lives falls to us.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "Lincoln's Revolution."
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What the Founders Would Say Now

<span>They might be surprised that the republic exists at all.</span>

by Fintan O'Toole




When the American republic was founded, the Earth was no more than 75,000 years old. No contemporary thinker imagined it could possibly be older. Thus Thomas Jefferson was confident that woolly mammoths must still live in "the northern and western parts of America," places that "still remain in their aboriginal state, unexplored and undisturbed by us."

The idea that mammoths or any other kind of creature might have ceased to exist was, to him, inconceivable. "Such is the oeconomy of nature," he wrote in Notes on the State of Virginia, "that no instance can be produced of her having permitted any one race of her animals to become extinct; of her having formed any link in her great work so weak as to be broken."

Those illusory behemoths roaming out there somewhere beyond the Rockies remind us that the world of the Founding Fathers is in some ways as alien to us as ours would be to them. A distance of two and a half centuries is too long for us to be able to fully inhabit their universe, but not long enough for us to be capable of viewing them disinterestedly or dispassionately. In trying to imagine how they would perceive the state of their republic in 2025, the risk is that we invent our own versions of Jefferson's nonexistent beasts. The originalist fallacy that dominates the current Supreme Court--the pretense that it is possible to read the minds of the Founders and discern what they "really" meant--in fact turns the Founders into ventriloquists' dummies. We express our own prejudices by moving their lips.

From the October 2025 issue: Jill Lepore on how originalism killed the Constitution

Yet asking what the Revolutionary leaders would think of America now has long been a spur to critical thinking. The interrogation of how well or badly the present condition of the nation matches the founding intentions is one of the vital forces behind the American political project. It kindles the fire that blazes in Frederick Douglass's Fourth of July speech of 1852, during which he said of the Founders that their "solid manhood stands out the more as we contrast it with these degenerate times." It is the test Abraham Lincoln presents in the Gettysburg Address: whether the form of republican government created "four score and seven years ago" by "our fathers" might be about to "perish from the earth." It underpins Martin Luther King Jr.'s resplendent rebuke at the Lincoln Memorial in 1963: "When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir."

We do not have to sanitize the Founders into secular sainthood to ask what their republic has done with that legacy. We can use their magnificent words to reproach many of America's contemporary follies even while recognizing that some of their actions prefigure those follies. It is quite possible, for example, that many of the Founders might be enthusiastic supporters of Donald Trump's unilateral imposition of swinging tariffs on foreign trade--albeit not of the bellicose rhetoric that accompanies them. In 1807, Congress, with Jefferson as president and James Madison as secretary of state, prohibited cargo-bearing American vessels from sailing to foreign ports and forbade the export of all goods out of the country by sea; imports also declined, largely because it was impractical for ships from abroad to make the trip if they had to return empty.

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

Jefferson thought of this as the invention of an experiment in "peaceful coercion" that might do away with war and make possible an enlightened era of universal peace. He persisted with this foolishness for 14 months while agricultural prices fell sharply and thousands were thrown out of work. In his book Empire of Liberty, about the early republic, Gordon Wood notes, "Perhaps never in history has a trading nation of America's size engaged in such an act of self-immolation with so little reward." If he were to update the book, he might wish to add "until now."

Conversely, most of the leading revolutionaries would likely be dismayed to discover that their republic now allows women not only to vote but to hold public office. The vile misogyny of Trump's invective against Kamala Harris in the 2024 presidential election would have repelled them, but they would have been more astonished that one of the main contenders for the office was female than that she was a person of color.

To acknowledge that the Founders could be as wrongheaded as any of their successors is also to marvel at how acute their thinking could be--even when they were woefully misguided. George Washington, Jefferson, and Madison all owned slaves. Their unwillingness or inability to confront at the birth of a new nation what Jefferson acknowledged as an "abominable crime" is the gaping crack in the foundation on which they built the republic: the "self-evident" truth that "all men are created equal."

Yet they were not stupid. "I tremble for my country," Jefferson wrote, "when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep forever." The Founders knew very well that the simple word all was indeed, as Martin Luther King would point out, a promissory note. Lincoln put his finger on it when he said that Jefferson "had the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times."

Lincoln's point remains potent: Equality was indeed a cruel abstraction for women, Native Americans, and the nearly one-fifth of the American population that was enslaved at the time of the republic's founding. But the word was intended to transcend the time and circumstances of its utterance and to make a claim on the future. There is no going back from that all. The Founders might at first be amazed by the evolution of their republic into one that guarantees the principle (if not the practice) of racial equality, but they would recognize on reflection that they had planted a seed that would blossom in heroic struggles for justice.

The Founders would be taken aback, not just by the geographic scale of contemporary America but by its cultural and ethnic diversity. It is true that they already lived in a multicultural world--in 1790, only about 60 percent of white Americans were of English ancestry. Most of the rest were Irish, German, Scottish, French, Dutch, or Swedish. The French immigrant J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur celebrated "that strange mixture of blood, which you will find in no other country."

Yet the Founders preferred to imagine American blood as unmixed. The Federalist Papers call Americans "people descended from the same ancestors." In the aftermath of a war of independence that was also in effect a civil war, they were for obvious reasons much more interested in generating a sense of unity than in recognizing diversity. It seems likely that they would be confounded by the problem of how to preserve an "unum" when the "pluribus" is ever more disparate. They might in fact wonder at the ability of the United States to do so at all--to survive as a multicultural, let alone multiracial, entity.

They might have concluded, though, that they had left it an invaluable legacy by writing on their new nation's birth certificate a phrase that can be--and has been--easily mocked. When the Founders included "the pursuit of happiness" in the Declaration of Independence as one of the three primordial human rights, they were making large claims, not just about the meaning of a republic but about the meaning of life.

They were drawing on one of the basic ideas of the Enlightenment--John Locke, for example, had declared, "I lay it for a certain ground, that every intelligent being really seeks happiness, which consists in the enjoyment of pleasure, without any considerable mixture of uneasiness." Pleasure, in this sense, is more about human self-fulfillment than the self-indulgence of the rich. We might now call it well-being. This happiness is a radically egalitarian idea--everyone has an innate right to seek it. And there is an implicit embrace of diversity in that equality: No two ideas of happiness will be exactly the same.

But the elevation of happiness was also a radical challenge to the religious insistence that the point of life was to pursue sanctity through suffering. It is easy to forget that Christian Churches taught their flocks that our fate as human beings was to spend our time on Earth (in the words of a prayer I recited as a child) "mourning and weeping in this valley of tears." To declare happiness as a foundational idea for a new kind of state was to suggest that human beings should be able to live enjoyable lives in the here and now.

Both of these ideas of happiness are under attack in contemporary America. Trumpism is all about the "considerable mixture of uneasiness" that Locke wished to exclude--the wallowing in self-pity, the horror-movie thrills of imagining American carnage, the terror of invasion by migrant hordes. Even the pleasures that Trump offers his followers are sadistic ones, predicated on his invitation to enjoy the pain of others. His happiness is a zero-sum game: "Real" Americans can experience it only if others are miserable.

This would be anathema to the Founders. The Declaration of Independence does not rest on any claim to American exceptionalism. On the contrary, it bases the necessity "to institute new Government" on the alleged violation of rights that are not national but universal. They belong to mankind first, not to "America First." Likewise, the Bill of Rights is, as Jefferson wrote, "what the people are entitled to against every government on earth."

The Founders would be equally repelled by a contemporary-American reaction against their belief that the meaning of collective political life is not dependent on religious faith. The separation of Church and state was essential to their republic. They understood from European and recent colonial history that true religious freedom is impossible if faith is intertwined with government. Thus the First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States begins: "Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." Or as Jefferson put it: "It does me no injury for my neighbour to say there are twenty gods, or no god. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg." The neighbor who believes in 20 gods or no god must therefore have the same political rights as the one who is an orthodox monotheist.

The Founders would thus be dismayed to find their insistence on establishing the political sphere as a neutral space in relation to religious belief and unbelief now flatly denied by, for example, Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, who insists that what they really meant was that "they did not want the government to encroach upon the Church--not that they didn't want principles of faith to have influence on our public life. It's exactly the opposite." The Founders would have asked Johnson which set of religious principles they wished to hold sway over public life.

If the Founders would not have recognized themselves in this distorting mirror, there is nonetheless far too much about today's America that they would recognize all too well. They did not know where their republic would go, but they knew exactly where it was coming from. They knew what theocratic politics were like, because they or their ancestors had lived under established Churches--as Madison put it, "We revere this lesson too much soon to forget it." They knew exactly why it was necessary to stop officeholders from accepting gifts from "any King, Prince, or foreign State" without the consent of Congress; Benjamin Franklin, when he received a valuable snuffbox from the king of France, was so sensitive to possible perceptions of bribery that he sought congressional approval to keep it. It is not hard to surmise what he would have done with the offer of a Boeing 747 from Qatar.

It is true that the Founders did not think of their republic as one in which all citizens could be active participants in political life. Every state retained property qualifications for voters or officeholders, and this of course suited the interests of the economic elite, to which the Founders belonged. But their limitations on democratic participation were not mere expressions of snobbery and self-interest. The Founders were not wrong to believe that full citizenship is possible only for people who have the economic means to exercise it. It is hard to be free when you're mired in poverty--and easy to override the principle of equal citizenship when you are superrich.

The great problem of contemporary democracy is, indeed, that suffrage became universal but the kind of economic dignity imagined by the Founders as its necessary condition did not. In this regard, one thing we can say with certainty is that the Founders would be horrified by the spectacle of Elon Musk handing out $1 million a day to voters in swing states--a subversion of the democratic process even cruder and more grotesque than their worst fears.

The Founders imagined that access to property--then thought of primarily as the ownership of land--would spread, and that the political nation would expand accordingly. This may be a very conservative idea, but if we apply it to contemporary America, it would have radical consequences. The Founders would surely be distressed to find, for example, that the modern equivalent of land ownership--having one's own home--is ever more out of reach for young Americans.

The Founders would also be perplexed by the growth of oligarchy. They were mostly rich men who believed, as the rich usually do, that economic inequalities arise naturally from the "diversity in the faculties of men"--so wrote Madison in "Federalist No. 10." Yet, as Gordon Wood observed, they nonetheless "took for granted that a society could not long remain republican if a tiny minority controlled most of the wealth." If they were told that the top 0.1 percent of Americans currently holds 14 percent of the country's wealth while the bottom half holds just 2.5 percent, they would surely have calculated that the odds on the survival of their republic had become very steep.

Likewise, they would be deeply depressed by America's rapid loss of a common sphere in which political arguments can be teased out as a collective enterprise. What is most invigorating about the Founding Fathers is not even what they thought. It is how they thought. They did their thinking aloud. The pseudonym used by Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay for The Federalist Papers is Publius, redolent of both public and the people. The Federalist Papers think through complex questions but do so in a language written to be read in coffeehouses and taverns. When Jefferson observed that "where the press is free and every man able to read, all is safe," the second requirement was as important as the first. The Founders imagined a republic of readers.

Even while they were anxious to limit the vote to men of property like themselves, they understood that there were no such limits on the right to hold an opinion. The opening of the Declaration of Independence acknowledges that it is written out of "a decent respect to the opinions of mankind"--not, notably, heads of state or popes or grandees but people in general. And its authors knew that the opinions even of women and working people percolated upward into political institutions. Madison wrote, "Public opinion sets bounds to every government, and is the real sovereign in every free one." The quality of public discourse thus mattered as much to him as the forms of government did. This much wider public sphere had to be capable not just of dealing with intricacies but of guarding them. Madison wrote that the chief responsibility of the people was to maintain the "complicated form of their political system."

The public arena therefore had to be kept clear of the detritus of mere insult. Franklin, who made his fortune in what we would call the media business, boasts in his Autobiography,

In the Conduct of my Newspaper I carefully excluded all Libelling and Personal Abuse, which is of late Years become so disgraceful to our Country. Whenever I was solicited to insert any thing of that kind, and the Writers pleaded as they generally did, the Liberty of the Press, and that a Newspaper was like a Stage Coach in which any one who would pay had a Right to a Place, my Answer was, that I would print the Piece separately if desired, and the Author might have as many Copies as he pleased to distribute himself, but that I would not take upon me to spread his Detraction.

In drawing attention to his own refusal to publish personal abuse, Franklin was of course acknowledging that the newspapers were otherwise full of it. The Founders themselves were often fractious, splenetic, and happy to attack one another through paid proxies. But they nonetheless believed that the vigor of public debate must ultimately serve rational purposes. The press was a blacksmith's shop full of heat and resounding with heavy blows, but that was because it was where ideas of the common good were being hammered out.

In this light, there is little doubt that the Founders would be particularly appalled both by the loss of so many local newspapers in contemporary America and by the conduct of a president who smears the press as "the enemy of the people." Madison wrote that "a circulation of newspapers through the entire body of the people" was as vital as good roads to the maintenance of "a general intercourse of sentiments." The shattering of public opinion into algorithmically generated echo chambers, the monetization and weaponization on a massive scale of insult and detraction, and the reduction of complexities to tribal slogans would probably have led him to conclude that the republic was on its way out.

The collapse of a shared public sphere has in turn made possible a closed-mindedness that would dismay the Revolutionary generation. Political tribalism inhibits one of the essential tools of democracy: the capacity to change one's mind, which is what the Founders did so radically throughout the Revolutionary period. Franklin was well into his 60s when he began his journey from loyal British monarchist to supporter of American independence. Jefferson didn't want a federal constitution but came to regard the one that emerged as "unquestionably the wisest ever yet presented to men." Madison initially believed that the attachment of a bill of rights to that Constitution would be unnecessary and perhaps even dangerous. When he came to think differently, he not only drafted the Bill of Rights but did more than anyone else to get it adopted.

This capacity not just to change one's mind but to transform it was essential to the very creation of the United States as we know it. The American revolutionaries were men who changed their minds. In 1776, almost no one thought of an independent America as anything other than a broad alliance of 13 sovereign states, bound together by friendship, mutual interest, and bilateral treaties. A decade later, few thought of it as anything other than a federal state. Which also suggests that most of the Founders would be at once proud that their Constitution has endured so long and puzzled by the obdurate retention of institutions and practices (the Electoral College; the Senate's grossly disproportionate representation of voters) that worked for the 18th century but do not work for the 21st. They would have agreed with Chief Justice John Marshall when he wrote in 1819 that their Constitution was "intended to endure for ages to come, and consequently, to be adapted to the various crises of human affairs." They might even have regretted their failure to create more workable mechanisms to amend it.

There is also a more fundamental sense in which the Founders would struggle to understand how contemporary America can continue to function. They would wonder how it might be possible for anyone to fully envision a country as large as the U.S. became after their deaths. They wanted a big country--one of the core arguments of The Federalist Papers is that a large republic is likely to be better at resisting control by self-interested political factions than a small one. They certainly imagined their new nation becoming a continental power.

But how large is too large? Madison in particular worried that a very extensive country would become prone to autocracy. If, he wrote, a republic were to acquire "the dimensions of China," it would be difficult to resist a government capable of "veiling its designs from distant eyes" while "turning the prejudices and interests real or imaginary of the parts agst each other." This would "gradually enable the Executive branch of the Govt. to overwhelm the others, and convert the Govt. into an absolute monarchy."

The United States does indeed now have the same physical extent as China, and the rest of Madison's prediction for the likely fate of a republic on that scale has moved far beyond the realm of speculation. The sight of ICE agents on the streets of America veiling their designs behind masks would have appalled the Framers. They would have demanded their own history lesson to help them understand how a republic founded, above all, on civil liberty had over time generated a massive apparatus of national security with so little public scrutiny.

They would need no such lessons, however, to understand how Trump has mastered the art of turning the republic's red and blue parts against each other by stoking both real and imaginary prejudices. They would see how this polarization has both enabled and been enabled by the overwhelming domination of the executive over the legislative branch. The danger they were most anxious to avoid--a government that (in Hamilton's words) "unites all power in the same hands"--is now a peril they would recognize as urgently and immediately present.

What would surely have sickened them most is the sycophancy of legislators who abandon their duty of independent judgment and act as fawning courtiers of a monarchical presidency. Whatever else the Founders can be accused of, they were spectacularly innocent of servility. They would have had nothing but contempt for representatives who surrender their constitutional powers because they are afraid of arousing the ire of the president's supporters.

In "Federalist No. 71," Hamilton writes of the people "beset, as they continually are, by the wiles of parasites and sycophants, by the snares of the ambitious, the avaricious, the desperate." He suggested that citizens needed politicians "who had courage and magnanimity enough to serve them at the peril of their displeasure." He had a ready-made term for the sheer cowardice of so many legislators in today's Congress: "servile pliancy."

The Founders knew what a swaggering oligarchy looks like when it floats above the rest of society, as Jefferson saw in the European societies of his own day, "where the many are crouched under the weight of the few, and where the order established can present to the contemplation of a thinking being no other picture than that of God almighty and his angels trampling under foot the hosts of the damned."

They knew what it was like to be subject to a despot who, in Locke's words, "set up his own arbitrary will as the law of society"--this is the essence of their complaints against King George III and his junto of ministers. And they knew how demagoguery could turn into despotism. Hamilton forcefully cautioned in "Federalist No. 1," "Of those men who have overturned the liberties of republics, the greatest number have begun their career by paying an obsequious court to the people; commencing demagogues, and ending tyrants." They knew that these rough beasts, unlike the mammoths of Jefferson's imagination, were real and would never go extinct.
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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?"
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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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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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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." 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/11/patrick-henry-revolutionary-orator/684308/?utm_source=feed
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Putin Is Not Winning

Underestimating the Russian leader is dangerous, but ascribing dark powers to him plays right into his hands.

by Andrew Ryvkin




Since the beginning of September, Russia has sent dozens of drones into European airspace. In response, NATO governments have briefly shut down civilian airports, scrambled fighter jets, and invoked NATO's Article 4--calling for formal consultations among allies.

This pattern of incursions is Vladimir Putin's most overt attempt to show NATO as hollow and unable to defend its own territory, much less Ukraine. But more remarkable than the provocation itself is how confidently observers in the West deemed it a victory for the Russian president. The intrusions had contributed, one CNN analysis asserted, to a level of confusion and distraction that represented a "win for Putin"--yet another instance of his being depicted as enjoying one success after another, regardless of battlefield losses, unfavorable geopolitical shifts, and growing turbulence at home.

Robert F. Worth: How Ukraine turned the tables on Russia

After taking over from the ailing Boris Yeltsin a quarter century ago, Putin started his presidency by projecting a near-comical image of manliness and invincibility. But no one in the Kremlin could have imagined how the West would adopt and then amplify this narrative. If you Google phrases such as victory for Putin and big win for Putin, you find news stories stretching back years: Brexit, Syria, Donald Trump's presidential victories in 2016 and 2024, Marine Le Pen competing in France's presidential election, the Israel-Hamas war. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is now the public face of opposition to Russian imperialism, but even his election in 2019 was interpreted as a win for Putin.

Putin, a ruthless septuagenarian bent on restoring Russia to its imperial glory, is simply too good a villain for Western politicians and media commentators to ignore. Casting him as omniscient and unstoppable creates a clear story amid the chaos of global affairs. For Trump's critics, emphasizing Putin's strength has become another way of denigrating the U.S. president. But this emotionally convenient mythmaking spills over into news and political analysis.

Early in my career, I worked inside several propaganda outlets in Russia. All had an unspoken rule: No matter the crisis, Putin can't lose. Many Western commentators are unwittingly following that rule too. But overestimating Putin's power means doing his job for him. It means amplifying every one of his threats, mistaking posturing for reality, and making policy decisions based not on facts but on what Putin wants us to believe. And although he has had some successes--his annexation of Crimea, to name one--Putin's biggest win comes from convincing the world that he's winning, even when he isn't.

Even before Putin's plane touched down in Alaska for a meeting with Trump in August, many outlets called the summit a victory for the Russian leader. John Lyons of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation wrote of the Anchorage summit, "This was vintage Putin who spent years studying the art of psychological war and subterfuge as he rose through the ranks of the notorious Soviet intelligence service, the KGB." But substantively, the summit did not advance Putin's goals. American weapons are still flowing into Ukraine, and the U.S. will now provide Kyiv with intelligence to strike targets, including energy infrastructure, deep inside Russia--something even Joe Biden once opposed. India is paying higher tariffs to the U.S. for buying Russian oil, Trump is pushing for Europe to stop purchasing Russian hydrocarbons, and the words coming from the White House are anything but friendly toward Russia. Ten weeks after the summit, even the Kremlin was forced to concede the point. Russia's Deputy Foreign Minister Sergey Ryabkov said that the "strong momentum from Anchorage" toward reaching an agreement on Ukraine "has been largely exhausted."

Citing unnamed Kremlin officials, Bloomberg reported in late September that Putin, after meeting Trump in Alaska, decided to intensify drone and missile attacks on Ukraine, believing Trump had no interest in intervening in the conflict. But the shift toward civilian attacks was going on long before the summit, and reflects Putin's growing frustration with his inability to achieve any military goals. The recent drone escalation appears minor compared with the scale of the war that Putin began in 2022, when hundreds of thousands of Russian troops, tanks, and warplanes poured into Ukraine. Today, Russia's armed forces are bogged down. There are no tanks rolling toward Kyiv, no lightning offensives seizing regions, no major cities under siege. Russia does not have air supremacy, or even superiority, in Ukraine. Putin has made his objectives painfully clear. But far from seizing all of Ukraine, Russia has not even fully conquered the regions that it has written into its constitution.

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

Meanwhile, Putin has lost influence in his own backyard. Russian peacekeepers stationed in Armenia, a former Soviet republic long aligned with Moscow, stood by in 2023 as it was attacked by neighboring Azerbaijan. The Kremlin didn't just abandon an ally; it also could no longer reliably enforce stability in the Caucasus, a region it has long considered vital to Russia's national security. Last year, after Russian air defense accidentally downed an Azerbaijani civilian jet, the Kremlin's attempts to minimize the incident fractured relations between Moscow and Baku.

Now a peace treaty between Armenia and Azerbaijan has been brokered by the United States--not Russia--and Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev is openly weighing the possibility of supplying Ukraine with lethal aid. Putin was forced to confront the reality of a neighbor slipping from Russia's orbit. On Thursday, nearly a year after the jet incident, Putin publicly acknowledged that Russia had shot down the airplane, apologized, and promised compensation.

One of Putin's true wins is his quarter century in power. Although Russia is a militant autocracy, the reason for Putin's lifetime presidency isn't gulags, mass executions, or forced labor. It's a set of deals with the Russian people.

You can't protest the war, but you don't have to support it if you're not working for the state. Fighting in the trenches is a lucrative job, not a duty. Amid unprecedented economic sanctions imposed by the West, Moscow has mostly managed to preserve the living standards expected in a modern consumer economy: Chinese cars have replaced European ones, domestic tourism is booming, and for the perhaps half a million Russians who received Schengen Area visas this year, even a European vacation is still within reach. Netflix is gone, but there is Wink, a Kremlin-affiliated streaming service offering Succession, Game of Thrones, and dozens of new Russian series. And the restaurants, as a friend who recently returned from Russia insisted to me not long ago, "are somehow even better than before."

But consumer access to vacations, streaming services, and more depends on an economy that is showing clear signs of strain. Herman Gref, the head of Russia's biggest bank, recently admitted that the country has entered "technical stagnation," as wartime industrial mobilization has run out of steam. Last week, Reuters reported that Russian Railways, a state-owned company employing about 700,000 people, asked its central-office staff to take three unpaid days off a month. In September, Avtovaz, Russia's largest carmaker, introduced a four-day workweek in an attempt to cut payroll costs without increasing unemployment.

Putin's end of the bargain, stability, is becoming elusive, and Russians are seeing palpable changes in their daily life. Amid widespread internet outages, shuttered airports, and gasoline shortages from Ukrainian strikes on oil infrastructure, Russian propaganda outlets are using euphemisms like planned cooling of the economy and ignition of an oil tank to mask what looks like a deepening crisis.

Another rule of Russian propaganda is that if Putin's not winning, he's simply out of the picture. It's one of the reasons Russia's commander in chief almost never visits the occupied Ukrainian territories. Doing so would remind everyone where his war against Western hegemony really stands: stuck near Pokrovsk, a town with a prewar population of 70,000 that Russia hasn't managed to take in two years of fighting.

Putin is a veteran of the KGB and its post-Soviet successor agency. In Western pop culture, Russian intelligence officers have secret manipulation techniques, having "spent years studying the art of psychological war and subterfuge," as Lyons said of Putin. In the Marvel Cinematic Universe, Scarlett Johansson's Natasha Romanoff is a KGB-trained assassin who saves the world. In Killing Eve, Stranger Things, and countless other works of fiction, the KGB, which was on the losing side in the Cold War, is depicted as more capable than its Western adversaries, including the CIA, the agency that beat it.

Anne Applebaum: Ukraine's plan to starve the Russian war machine

The former CIA officer Joe Weisberg, creator of The Americans--a drama about two deep-cover KGB agents posing as a suburban couple in Ronald Reagan's America--told me by email in September that the world's complexity used to make him anxious. The simplest way to escape that feeling, he explains, was to reduce everything to black-and-white terms. "So, the Soviet Union was bad and the United States was good," he said. "And the KGB was the baddest part of the bad country. Of course, they were hyper-competent at treachery and villainy, otherwise they wouldn't be a worthy adversary."

Underestimating Putin is dangerous, but ascribing dark powers to him makes the Russian leader mightier in Western minds than he is in reality. If Americans had a more clear-eyed view of Putin, they would see a dictator who's bet everything on a failed invasion, a country losing its sphere of influence, and an economy that's rapidly cooling. A realistic view of his power would strip Putin of his biggest leverage: the perception of his invincibility.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/10/overestimating-putin-russia-ukraine-war/684518/?utm_source=feed
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The Beacon of Democracy Goes Dark

For nearly 250 years, America promoted freedom and equality abroad, even when it failed to live up to those ideals itself. Not anymore.<strong> </strong>

by Anne Applebaum




"We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal." Within weeks of their publication in July 1776, those words spread around the world. In August, a London newspaper reprinted the Declaration of Independence in full. Edinburgh followed. Soon after that, it appeared in Madrid, Leiden, Vienna, and Copenhagen.

Before long, others drew on the text in more substantial ways. Thomas Jefferson himself helped draft the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, issued by French revolutionaries in 1789. The Haitian Declaration of Independence, of 1804, drew on both the American and French precedents, calling for the construction of an "empire of liberty in the country which has given us birth." In subsequent decades, declarations of independence were issued by Greece, Liberia (the author had been born in Virginia), and a host of new Latin American nations. In 1918, Thomas Masaryk, the first president of Czechoslovakia, signed a Declaration of Common Aims of the Independent Mid-European Nations at Independence Hall, in Philadelphia, using the Founders' inkwell.

On that occasion, a replica of the Liberty Bell was rung, not because any American president or official had asked for it to ring but because Masaryk had been inspired by the story of the American founding. He evoked the Declaration not because of any pressure applied by U.S. foreign policy, but because of Jefferson's words and what they signify. Since 1776, Americans have promoted democracy just by existing. Human rights and the rule of law are in our founding documents. The dream of separation from a colonial empire is built into them too. Our aspirations have always inspired others, even when we did not live up to them ourselves.

In the 20th century, we moved from simply modeling democratic ideals to spreading or promoting them as a matter of policy. We did so in part because the language of democracy is in our DNA, and when we are confronted by autocrats and despots, we use it. Woodrow Wilson, when arguing for entry into the First World War, said America should advocate the "principles of peace and justice" in opposition to "selfish and autocratic power." In 1940, Franklin D. Roosevelt referred to America as an "arsenal of democracy" determined to aid British allies against the Nazis: "No dictator, no combination of dictators, will weaken that determination."

During the Cold War, we connected words such as freedom and rights not just to our military strategy but to our national identity, to our culture. We were advocates of free markets, a free press, abstract expressionism, and jazz, and we exported those things too. Plenty of people wanted them. Willis Conover, the host of Voice of America's nightly jazz broadcast in the 1960s and '70s, had an audience of 30 million people, mostly in Russia and Eastern Europe. The Congress for Cultural Freedom, founded in 1950, pulled together anti-Communist intellectuals from all over Europe into a single movement.

Many people found our language hypocritical, and they were right: Americans were perfectly capable of backing dictatorships while talking about democracy. The contradiction between the ideals we said we fought for abroad and their failure at home bothered foreigners as well as Americans. In 1954, the Department of Justice filed an amicus brief in the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court case that argued in favor of desegregation because, among other reasons, racist laws prompted "doubts even among friendly nations as to the intensity of our devotion to the democratic faith."

Democratic faith. Because it was at the center of our foreign policy, we aspired to it, even if we didn't live up to it. Others did too. Over time, the number of these democratic aspirants increased. After the Second World War, the dream of American freedom and prosperity strengthened what were initially shaky democracies in Western Europe and Asia, including recently defeated West Germany and Japan. Their political and economic success drew others into the fold. Greece and Spain joined the club of democracies in the '70s; South Korea and Taiwan in the '80s; Central Europe in the '90s. Asked in 1989, the year they voted out Communism, what kind of country they wanted to be, most Poles would have said, "We want to be normal." And by "normal," they meant a European democracy, a capitalist state with a welfare system, a close ally of the United States.

We Americans were inspired by our own language too. We always think about America's postwar role in Europe as an act of great generosity, the defense of allies from Soviet aggression. But by putting democracy at the center of our international and national identity, we also helped strengthen our own political system. If nothing else, all Americans, even those on different sides of our deepest cultural divides, had a common cause: Right-wing or left-wing, Christian or atheist, we could all be in favor of freedom.

Considering how deeply we were divided about so many other things, it's extraordinary how bipartisan our foreign policy was for so long, and how many energetically bipartisan institutions we built to promote it. Radio Free Europe and Voice of America--and later Radio Free Asia and a clutch of other foreign-language broadcasters--always enjoyed support from Democrats and Republicans, as well as every president from Harry Truman onward. From the time of its founding in 1983, so did the National Endowment for Democracy, which was inspired by Ronald Reagan's call for new institutions to "foster the infrastructure of democracy--the system of a free press, unions, political parties, universities--which allows a people to choose their own way, to develop their own culture, to reconcile their own differences through peaceful means." The National Endowment, run by a bipartisan board, makes small grants to groups that monitor elections, promotes free speech, and fights kleptocracy and authoritarian propaganda.

The dramatic shift we have undergone in just a few months--away from a foreign policy based on democratic faith and toward the promotion of a more cynical, more authoritarian, view of the world--has hit these institutions very hard. The fact that the Trump administration has tried to shut down all of America's foreign broadcasters is telling. The president appointed Kari Lake, who lost races for both the U.S. Senate and Arizona governor, to eviscerate Voice of America, and she did so with enthusiasm, even ostentatiously revoking the visas of VOA employees, reporters, and translators, in some cases giving them 30 days to leave the country after many years of work on behalf of Americans. Though the National Endowment for Democracy has rallied its many supporters in Congress, on both sides of the aisle, it remains the target of a small group of conspiracy theorists who have influence in this administration because they have large followings on X or have appeared on Joe Rogan's podcast. It's strange to think of Reagan as a naive idealist, but that's what he looks like now, for having founded an institution that promotes fair elections and the rule of law.

Anne Applebaum: America surrenders in the global information wars

The shift against these historically bipartisan institutions, against the belief that Americans should defend and promote democracy around the world, and against the democratic faith itself is part of something broader. We have a president who regularly attacks judges and journalists, who bullies CEOs into handing over stock in their companies and university presidents into paying meritless fines, who sends military forces into American cities, who is building a new form of interior police, and who raucously encourages the deepening divide between red and blue America. Abroad, Donald Trump appears much happier with dictators than with democratic allies. His random, punitive tariffs sent Lesotho, a small African country, into economic decline. His demands to occupy Greenland created a political crisis in Denmark, a longtime U.S. ally.

His vice president's single notable speech since taking office, made in a room full of people expecting a serious discussion of security, berated Europeans with a list of dishonest or exaggerated attacks on them for alleged assaults on free speech. Trump's own attacks on "radical-left judges" and "fake-news media" now travel around the world much faster than "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal" did. Vladimir Putin has banned media that spread "fake news"--that is, accurate information--about the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The autocratic ex-president of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte, called Rappler, a famous investigative-reporting site, a "fake-news outlet" to discredit its work. In places as varied as Egypt and Myanmar, the fake charge of "fake news" has been used to destroy legitimate journalists.

All of these changes are part of a larger shift, a revolutionary transformation in the way Americans present themselves to the world, and the way they are therefore perceived by others. The most ubiquitous form of American culture nowadays is not jazz programming going out on shortwave radio across Eurasia, but the social-media platforms that pump conspiracy theories, extremism, advertising, pornography, and spam into every corner of the globe. After Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was exiled from the Soviet Union for political dissent, the U.S. government facilitated his arrival in America. Now we have different heroes: The Trump administration went out of its way to rescue and welcome the Tate brothers, who had been arrested and briefly held in Romania, charged with rape in Great Britain. (The Tates deny the charges.) Instead of the Congress for Cultural Freedom, we now have the Conservative Political Action Conference, a kind of movable rent-a-troll event. Identikit nationalists anywhere--Hungary, Poland, Britain, Mexico, Brazil--can pay the CPAC team to come to their country and produce a MAGA show. Steve Bannon or Kristi Noem will show up, deliver a rowdy speech alongside the local talent, and help them make headlines. A CPAC conference held near Rzeszow a few days before the second round of the Polish presidential election featured Noem and was sponsored by a Polish cryptocurrency company that wants a U.S. license.

American culture is no longer synonymous with the aspiration to freedom, but with transactionalism and secrecy: the algorithms that mysteriously determine what you see, the money collected by anonymous billionaires, the deals that the American president is making with world leaders that benefit himself and maybe others whose names we don't know. America was always associated with capitalism, business, and markets, but nowadays there's no pretense that anyone else will be invited to share the wealth. USAID is gone; American humanitarian aid is depleted; America's international medical infrastructure was dismantled so quickly that people died in the process. The image of the ugly American always competed with the image of the generous American. Now that the latter has disappeared, the only Americans anyone can see are the ones trying to rip you off.

The impact of this change around the world will be profound, far-reaching, and long-lasting. The very existence of American democracy inspired people in every corner of the planet, and the decline of American democracy will have the same effect. Perhaps the mere existence of Trump's America will boost new autocratic parties that will carry out assaults on their own democratic political systems, as Jair Bolsonaro's supporters have already done in Brazil. Perhaps the Chinese and Russian propagandists who replace Voice of America and Radio Free Europe will simply win global ideological arguments and undermine American economic influence and trade.

More unpredictable is the impact of the change on Americans. If we are no longer a country that aims to make the world better, but rather a country whose foreign policy is designed to build the wealth of the president or promote the ruling party's foreign friends, then we have fewer reasons to work together at home. If we promote cynicism abroad, we will become more cynical at home. Perhaps expecting Americans to live up to the extraordinary ideals that they proclaimed in the 18th century was always unreasonable, but that language nevertheless shaped the way we thought about ourselves. Now we live in a world where America is led by people who have abandoned those ideals altogether. That will change all of us, in ways we might not yet be able to see.



This article appears in the November 2025 print edition with the headline "The Beacon of Democracy Goes Dark."
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One Era Ends in Gaza, and Another Begins

A moment for radical hope

by Graeme Wood




Today at 9:30 a.m., Air Force One made a low pass over Tel Aviv on its way into Ben Gurion Airport. The flight had more in common with an astronomical portent--a medieval comet, say, and all the swings in mood that might entail among the public--than a mere act of aviation. Israelis had stayed up for days in hopes that hostages would be released. The sight of the 747 meant: This is really happening. Within a few hours, it had happened. Hamas surrendered the last 20 of its living hostages to Israel and began the process of returning the remains of dozens more. (One hundred and forty had previously been released, eight had been freed in Israeli raids, and the remaining 75 or so are presumed dead.) Israel, having withdrawn its forces from much of Gaza on Friday, released 1,968 Palestinian prisoners.

The Israelis who had let themselves get carried away with expectant joy during the past few days were for once not punished for their optimism. Gazans who for two years had become accustomed to dozens of their neighbors being killed every day, on average, by Israel suddenly enjoyed the possibility of a hiatus. A war that started with the murder of more than 1,000 Israelis by Hamas, and went on to kill more Gazans than can be precisely counted, appears to have ended. This afternoon, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu spoke in the Knesset and declared victory. Donald Trump spoke next and said that today the sun had risen on "a Holy Land that is finally at peace," after Israel had achieved "all that can be won by force of arms." Any hope in the region is largely due to the fact that Trump will look like a chump if the deal collapses, and that he will do anything to avoid chump status and destroy those who would make him into one.

Read: How Trump pushed Israel and Hamas to yes

I spent some of these moments of glee in East Jerusalem, at the home of the Palestinian philosopher Sari Nusseibeh. Nusseibeh, 76, was president of Al-Quds University from 1995 to 2014 and the Palestinian Authority's representative in Jerusalem from 2001 to 2002. During that time, he toiled for a two-state solution--a vision of peace that for the past two years has seemed not only elusive but positively quaint. He has been out of politics for decades now, and told me that for much of the past two years he had preserved his sanity by avoiding too much Gaza news and watching South Korean soap operas instead.

Israel demands that Hamas disarm and vanish. Hamas still refuses. I told Nusseibeh I feared that the hiatus would not last, that Hamas would pop up from the rubble and blow up an Israeli military vehicle, and that the war would resume. He chided me for my pessimism: Hamas had little to gain from spoiling the peace at this point, and the Israelis would not be foolish enough to expose themselves to attacks of this sort. (A U.S. official in Israel told me that keeping Israel from responding to such a provocation is a high-priority task assigned to Secretary of State and National Security Adviser Marco Rubio.) The Trump plan calls for a force, made up of "Arab and international" partners, to keep the peace under the guidance of the United States military, and a "technocratic, apolitical Palestinian committee" to run Gaza.

Nusseibeh told me he felt a "paradoxical optimism" after the catastrophe of Gaza, and thought the new temporary government had "a good chance" of not returning to war soon. "We have paid an enormous price," he told me. "Israelis have too. But that means people will be willing to look at things differently." Now it was time to lightly chide his former self. "Before, everyone--including me--believed we could have a two-state solution overnight," he said. Now, he said, no one could fool himself into thinking that peace could be effortlessly maintained, or that statehood could come suddenly. The security framework now coming into focus, he said, might work. And if it does, it could create new possibilities, including in the West Bank. He acknowledged the weirdness of how this path became possible, by the efforts of "this strange guy in the White House" who came from nowhere, "like Superman," somehow imagining what can be, unburdened by what has been. Previous presidents hadn't done much.

I am not used to being told by Palestinians to cheer up. Nusseibeh expressed concerns, too, particularly that Gaza, although newly peaceful, might end up permanently split from the West Bank. But his contemplation of the possibilities of the current moment was not a daydream.

Trump himself has declared that he "will not allow Israel to annex the West Bank." That commitment, delivered last month in the Oval Office, was until recently open to doubt, in particular after his appointment of former Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee, an evangelical supporter of Israel, as his ambassador to Jerusalem. "I think Israel has title deed to Judea and Samaria," he told CNN in 2017, pointedly preferring the name for the West Bank used by Israeli expansionists. Since he arrived in Jerusalem in April, Huckabee seems to have either lost or found religion on this issue. In July, he visited the West Bank village of Taybeh, where a Palestinian church had been torched by Israeli settlers, and declared that the arson was "an act of terror." Settler violence surged soon after the October 7 attacks, as I reported at the time. The olive harvest, which has in the past been an occasion for attacks by settlers, just began, and things are quieter now. There may be hope.

Franklin Foer: The existential heroism of the Israeli hostages

The images of devastation in Gaza, and perhaps also the company of a philosopher, reminded me of another philosopher, Jonathan Lear, who died last month. In his 2006 book, Radical Hope, Lear considered what remains for survivors of a wrecked civilization. After the Crow people of America's Great Plains were confined to reservations, their last great chief, Plenty Coups, declared enigmatically that "after this, nothing happened." The line was an epitaph for a way of life. Lear proposed that pronouncing the Crow dead in one form was a condition for clearing room for the "rebirth" of the Crow in another. To hope radically is to recognize the passing of one way of life, without being able to know what way of life will be born into the space made possible by the passing of the previous one.

The people of Gaza have not suffered a civilizational wipeout like the Crow. (According to Hamas's Ministry of Health, about 3 percent of the population of Gaza has died in the war. The figure includes combatants. In a few short years, about a third of all Crow died of smallpox alone.) But there might be a similar moment coming, when one political era has ended and another, whose details are as yet unknown, is struggling to be born. A strange orange midwife is attending.
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Putin Has a New Tool to Monitor Russians

Russia is pushing a "super app" for citizens. What could possibly go wrong?

by Justin Sherman




Russia has a new way to surveil its citizens: a "super app." Made by the Russian tech company VK, the app is called Max, and as of September 1, it's required on every new phone sold in Russia. Max enables users to send messages, talk with one another, share files, and transfer money to and from Russian banks. The Kremlin's ultimate vision for the app is expansive: Citizens will use it to send texts and make calls; parents will communicate with their child's school; residents will be able to prove their identity to government agencies and businesses. Max's wide range of uses has prompted analogies to China's WeChat.

The Kremlin's goals with the app appear to be twofold: By restricting the use of alternative platforms such as WhatsApp, President Vladimir Putin can continue his effort to construct an independent (in his view, "sovereign") Russian digital sphere. And though Russia and China have many differences when it comes to technology, the Kremlin still clearly wants for the kind of device-level surveillance that China has achieved; Max represents a step in that direction, offering Putin a new tool to monitor Russians--and even Ukrainians in Russian-occupied territories--in deeper ways.

From the June 2024 issue: The new propaganda war

Putin's attempts at digital control in Russia started years ago. A number of events--bloggers posting news about the 2008 Russo-Georgian War that clashed with the Kremlin's version of events, Western media celebrating the Arab Spring as a "Twitter Revolution," protesters using social media to organize demonstrations against Putin in 2011 and 2012--seem to have convinced Putin that an internet outside state control was a threat to regime security, including in Russia. Where others were awed by the power of online communication and networked protest, he and his advisers apparently saw evidence of a Western plot: In 2014, he infamously called the internet a "CIA project." From this conspiratorialism have flowed years of censorship, data localization, online-speech criminalization, and other digitally repressive actions by the Kremlin. Foreign-made technology came to be seen as a national-security threat, and foreign companies that refused to censor information, hand over data, or otherwise assist the Russian state were believed to be operating at the behest of Russia's enemies.

In recent years, the Kremlin has escalated its efforts to swap Western technology for Russian-made replacements, but the results have been mixed. The operating system Astra Linux, built to replace Microsoft Windows, is now widely deployed in Russia. But Russia's hardware-manufacturing capacity is dismal. In 2021, when Moscow tried to require Russian companies to use Russian-made chips, some told the government that the domestic processors were more expensive, of lower quality, and worse performing than foreign ones. Russian software, in several cases, isn't much better. The state started pushing hard around 2021 to promote Rutube as an alternative to Google's YouTube, but adoption has been underwhelming, as evinced by "significant" layoffs that Rutube announced in August. Other video-streaming alternatives have met a similar fate of hype followed by steady decline.

The Max app has at least a slightly higher chance of success. As in the past, the technology isn't perfect. Some Russians already have complained about Max's functionality (and mocked VK's semi-cheesy, semi-effective enlistment of rappers, comedians, and influencers to promote it). One streamer joked that the app's top selling point is that it ... works. But VK is a well-known Russian tech company that successfully built and scaled a platform--also called VK, previously VKontakte--that is often dubbed "Russia's Facebook." (In addition to having similar functions as Facebook, VK has a nearly identical interface.) Today, VK is one of the most popular social-media platforms in Russia, used by upwards of 90 million people. Max has just 18 million registrants as of mid-August but is less than a year old.

Perhaps more important to Max's success is the fact that Russia seems committed to enforcing its use. The state can fairly easily police the requirement that Max be installed on new phones by threatening phone companies that don't comply or even jailing their executives. And the state is trying to push Russians who bought their phone before September 1 to adopt Max by limiting access to other messenger apps. In August, the Kremlin heavily restricted voice calls on WhatsApp and Telegram for anyone in Russia, citing the platforms' alleged failure to hand over data to the Russian security services. (Putin hates WhatsApp, as it is owned by Meta, which Russia sees as a tool of American subversion and has formally designated an extremist organization; both Facebook and Instagram are banned in Russia.) The hope seems to be that Russians will eventually give up on these alternatives. Pressuring phone companies and restricting online access to Max alternatives are the most scalable enforcement options for Russia, but the state can always arrest and punish individual people--say, a protester without the app installed, or a journalist still accessing Telegram to spread news--to make an example out of them too.

Read: The tragic success of global Putinism

The potential implications for Russian citizens are extensive. Anything a user does on Max--and everything Max can collect, such as geolocation data, contacts, photos, and audio--could presumably be accessed and exploited by the state. Whatever the state gathers--whether the innocuous, the personal, or the intensely political--could in turn be used for arrests, detentions, fines, disappearances, and much worse. Companies in Russia must comply with legal and extralegal demands from agencies such as the Federal Security Service, or FSB, which has broad authority. VK seems unlikely to resist. Ever since the company's founder was pushed out and fled Russia in 2014 for resisting Kremlin demands and the company was handed over to Putin allies, VK has been more than pliant in cooperating with the state. Two independent Russian journalists reported in August that the FSB gave Max's developers specifications for how to handle users' personal data and demanded to be able to audit the app. (It does not appear that VK or the FSB responded to the report.)

As Max spreads, Russians will have fewer places to have secure conversations online. Their access to nonstate-controlled sources of information could be further constrained. Human rights in Russia will suffer if the surveillance of dissident activity ramps up, and those seeking alternative means of communicating will stand out even more as regime-threatening anomalies. Disturbingly, the Putin regime seems to be applying this coercive approach to digital surveillance in occupied Ukrainian territories. Since October 1, students in the Russian-occupied Zaporizhzhia Oblast, in southeast Ukraine, have been required to use Max and banned from alternatives, according to a Ukrainian human-rights organization. Two people with knowledge of the situation on the ground in the occupied Ukrainian territories told me that the Russians are already slowing down the internet functionality of Telegram and WhatsApp there and forcing phone sellers to have Max preinstalled. Uniformed Russians are also stopping people when they leave the occupied territories to enter Russia and checking to see whether they have Max on their devices, these sources told me. As in Russia, it's not hard to imagine how failing to download Max could potentially be an excuse for arrest.

Of course, pushing a super app isn't without risks for the state. It means that much of Russia's technology ecosystem will have a single point of failure. If Max goes down because an update is buggy, servers break, or someone launches a cyberattack, the app could be offline for some period--in this case, potentially halting millions of bank payments, messages, and identity-verification attempts through the app. And if Max doesn't work well or doesn't provide the functionality Russians desire, that could affect public opinion. Memes joking that "Max will come pre-installed on our kettles and fridges" show that some Russians know very well what's going on. But there is little they can do to stop it.
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Why Maria Corina Machado Deserved the Nobel Peace Prize

The Venezuelan opposition leader shows why participation matters.

by Anne Applebaum




Maria Corina Machado, the leader of the Venezuelan opposition, has been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. The Norwegian Nobel Committee cited "her tireless work promoting democratic rights for the people of Venezuela" and "her struggle to achieve a just and peaceful transition from dictatorship to democracy." When announcing the award, the committee chair described her as "a woman who keeps the flame of democracy burning amidst a growing darkness."

This metaphor is apt. Machado is in hiding, deep inside a country that is failing. I spoke with her twice late last year, without knowing where she was. A few months before, the country had just held presidential elections. The opposition movement that she leads had won. Even though activists were being picked up off the streets, or simply shot and killed, they had held a primary, run a presidential campaign--Machado herself was barred, so Edmundo Gonzalez was the candidate--and made sure that votes were counted accurately. Still, even after his definitive loss, Nicolas Maduro, the country's illegitimate leader, refused to hand over power.

Lately, Americans have been hearing little about Venezuela other than drugs and gangs, but the country has long been the home of one of the world's most impressive grassroots-democracy movements. At this moment, when citizens in many of the world's most successful liberal democracies are giving up, even questioning whether popular participation in politics has any value, Venezuelans fight violence with nonviolence, and oppose corruption through bravery. As I wrote in December:

During both of our conversations, Machado sat in front of a blank wall, with no other backdrop. Both times she was also calm, assured, even elegant. She didn't look tired or stressed, or whatever a person who hadn't seen her family or friends since July should look like. She wore makeup and simple jewelry. She sounded determined, positive. This is because, Machado told me, she believes that the campaign and its aftermath altered Venezuela forever, bringing about what she describes as "anthropological change."
 By this, she meant that the grassroots political movement she and her colleagues created has transformed attitudes in Venezuela and forged new connections between people. Her organization, in concert with others, carefully organized a primary campaign that brought together old opposition competitors. Volunteer training, she told me, gave hundreds of thousands of people a real experience not just of voting but of building institutions from scratch. Those efforts didn't end with last summer's election. "The 28th of July was not just an event," Machado told me. "It's a process that has brought our country together. And regardless how many days it takes, Venezuela has changed forever and for the good." Her team, with its leaders across the country, built not just a movement for one candidate or election, but a movement for permanent change. The scale of their achievement--the number of people involved, and their geographic and socioeconomic range--would be notable in a liberal democracy. In an authoritarian state, this project is remarkable.


What Machado wanted, she told me, was to

"transform completely--completely--the relationship we had between citizens and the state. We've only known the state deciding for us. Now it's going to be the other way around. We're going to have the society in power and making their own decisions, and the state at its service."


She added:

"I went around the country saying, 'I have nothing to offer but work. I have nothing to offer you but [the possibility] that we're going to get together, and we're going to put this country back on our feet. So we're going to do this right.' And people cried and prayed."


Machado continues to be a fierce, uncompromising optimist. She founded an election-monitoring group more than two decades ago. Since then, she has continued to argue that engagement matters, and that change is possible. Participation, she argues, can make a difference. Any society can be made better, more just, and more free--even in places where that seems impossible.

Read the original article here.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/10/ukraine-russia-drone-war-attrition/684419/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/iran-us-israel-sanctions-response/684471/?utm_source=feed
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Job Interviews Are Broken

People are sneaking answers from AI, and who can blame them?

by Ian Bogost




"Interviews are NOT real anymore." So reads the opening caption of a TikTok posted in September, punctuated by the skull-and-crossbones emoji. In the video, a young woman interviews for a job on a video call. She has a smartphone propped up against her laptop screen, so she can read off the responses that an AI app has composed for her: "Um, yeah, so, one of my key strengths is my adaptability." She's got a point. Getting generative artificial intelligence to whisper into your ear during a job interview certainly counts as adaptable.

More clips from the same alleged job interview give the app a further showcase. "I prioritize clear communication and actively listen," a woman says in one, as she reads from a phone instead of actively listening. Another such post, which has racked up 5.3 million views, is subtitled "My interviewer thought he caught me using Ai in our LIVE interview." It shows the same potential boss from all the other videos asking her to share her screen and click through her browser tabs. After doing this, she resumes reading off her phone. "Little did he know," the subtitle says.

AI-job-search anxiety has been growing for some time. In the past few years, employers started using AI to "read" and screen the thousands of resumes they may receive for each job posting; job searchers began to deluge HR departments (or at least their automated filters) with AI-generated applications; and companies began employing AI agents--fake people--to conduct their first-round interviews. Imagine eating a hearty breakfast, donning your best blazer, and discovering that you'll be judged by a robo-recruiter.

By this spring, the arms race had advanced to the point where, apparently, applicants were using AI assistants to supply them with material for computer-programming interviews on Zoom. In August, The Wall Street Journal reported that AI is "forcing the return of the in-person job interview," and that big firms such as Cisco and McKinsey have been urging hiring managers to meet with candidates in person at least once on account of the technology.

The letter of these reports suggest a simple story of innocence and malfeasance. Some HR companies have even described the phenomenon as "interview fraud," attributing something akin to criminal intent to the job seekers who might pursue it. But the more I investigated and considered the circumstances, the less that label seemed appropriate. Something weirder is taking place. In the context of a tightening economy, employers have turned a powerful technology against their prospective employees. Who could blame the job seekers for retaliating?

Is a lot of "interview fraud" even really happening? TikTok seems to show a rising trend; posts depict job candidates--especially young ones afflicted by a difficult, AI-degraded job market--who have started using AI to game the interviews themselves. But on closer look, many of these videos are not documenting a scandal so much as wishing one into existence--and monetizing the result. For instance, the ones described above, with the woman who had her phone propped up against her laptop, were posted by an account called @applicationintel, which displays a bio that urges viewers to download an AI app called "AiApply."

I found many others of this kind. An AI-interview-software company called LockedIn AI posts on TikTok about how to "Crush Any Job Interview" with its tools. Kazuyoshi Fujimoto, a young professional engineer with a side hustle as a "career expert," has a series of posts with subtitles like "My brother is interviewing for a $469k engineer job using AI." Fujimoto answered my request to talk for this story, but stopped responding when I followed up to ask whether any of his posts were staged.

The fact that AI-interviewing services are being pushed by TikTok influencers suggests that there is money to be made from this idea, and that these products' customers are real. I wanted to see whether those customers were buying something useful. In one of his TikTok posts, Fujimoto recommends a tool he likes called Final Round AI, which "listens in real time" and "suggests killer responses." I decided to sign up to see how it worked. (A basic subscription is free; one that allows unlimited live interviews and hides the app during screen sharing costs $96 a month.)

After opening the Final Round "Interview Copilot," you have to tell it about the role for which you will be interviewing. By default, there are a few dozen options--and almost all of them are in software development or its orbit. I settled on "content writer" (ugh) as the closest match to what I'm doing here and started on a practice interview. I asked Final Round AI to supply me with an answer to this potential question: "If I assigned you a story on people using AI to cheat on job interviews, how would you approach that topic?"

It returned a lengthy, milquetoast answer that began, "First, I'd want to really understand the scope of the issue. How widespread is this? Are we talking about a few isolated incidents, or a growing trend? Also, I'd immediately flag the ethical considerations. This isn't just about tech; it's about fairness, integrity, and the future of work." The entire thing was plausible in the way LLM responses often are; if an aspiring writer provided this response during a genuine interview, it wouldn't be wrong so much as uninspired. It is the sound of a person performing the role of a job candidate, rather than one actually pursuing a job. (Final Round AI did not respond to my request to discuss its software for this story.)

Reading the app's suggested interview response, and imagining myself actually delivering it with a straight face on a Zoom, brought to mind the opening scene from the 1990 film Joe Versus the Volcano, in which the title character arrives at work while his boss, Mr. Waturi, takes a phone call in the background. "I know he can get the job," Mr. Waturi says into the handset. "But can he do the job?" Mr. Waturi repeats that sentence, varying his emphasis, over and over.



On its surface, Mr. Waturi's question is a good one: A person can carry out the rituals of employability--assembling a good resume, performing effectively at an interview, even carrying out a satisfactory test-case work assignment--and still be unable to produce useful results in the workplace. Today's AI-interviewing tools would seem to make this problem worse: Now almost anyone can get the job, with automated help. Whether they can really do it is irrelevant. Just as students can now fake their way through school and college, what's to stop them from cutting corners on their way into Meta or McKinsey?

Read: AI cheating is getting worse

But the film also makes clear that Mr. Waturi's concern with job performance is vacuous. Joe's dreary, squalid workplace, called American Panascope, is described as "Home of the Rectal Probe." Given this backdrop of hostility toward the firm's workers and its customers alike, Mr. Waturi's incantation, I know he can get the job, but can he do the job?, comes across as bureaucratic nonsense, an exercise in the mere appearance of high standards. Joe, the defeated salaryman, takes all this in as he hangs his coat and hat: What would it even mean to do the job when the job is so meaningless?

This question reemerges in a twisted form today, when the same companies that worry over being duped by AI-assisted applicants would love to have a workforce that makes use of AI in lots of other ways. The people who use Final Round AI to get their software-engineering jobs might be superbly qualified, in fact, to do those jobs in just the way their bosses would prefer. And if consulting is an industry that steals your watch to tell you the time (as the classic line goes), then a junior consultant who used AI to fake his way into the role might well be on the road to make partner.

For some time now, workers--and especially young ones--have become ever more detached from their work lives. David Graeber called the roles they end up taking for lack of any better option "bullshit jobs." Internet culture has more recently nicknamed them "email jobs": work whose purpose is so cryptic, its effort detaches from motivations and outcomes, personal or professional. The Millennials who graduated into the Great Recession talked about LARPing their own jobs in order to reconcile this divide. Cheating on a job interview with AI feels like a realization of that vision: You are no longer a job candidate, but a person playing the role of one.

But wait, isn't a junior-associate position at McKinsey or "a $469k engineer job" distinct from the sort of dead-end, bullshit job that produces so much workplace alienation? Yes and no. If you can land a role like that, certainly it may pay you well, and confer a degree of social status. But the pursuit of nearly every form of office job, even those that demand a particular credential and specific experience, has become a hellish ordeal. Candidates submit forms and resumes into LinkedIn or Workday, where they may be chewed up by AI processors and then consumed without response, or else advanced to interviews (which may also be conducted by AI). No matter who you are, the process of being considered for a job may be so terrible by now that any hidden edge in getting through it would be welcome.

Rewatching the AI-interview TikToks with new empathy for the young professionals who seek employment in today's chaotic marketplace, I noticed a pattern I had previously overlooked: a realpolitik of resigned desperation. Some presented themselves as using AI to generate bespoke resumes in response to specific job postings, an act that now seems necessary to get around the AI filters that may perform first-round culling. One young woman offered tips for using AI to prepare for job interviews: Instead of buying an app that listens in and tells you what to say, she suggested using the technology to generate sample questions that you might be asked, so you can practice answering them. She titled the video, "How to use AI to pass ANY interview."

This language struck me as both incisive and honest. Passing is a contemporary life philosophy, one adopted by habit rather than duplicity. Ironic detachment has moved well beyond LARPing a career. Now one simply attempts, against the odds, to luck into a career, or at least the appearance of one. Today, students might use AI to write college-entrance essays so that they can get into college, where they use AI to complete assignments on their way to degrees, so they can use AI to cash out those degrees in jobs, so they can use AI to carry out the duties of those jobs. The best one can do--the best one can hope for--is to get to the successive stage of the process by whatever means necessary and, once there, to figure out a way to progress to the next one. Fake it 'til you make it has given way to Fake it 'til you fake it.

Nobody has time to question, nor the power to change, this situation. You need to pay rent, and buy slop bowls, and stumble forward into the murk of tomorrow. So you read what the computer tells you to say when asked why you are passionate about enterprise B2B SaaS sales or social-media marketing. This is not an earnest question, but a gate erected between one thing and the next. Using whatever mechanisms you can to get ahead is not ignoble; it's compulsory. If you can't even get the job, how can you pretend to do it?
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The Worst Thing That Ever Happened to Tesla

Elon Musk's embrace of Donald Trump continues to haunt his car company.

by Patrick George




No modern car company is better-known for advancing technology than Tesla. Inside one of Elon Musk's vehicles, you can stream Netflix on a massive touchscreen while you wait for the car to recharge, then switch to Autopilot on the highway for a hands-free ride home. For a company like Tesla, dumping the AM/FM radio to cut costs does not exactly scream innovation.



The radio is just one feature that Tesla has left out of two new cars in the name of affordability. Earlier this week, the company released the Model 3 Standard and Model Y Standard, two long-awaited, less expensive cars that are heavily pared-down versions of the company's best sellers. The "vegan leather" seats are now partially cloth. The sound system isn't as nice, and the side-view mirrors now have to be manually folded. Cheaper shock absorbers mean a harsher ride. Compared with their more nicely equipped siblings, these new cars are more Temu than Tesla. (Tesla and Musk did not respond to a request for comment.)



Auto-industry observers and casual car-shoppers alike have wanted cheaper Teslas, but on the pricing front, the new models are a letdown. At about $37,000 for the streamlined Model 3 and $40,000 for the Model Y, each car represents a mere $5,000 in savings over the "premium" version. Even some of Musk's biggest fans are underwhelmed. Before this cost-cutting fiasco, Tesla already was having a rough go of it. Musk's bromance with President Donald Trump has turned away many would-be Tesla buyers. And although Musk might love the Cybertruck and its supposedly bulletproof doors, judging by its sales, many Americans do not. With Tesla's newest cars, so many of Musk's decisions are now catching up to him all at once.



The latest models are not even in the same stratosphere as the $25,000 electric car that Musk said was in the works back in 2020. He was essentially promising a kind of zero-emission Toyota Corolla that could make electric driving accessible to more people than ever before. There are gas-powered cars at that price point, but not electric ones--in large part because batteries big enough to power EVs remain expensive to make. If anyone could pull off that price tag, the thinking went, surely it would be Tesla. The company is famous for its creative but ruthless approach to cost cutting. In a Tesla, pricey buttons are replaced by a screen where you swipe up and down to shift into drive or reverse. Tesla has also streamlined the way its cars are made, consolidating hundreds of parts that traditionally are stamped and welded together into single pieces of aluminum. As Musk has said, "The best part is no part." Tesla is one of the few car companies that makes money from EVs, and the rest of the auto industry is now scrambling to copy its playbook.

Read: The American car industry can't go on like this

Perhaps Musk could have made a $25,000 Tesla--had he not gotten distracted. In recent years, his focus has shifted away from cheap cars to fully autonomous ones. In 2023, Musk reportedly overruled company executives pushing for a new, cheaper Tesla, because it would still have to be driven by humans. Any entirely new Tesla would need to have "no mirrors, no pedals, no steering wheel," he told Walter Isaacson, his biographer, about why he canceled the car. Eventually, Tesla officials promised that more affordable EVs would arrive in the form of derivatives of its existing cars, but surely the world was hoping for something more than manual side-view mirrors.



There is a simple explanation for this letdown. Musk is pushing to turn Tesla into a robotics and AI powerhouse--and has an unprecedented, nearly trillion-dollar pay package hinging on whether he can deliver. But he still needs to sell cars to pay the bills, and Tesla could use some help in that department. The company's share of the all-electric market recently hit an all-time low. Tesla has seen record EV sales in recent months, but so did just about every other carmaker in America, as buyers rushed to claim the $7,500 tax credit for going electric. That subsidy went away at the end of September, after it was vaporized by Trump's signature budget bill. Without tax credits, EV sales in the United States are expected to sink, at least in the short term.





If Tesla's defense against that situation is to get rid of the radio antenna, the company may be in trouble. Nissan recently debuted a new version of its all-electric Leaf EV that starts at $30,000 and offers a Tesla-like 300 miles of range. And yes, it has power mirrors. So does the new Chevrolet Bolt, which was unveiled this week. It's set to go on sale in a few months for less than $30,000. Hyundai also just slashed its prices, and some of its EVs undercut Tesla's models without stripping away any features.



This might have been a different story if Trump hadn't targeted the tax credits. If the Teslas were $7,500 cheaper, their spare nature would be a lot more palatable. The newest Teslas are still packed with lots of great tech, and they can drive much farther than the new Chevy Bolt. At $30,000, the Model 3 Standard "would be a no-brainer," Alistair Weaver, who leads the editorial team for the car-buying website Edmunds and drove both cars this week, told me. "That would be an amazing car." The same could be said for the Model Y Standard, which still comes with features such as "Dog Mode," allowing drivers to safely leave a pet unattended. "It's hard to think of a gas car that does all that for 33 grand."







Unfortunately for Tesla, that's not reality. Musk doesn't seem to have regrets about spending hundreds of millions of dollars to fund Trump's presidential campaign and then working in the White House to gut the federal government. The world's richest man got his chance to reshape American politics, and he took it. But where did any of that really get his car company? Largely liberal Tesla owners have revolted against the company, one I bought this before Elon went crazy bumper sticker at a time. The time that Trump turned the White House lawn into a de facto Tesla showroom didn't seem to do anything to boost sales. Because of the man he helped propel to the presidency, Musk's cars are more expensive and less desirable than they could have been. The next time his stockholders want answers about falling Tesla sales, we'll all be trying to find the guy who did this.
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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



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Health | The ...
          
        

      

      U.S. | The Atlantic

      
        The Turning Point for Israel and Hamas
        The Editors

        Editor's Note: Washington Week With The Atlantic is a partnership between NewsHour Productions, WETA, and The Atlantic airing every Friday on PBS stations nationwide. Check your local listings, watch full episodes here, or listen to the weekly podcast here. Donald Trump is preparing to visit the Middle East after helping broker what could be a historic peace agreement between Israel and Hamas that would end the war in Gaza. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the turn...

      

      
        
          	
            Technology | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Health | The ...
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Turning Point for Israel and Hamas

Panelists joined to discuss the likelihood that the historic agreement to end the war in Gaza holds, and more.

by The Editors




Donald Trump is preparing to visit the Middle East after helping broker what could be a historic peace agreement between Israel and Hamas that would end the war in Gaza. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss the turning point that led to the deal, and the likelihood that it holds.

"Trump is the person who made this come together," Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent for ABC News, argued last night. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu "has built his entire political career on being the person who knows American politics," Karl added. But as American support for Israel has shifted, Netanyahu knows that "he needs the United States more than anything; Europe can all go in another direction, but he fundamentally needs American support. So when Trump pressures him, it certainly matters."

Joining guest moderator Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic, to discuss this more: Nancy Cordes, the chief White House correspondent at CBS News; David Ignatius, a foreign-affairs columnist at The Washington Post; Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent for ABC News; and Mark Mazzetti, a Washington correspondent for The New York Times.

Watch the full episode here.
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The MAHA Democrat

Colorado Governor Jared Polis is walking a fine line with RFK Jr.

by Nicholas Florko




Politicians sometimes do silly things to draw attention to their favorite issues. In 2015, then-Senator Jim Inhofe famously brought a snowball onto the floor of Congress to argue against the existence of climate change. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene toted a balloon to the 2023 State of the Union to mock the Biden administration's handling of a Chinese spy craft. But in terms of sheer spectacle, few can top Jared Polis and his "forbidden" feast.



In 2015, Polis, then a Democratic congressman from Colorado, dined on hemp scones and washed them down with a glass of raw milk. The point was to highlight the purported absurdity of the government's rules for what people can and cannot eat. He was pushing Congress to pass the Milk Freedom Act, a bill that aimed to make unpasteurized dairy easier for Americans to buy. At the time, the beverage was a delicacy for hippies in cities like Boulder, not a rallying cry for Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and the "Make America Healthy Again" movement. In May, the health secretary, who has said he drinks only raw milk, downed a shot of the stuff during a podcast taping in the White House.



Polis, now the governor of Colorado, still speaks fondly of his stunt. "Raw milk is relatively low-risk compared to many things that people choose to do in their everyday lives," he told me recently. "We should lean into freedom," he said, and allow "people to make their own decisions on what to eat." (For the record, raw milk can lead to serious cases of foodborne illness.) I spoke with Polis not just to ask him about unsafe milk. Few prominent Democratic politicians want anything to do with RFK Jr. and his agenda to remake American health; Polis is the exception.



From the moment last year that Kennedy was picked to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, Polis has taken a different route than the rest of his party. Many quickly came out and said that Kennedy's past anti-vaccine activism disqualified him from the position. "I'm excited by the news that the President-Elect will appoint @RobertKennedyJr," Polis posted on X. "He helped us defeat vaccine mandates in Colorado in 2019 and will help make America healthy again." During Polis's first year as governor, in 2019, he allied with Kennedy in opposing a bill that would have made it more difficult for parents to get vaccine exemptions for their kids. Since Kennedy's confirmation, Polis has worked directly with the Trump administration. In August, he got permission from Washington to ban the purchase of soda using food stamps in Colorado, a controversial policy that Kennedy has repeatedly held up as one of his priorities. So far, 12 states have signed on to test the idea--Colorado is the only one that is run by a Democrat.

Read: Republicans are right about soda

When I asked Polis why he supports RFK Jr.'s soda agenda, his response was scattered. He told me that if people really want to drink soda, they still can, just like how Coloradans are free to buy marijuana or alcohol. "People with their own money can make whatever decisions they want," he said. But the government "shouldn't be subsidizing cavities and diabetes," he added. He also claimed that banning soda from being purchased with food stamps was an act of "moral integrity." The food-stamps program--formally the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program--is supposed to support nutrition, he said, and "soda has zero nutritional content."



The response underscores the eclectic nature of Polis's politics. While in Congress, he was at one point the only Democratic member of the House Liberty Caucus--a home of staunch libertarianism--but he also sat on the Congressional Progressive Caucus. As governor, he has taken a decidedly populist, and at times combative, approach to reforming the health-care industry; within a month in office, he set up an aptly named Office of Saving People Money on Healthcare. Polis's varied political beliefs make him a lot like Kennedy, who was a Democrat until 2023. Kennedy has managed to bridge three specific tendencies--toward fiscal conservatism, social liberalism, and a belief that improving societal health is a moral imperative--and present them as one overarching ideology. During his confirmation hearing in January, Kennedy struck a similar tone in explaining the MAHA agenda. "This is not just an economic issue. It is not just a national-security issue. It is a spiritual issue, and it is a moral issue," Kennedy said. "We cannot live up to our role as an exemplary nation, as a moral authority around the world, when we are writing off an entire generation of kids." (An HHS spokesperson did not respond to a request for comment.)



Polis, in other words, may be the closest thing there is to a MAHA Democrat. When I asked him what he thought of that title, he pushed back, noting that MAHA is a bit too close to MAGA. "Unfortunately it's only one letter away from an acronym that is something I'm staunchly opposed to," he said. The governor also went out of his way to distance himself from Kennedy's recent moves to roll back vaccine access. Kennedy's decisions--namely his push to narrow approval of COVID vaccines--have "slanted the field against individual choice," he explained. Although Polis opposes vaccine mandates, he is not an anti-vaxxer. Last month, the governor bucked Kennedy by signing an order allowing pharmacists to continue giving COVID shots without a prescription. "We will not allow unnecessary red tape or decisions from Washington to keep Coloradans from accessing life-saving vaccines," he wrote on X at the time. Yesterday, Polis joined more than a dozen other Democratic governors to form a public-health alliance to counter RFK Jr.



Polis's positioning seems politically savvy. Kennedy's focus on tackling obesity and chronic disease by overhauling the American diet is popular--much more so than his policies limiting vaccines. (According to one poll by Healthier Colorado, a nonpartisan group, residents in the state support banning the purchase of soda with SNAP benefits--albeit by a narrow margin.) And by not openly identifying with MAHA, Polis avoids alienating himself from Colorado's Democratic voters. "They think of it as Trump's label," Celinda Lake, a Democratic pollster who has surveyed voters on the topic, told me about MAHA. "If you put Trump in front of Cheez-Its, Democrats wouldn't like it."



Polis is not the only Democrat trying to do a similar dance. Jesse Gabriel, a Democratic state lawmaker in California who spearheaded the state's recent effort to phase out ultra-processed foods in schools--another Kennedy priority--has sought to draw distinctions between his efforts and those of the administration. "Here in California, we are actually doing the work to protect our kids' health, and we've been doing it since well before anyone had ever heard of the MAHA movement," Gabriel said in a recent press conference.



Before RFK Jr. came along, Democrats were indeed the party of healthier diets. As my colleague Tom Bartlett recently wrote, "Let's Move," Michelle Obama's campaign to reduce childhood obesity, has a lot of similarities with MAHA. Kennedy has pressured companies to stop using synthetic food dyes, prompting red states to pass food-dye regulations of their own. They are following in the footsteps of California, which was the first state to ban a dye, Red 3, back in 2023.

Read: RFK Jr. is repeating Michelle Obama's mistakes

The GOP's embrace of these food policies has put Democrats in an odd position. The party hasn't quite figured out how to interact with the MAHA movement. Democrats might be serious about tackling chronic disease, but they've ceded that issue to Kennedy in recent months, likely because of trepidation about being seen as allies of the secretary. Democratic strategists I spoke with emphasized that their party needs to figure out a message that demonstrates it is more serious than the Trump administration in attacking these issues--especially one that can appeal to certain groups (namely suburban moms) that are gravitating to the MAHA message.



Even Polis, who is willing to go further than most other Democrats in aligning himself with RFK Jr., has struggled to articulate his own alternative to MAHA. (When I asked how he'd like his record as governor to be remembered, if not as one of a MAHA Democrat, he simply said, "Effective.") As we spoke, it often felt like Polis and I were talking past each other. When I asked him why other Democratic governors weren't pursuing a ban on buying soda using food stamps, he talked about his own opposition to Republicans' recent cuts to SNAP. For the most part, Polis didn't want to talk about Kennedy; he wanted to talk about his health-care achievements. Therein lies the predicament for Polis, and other members of his party: RFK Jr. has so quickly laid claim to issues of food and nutrition that it's difficult to talk about them at all without invoking the health secretary.
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What Happens When Trump Gets His Way With Science

Harvard's School of Public Health is broken.

by Katherine J. Wu




As Andrea Baccarelli, the dean of Harvard's School of Public Health, prepared to open a virtual town hall earlier this month, members of the university's graduate-student union gathered for a watch party with "Baccarelli Bingo" cards. The game boards were filled with phrases the dean was expected to use: "these are difficult times"; "i know it's not a satisfying answer but we don't know"; "... which is why we must be innovative!" At the center of the grid was a free space, bedazzled with emojis, that read, "no meaningful commitments made."



Baccarelli's stated goal was to provide an update on the school's financial crisis. Of Harvard's schools, HSPH has been by far the most reliant on government grants--and so was the hardest hit by the Trump administration's cuts to federal research funding. In the spring, essentially overnight, the school lost about $200 million in support. Although a federal judge has ruled that those grant terminations were illegal, the school's future relationship with the federal government remains uncertain. Long-term survival for HSPH would require dramatic change, Baccarelli said at the town hall: It needed to become less dependent on federal funds. In the process, it would have to cut $30 million in operations costs by mid-2027 and potentially slash up to half of its scientific research. HSPH is one of the most consequential public-health institutions in America: The school once contributed to the eradication of smallpox and the development of the polio vaccine, led breakthroughs linking air pollution to lung and heart disease, and helped demonstrate the harms of trans fats. If the Trump administration's aim has been to upend American science, HSPH is a prime example of what that looks like.



But the school's dean, too, has become something of an emblem--of how unprepared many scientists are to face this new political reality. At the town hall, Baccarelli had to address his controversial work linking acetaminophen--Tylenol--to autism and answer for how he'd communicated with the Trump administration about it. (Another Baccarelli Bingo square: "acetaminophen mentioned.") At a press conference in late September, Donald Trump and several of his top officials announced that they would update Tylenol's labeling to discourage its use during pregnancy, leaning heavily on Baccarelli's research on the subject and on expert witness testimony he'd given. "To quote the dean of the Harvard School of Public Health," FDA Commissioner Marty Makary said, "'There is a causal relationship between prenatal acetaminophen use and neurodevelopmental disorders of ADHD and autism spectrum disorder.'"



Plenty of the school's faculty were taken aback to hear Trump officials warmly referencing their dean, especially given that Tylenol's connection to autism--a complex condition with many contributing factors--is shaky at best. Karen Emmons, an interim co-chair of HSPH's department of social and behavioral sciences, told me she almost crashed her car when she heard Makary quoting Baccarelli on the radio. Many were also surprised to learn, from press reports, that Baccarelli had fielded calls about his research from Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and National Institutes of Health Director Jay Bhattacharya earlier in September.



The dean's interactions with the administration quickly became a new vulnerability for the school. As other experts criticized the methodology of Baccarelli's work on Tylenol and called his claims about causality unfounded, Baccarelli began to look like a biased researcher, allied with the same political leaders "who are starving us of our funding and basically killing the school," Erica Kenney, a nutrition researcher at the school, told me. In the view of many faculty members, Baccarelli had undermined the public position Harvard spent months cultivating--as a beacon of academic integrity, unwilling to bend to the administration's political pressure. (Baccarelli declined interview requests for this story and answered a series of in-depth questions with a brief statement saying that he looked forward to "continuing the work of building a sustainable future" for the public-health school.)



At the town hall, Baccarelli seemed to recognize these consequences. "I'm really sorry about the impact this has had on our school," he said. But he was also defensive, describing himself as a researcher who wanted to explain the value of his work and help set evidence-based policy. He had spoken with the administration as a scientist, not as a Harvard dean, he said, and hadn't anticipated that Trump officials would focus so pointedly on his affiliation with the school. His instinct, in other words, was to treat science as severed from politics. He seemed unaware of how unrealistic that split now is for American scientists.



Some nine months into the Trump administration's assault on academic science, Harvard's public-health school has just about everything going against it that an American academic institution can. It is part of Harvard, which the administration has accused of failing to protect students from anti-Semitism. It has excelled in several fields that the administration has declared unworthy of federal funds: infectious disease, health equity, climate change, global health. About half of the school's faculty contributes in some way to international research, which the administration has also taken a stand against. Many HSPH researchers are themselves from other countries--including roughly 40 percent of the school's students--and their ability to stay here is uncertain under the Trump administration's immigration policies.



Historically, nearly half of HSPH's revenue and 70 percent of its research funding have come from federal grants. And unlike academics supported largely by tuition or endowments, HSPH researchers typically have had to bring in nearly all of their own research funds, including to cover their own salaries and those of staff and trainees. "Faculty members essentially function as a small business," Jorge Chavarro, HSPH's dean for academic affairs, told me. When researchers' federal income dried up, they had to shrink those businesses. David Christiani, a cancer researcher, laid off four staff members; to pay the rest of his people, he told me, he's blown through nearly half of the roughly $900,000 in discretionary funds that he's accumulated since the 1990s. Roger Shapiro, an infectious-disease researcher, fired half of a research team in Botswana that has been studying the use of HIV antiretroviral drugs during pregnancy. Erica Kenney's team will likely shrink from about a dozen people to three. And the school's incoming cohort of Ph.D. students this year was half its usual size. (In 2018, I earned a Ph.D. in microbiology from Harvard's Graduate School of Arts and Sciences. My thesis adviser, Eric Rubin, holds an appointment at the public-health school.)



When the funding crisis hit, Harvard distributed emergency funding across its schools. But what reached HSPH faculty offered little relief--in Christiani's case, it was "too small to have kept anything going other than literally the freezers and some data management," he told me. (The office of the Harvard University president did not respond to a request for comment.) The public-health school has put limits on the amount of discretionary funds that faculty can spend to keep their research going, to ensure the longevity of those resources during the crisis. "This is supposed to be the most flexible amount of money you have, so people try to save it for as long as possible," one faculty member, who requested anonymity because they are not a U.S. citizen, told me. To plug the gaps, faculty have been frantically applying for nonfederal sources of money. But whereas grants from the NIH could total millions of dollars, many foundation grants come in the tens of thousands, not even enough to sustain a single postdoctoral fellow for a year.



As their professional world fell apart, many staff, students, and faculty waited for Baccarelli to articulate a clear path forward. He left the task of divvying up emergency funds to HSPH's nine department chairs, and many researchers grew frustrated as different parts of the school scrambled to make ends meet in different ways. In one department, at least one faculty member has used personal funds to cover trainees' travel expenses; the biostatistics department has pushed at least 10 Ph.D. students to do data-analysis externships in exchange for coverage of stipends. Across the school, three senior lecturers and three tenure-track junior faculty members have been notified that they will likely be terminated in 12 months, unless they secure alternative funding.



Some faculty members took those notices as a clear indication of HSPH's more cutthroat future. One, who requested anonymity to speak about the school's strategies, felt relatively secure because the school would "forfeit about $900,000 of overhead if they got rid of me," they said. "When you become a financial liability, they cut you loose." (Stephanie Simon, the school's dean for communications and strategic initiatives, told me that prospects for future federal funding don't motivate potential terminations, but also that grant reinstatements could prompt the school to rescind the notices for the tenure-track faculty.)



Baccarelli has repeatedly declined to say how many people the school has laid off this year, a common point of frustration among the HSPH scientists I spoke with. "So many of us have left, and you can't tell us the impact?" said Matthew Lee, a former HSPH postdoctoral fellow who lost his position this summer because of the funding crisis. At the town hall, Baccarelli said that the university had asked him not to share those details. But he did share that HSPH had already cut $16 million from its operations budget, $7 million of which accounted for losses in personnel.



This was the path forward. In the brief statement he sent in response to my questions,  Baccarelli said that he had "developed and communicated a strong vision for the future of the school." The statement linked to a strategic vision on the HSPH website, which acknowledged that the school "cannot maintain the status quo" but asserted that it would emerge as "a focused, resilient, and unambiguously world-class school of public health." Left unsaid was that it would almost certainly be a smaller, less enterprising one.



In many ways, Baccarelli, who assumed the deanship at the start of 2024, has limited power: He can't force the Trump administration to relinquish funds, or raid the pool of money that Harvard University holds centrally. Still, for months, many trainees and faculty have been calling for their dean to "stand up more forcefully" to the administration's siege on science and defend his school's most vulnerable researchers, Sudipta Saha, a Ph.D. student at HSPH and the vice president of Harvard's graduate-student union, told me. Before the town hall, the school's faculty council conducted a poll--unlike anything they'd seen before, several faculty told me--about the dean's ability to do his job and the impact that the Tylenol debacle will have on the school. (The results have not been made public, but at the town hall, Baccarelli described the feedback as "very direct.") Several of the faculty I spoke with defended the dean. "He did nothing wrong," David Christiani told me; Karen Emmons and Erica Kenney emphasized that they were sympathetic to his plight. But most HSPH researchers I spoke with said they were deeply frustrated with him.



To his critics, Baccarelli's recent actions have revealed how willing he is to play fast and loose with scientific certainty, at a time when much of the scientific establishment has denounced the Trump administration for doing exactly that. Baccarelli's research focuses on topics such as air pollution and aging, but for years he has had a side interest in Tylenol use during pregnancy. In 2023, he gave expert-witness testimony on behalf of plaintiffs suing the maker of Tylenol, for which he was paid about $150,000 and spent some 200 hours preparing. In that testimony, Baccarelli asserted that taking the drug during pregnancy was not just linked to neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism but probably caused them. Neither his own research nor others' has demonstrated such a strong conclusion, and the presiding judge picked up on that. Although Bacarelli was "the plaintiffs' lead expert on causation," she noted, he had co-authored a study in 2022 arguing that more research was needed before changing recommendations for using Tylenol during pregnancy. She ultimately excluded his testimony.



Baccarelli later seemed concerned about how he'd come off in the case, Beate Ritz, an epidemiologist at UCLA who studies neurodevelopmental conditions, told The Atlantic. According to Ritz, Baccarelli approached her at a conference and explained that he wanted to write a paper to clarify why he'd concluded that Tylenol should be used cautiously: He had been accused of being in it for money, and hoped to set the record straight. Ritz agreed to collaborate with Baccarelli. Their resulting manuscript, published in August, stopped short of saying that Tylenol use during pregnancy caused autism, but argued for a strong link between the two. Since the Trump administration thrust the study into the limelight, several other scientists have lambasted it, saying it overemphasizes evidence that supports the authors' preset biases. (Ritz told The Atlantic that she asked Baccarelli and her other co-authors to correct an early version of the paper because it gave undue weight to lower-quality studies. But she stands behind the final version.)



When Kennedy called, Baccarelli wanted to promote his findings as any other researcher would, he said at the town hall: "As a scientist, I felt it was my responsibility to answer his questions." He said he had not discussed the school's financial situation with the administration. He also declined to attend the press conference on autism; instead, he released a statement that day noting that further research was needed to determine a causal relationship between the drug and autism, but advising "caution about acetaminophen use during pregnancy." (Andrew G. Nixon, the director of communications for the Department of Health and Human Services, did not answer my questions about the administration's association with Baccarelli, but acknowledged that some recent studies other than Baccarelli's "show no association" between Tylenol and autism. The administration's current guidance "reflects a more cautious approach while the science is debated," he wrote.)



Baccarelli's intentions were understandable, Emmons told me: "He doesn't want to give up his science." At the same time, though, "when you're a dean, you're always a dean." Baccarelli's assumption that he could selectively cleave himself from his role at the school, several HSPH researchers told me, was at best clueless and politically unsavvy. At worst, it represented reckless neglect of his duty as the primary steward of his school's reputation and future. Even in a less politically charged climate, Baccarelli's controversial paper and overzealous witness testimony might have blemished his reputation. Under current conditions, they cut against his own vision of leading a world-class institution--which requires proving to other parts of the research enterprise that the school has maintained its commitment to scientific rigor.



Prior to this year, many HSPH researchers saw the school's reliance on federal funds as a strength. Government support was exceptionally stable, and HSPH researchers were exceptionally good at winning it. By Harvard's standards, the school's endowment was not its primary boasting point--public-health alumni don't tend to become billionaires --and in times of wider financial turmoil, HSPH remained well insulated, Amanda Spickard, the associate dean for research strategy and external affairs, told me. Now, for the first time, the school is confronting the risks of sourcing half of its operating budget from a single entity.



The government was public health's ideal funder in part because it could play science's long game: funding research that might not be immediately profitable or even beneficial. That pact is now broken, and as the school seeks alternative routes, several researchers worry that some of the most important science will be the fastest to fall by the wayside. If, as some faculty suspect, more commercializable research is likelier to survive at the school, HSPH also risks abandoning a core public-health mission--meeting the needs of the underserved--and detracting from Baccarelli's own strategic vision of building "a world where everyone can thrive."



I asked multiple faculty members in top leadership roles how HSPH planned to deal with these imbalances. None of them delivered satisfying answers. Spickard and Jorge Chavarro both mentioned getting faculty to think more creatively about pursuing funding. Both also acknowledged that some faculty will lose out more than others. (Emmons, the interim department co-chair, suggested that making research more interdisciplinary could appeal to funders across a wider range of fields.) Chavarro also said that HSPH leadership planned to clarify which of the school's decisions are temporary, emergency measures versus actions that will guide the school long-term. But when I asked for examples from each of those categories, he hesitated, and ultimately named only emergency actions.



Although more than a month has passed since a federal judge declared the grant terminations at Harvard illegal, money is only just starting to trickle back to the public-health school, and several faculty told me they still don't have access to their funds. (An internal communication sent by Baccarelli last week indicated that the university was still "in the process of reconciling the payments.") HSPH has also been cautious about lifting spending limits on its faculty, in part because Harvard worries that the administration will continue to appeal the judge's decision, or otherwise renew or escalate its attacks, Christiani told me. Late last month, HHS referred Harvard for debarment, which would block the institution from receiving any federal funds in the future.



Many HSPH scientists expect that this is far from the end of the most difficult era of their career. A few pointed toward William Mair, who studies the links between metabolic dysfunction and aging, as one scientist already stretching to do the kind of interdisciplinary work that might help the school survive. In recent months, Mair has been reaching out to colleagues across the school to collaborate on a healthy-aging initiative that will draw on multiple public-health fields. But Mair, too, has had to whittle his lab down to just five people and shelved many of the team's more ambitious experiments. Originally from the United Kingdom, he came to the U.S. nearly 20 years ago for his postdoctoral fellowship, then stayed in the country that he felt was the best in the world at supporting science. (He became a citizen earlier this year.) "I don't want to leave this community," he told me. "But every minute I stay here at Harvard is currently detrimental to my own science career." The university that once promised to buoy scientific aspirations now feels like a deadweight.

Tom Bartlett contributed reporting.
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You're Fired. Just Kidding!

How much more whiplash can the CDC withstand?

by Tom Bartlett




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

It was a strange weekend for employees of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, to say the least. On Friday, hundreds of workers at the agency, many of whom have been furloughed since the federal government shut down on October 1, found out they were being fired as part of widespread layoffs across federal agencies. Less than a day later, a curt follow-up email landed in many of their inboxes informing them that they weren't being let go after all. No explanation, no apology.

Staffers spent the weekend trading calls and texts, trying to piece together who had been axed, who had been spared, and, most puzzling, why. "There's really no strategy that they're using, no real approach--at least any thoughtful approach--to how they are doing these cuts," Daniel Jernigan, who directed the National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases before he resigned in August, told me.

I spoke with half a dozen current and former CDC officials, and foremost on their mind was what they described as the ineptitude of the botched downsizing. For example, almost all editors of the "Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report," which the CDC has published since 1960, were among those notified on Friday night that their work was "unnecessary or virtually identical to duties being performed elsewhere in the agency." By Saturday, several CDC sources told me, they had their jobs back.

Andrew Nixon, the communications director for Health and Human Services, wrote in an email that "the employees who received incorrect notifications were never separated from the agency and have all been notified that they are not subject to the reduction in force." He declined to answer specific questions about layoffs.

Many of the cuts that have stuck so far seem to conflict with the administration's stated aims. A branch of the National Center for Health Statistics that coordinates an annual survey of the dietary habits of Americans--a topic presumably of interest to those attempting to make America healthy again--was eliminated, according to its former chief, David Woodwell. Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has accused the agency's vaccine advisory board of being "plagued with persistent conflicts of interest" and insisted that such conflicts must be eliminated in order to restore Americans' trust in the CDC. And yet, the agency's human-resources office--which handled ethics issues--has been scrapped, according to Alt CDC, a team of anonymous public-health officials that has been crowdsourcing updates on the firings. "I would think, if you are monitoring for conflicts of interest, particularly when you've accused the agency of having them, you would want to have an office to do that," Debra Houry, who was the CDC's chief medical officer until she resigned in August, told me.

One veteran researcher who still has his job (and, like other public-health workers I spoke with for this story, requested anonymity for fear of losing it) told me he believes that Kennedy's ultimate goal is to "silence the scientific voice of career CDC scientists." And indeed, perhaps the clearest result of the firings is that they appear to consolidate Kennedy's power over the agency. Every member of the CDC's Washington office, which serves as a conduit between the agency's Atlanta headquarters and Capitol Hill, was fired; barring a second round of reversals, that office appears to be closed. The person managing Alt CDC's Bluesky feed yesterday, who identified herself as an epidemiologist in a state health department, told me she'd heard that CDC personnel who normally share information with state officials during outbreaks have been eliminated. "So the only contact they have is going to HHS--is going to RFK," the epidemiologist told me.

For CDC scientists who received layoff notices, the past few days have been disorienting. I spoke with one longtime scientist at the agency who learned on Friday that she would lose her job but then, on Saturday, received an email with the subject line "Rescission of Previous Notice of Reduction in Force." In other words, her job--deemed redundant the day before--was again apparently necessary. She told me that her short-lived firing "felt like the culmination of eight months of abuse" under the Trump administration. She was particularly distressed by Kennedy's June decision to fire the entire vaccine advisory board and stack it with his allies, but recent months have offered even more opportunities for stress and indignation. In August, a gunman who blamed COVID vaccines for his depression opened fire on the agency's Atlanta campus, killing a police officer. (The veteran scientist told me she shopped online for a bulletproof vest to wear to work, though she ended up not buying one.) Weeks later, Kennedy pushed out the agency's newly confirmed director, Susan Monarez. Three top CDC officials--Houry, Jernigan, and Demetre Daskalakis, the former director of the National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases--subsequently resigned in protest.

Read: 'It feels like the CDC is over'

On Friday, hours before layoff notices went out, Jim O'Neill, who took over as acting CDC director after Monarez's ouster, posted two photos on X of what appeared to be a bald eagle soaring over the Capitol building. His message: "Good morning we are going to win." For the people I spoke with who remain at the CDC, what exactly the acting director hopes to win--and for whom--isn't clear, in part because they haven't heard anything else from O'Neill. On Friday, instead of discussing the growing turmoil at the agency he oversees, Kennedy posted on X congratulating President Donald Trump for his new drug-pricing deal and defending comments he made at a recent Cabinet meeting linking autism with the use of Tylenol after circumcision. As of this evening, he still hadn't addressed the firing about-face.
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Your Genes Are Simply Not Enough to Explain How Smart You Are

Seven years ago, I took a bet with Charles Murray about whether we'd basically understand the genetics of intelligence by now.

by Eric Turkheimer




Seven years ago, I took a bet from one of the most controversial figures in the scientific world. Charles Murray, the political scientist who--along with the late psychologist Richard Herrnstein--wrote The Bell Curve in 1994, wagered that one of his core ideas about genetics and intelligence would be proved true by 2025. He emailed me some time after I'd helped stoke an online furor about his insistent defense of The Bell Curve's main points, which he'd recently reiterated on a popular podcast and which I, along with two other psychologists and intelligence researchers, had denounced in Vox. I took the bet because I was confident I would win.



In The Bell Curve, Murray and Herrnstein argue that intelligence, as measured by an IQ score, is a crucial determinant of success in modern society. They also argue that a person's intelligence is substantially determined by genetics, leading to the establishment of "cognitive elites" as intelligent people select one another for reproduction. Most controversially, Herrnstein and Murray entertain the possibility that socioeconomic and educational differences among racial groups could be explained by differences in their IQ scores, and that these differences are at least partially attributable to genetic differences among the groups.



The bet's premise was simple enough. Murray quoted himself on the podcast, arguing that "we will understand IQ genetically. I think most of the picture will have been filled in by 2025--there will still be blanks, but we'll know basically what's going on." And he proposed that, in seven years, he'd sit through a lecture I gave on the topic: "Who Was More Right?"



It is now 2025, and I am here to declare that I was more right. (This article can sub in for the lecture Murray proposed.) We do not understand the genetic or brain mechanisms that cause some people to be more intelligent than others. The more we have learned about the specifics of DNA associated with intelligence, the further away that goal has receded. Even given a softer goal of predicting, rather than explaining, intelligence differences, we still can't do it very well. If anything, we are further away now than in 2018 to knowing "basically what's going on" with genetic influences on intelligence. (When I reached out to Murray for his view on this, he insisted that he is still right. "Of course I think I won the bet, and I will lay out my reasons for thinking that," he wrote in an email. He told me he plans to do so in a few months, when he has more time.)



When The Bell Curve was released, scientists' best understanding of how genetics influenced human behavior was based on differences and similarities among family members, especially twins. It had been established that identical twins are quite a bit more similar in their IQ than fraternal twins and that intelligence differences are heritable in a limited statistical sense. But heritable does not mean "inherited." This statistical measure of heritability is notoriously difficult to interpret and limited in its import; twin studies, developed decades before the DNA molecule was discovered, also offered little insight into the biology of any particular trait. Herrnstein and Murray, however, took these findings as a strong indicator of genetic transmission of intelligence from parents to children.



A decade after The Bell Curve's publication, the Human Genome Project made human DNA available to scientists on a large scale, and researchers anticipated that they would figure out what was going on with genes and human behavior. But all of the most direct methods of searching for IQ genes were unsuccessful. Reports of individual genes that were purported to cause IQ differences (or personality traits or mental illness) failed to replicate over and over again. Although we have known for a long time about genes that cause profound mental disabilities, such as Tay-Sachs disease and Huntington's disease, no single gene is known to increase intelligence.



Scientists were still hopeful that, by looking at the smaller building blocks of individual genes, they might find a clear genetic map of human behaviors. Murray's proposed bet came at just about the peak of intrigue around a technology called "genome-wide association studies," which promised to offer those insights. The technology scans the entire genome for single nucleotide polymorphisms, or SNPs--the spots where one person's genome might have a T, while another's has a C--for associations with human behaviors. As the costs of these analyses went down and sample sizes went up, researchers identified many tiny but statistically significant associations between these small genetic variations and intelligence. The total effect of those associations was slowly inching upward, and many scientists hoped to soon be able to make meaningful predictions of IQ based on DNA.



But this line of research, too, has turned out to be far less revelatory than anticipated. The cumulative effect of the associations between SNPs and intelligence has leveled off, and correlations remain only that. The resulting estimates of heritability are only about a third of those based on twin studies. Even taken together, the associations don't add up to anything resembling a neurogenetic explanation of IQ differences.



In fact, the more researchers have learned about associations between DNA and IQ, the more complex and less deterministic this relationship looks. Some associations between SNPs and intelligence are not the direct result of DNA. (For example, if rich people send their kids to fancy schools to increase their IQ and some SNPs are associated with being rich for whatever reason, those SNPs wind up being associated with IQ as well.) Studies that compare genetic variation between pairs of siblings have been able to better control for socioeconomic backgrounds, as well as parenting practices and ethnicities; in these studies, the direct effects of DNA on IQ look even smaller, still with no hint of a biological mechanism.



That is where things stand today. Scientists might disagree about what we are going to learn in the future and when we are going to learn it, but in 2025, we do not remotely understand what Murray hoped we would.



In our email exchange, Murray said that any argument I'd lay out here would be insufficient to make this case. "We're not talking about something that lends itself to 1,500 words, or 3,000 for that matter, written for a lay audience, but a 20-page (at least) technical presentation," he wrote. (He did not respond to an invitation to elaborate on this, or respond to the argument made in this piece.) Certainly, one could tease out in more detail the work that has been done to identify associations between SNPs and intelligence, the significance of those findings, and their limits. But to argue that any of this research adds up to a substantial account of intelligence misunderstands the nature of such human traits and what can be expected from scientific explanations of them.



Consider another human difference: financial solvency, which can be measured and quantified, just like IQ. It is heritable in twin studies and (less so) in SNPs. But would you bet that sooner or later we are going to know "what's going on" with your bank account at the level of genes? I think most people would accept that financial well-being is modestly correlated with genetic differences but also both highly malleable and responsive to a person's environment. So is IQ.

Murray wants more. He is forever repeating the prediction that we are on the threshold of a settled genetic explanation of intelligence differences because, without one, IQ cannot play the deterministic role The Bell Curve requires.

Can I prove that scientists will never discover the genetic recipe for intelligence? Of course not. That's why the terms of the bet mattered: They took an unanswerable question about what might be discovered on some indefinite timescale and made it real. The world would be a different place if scientists understood intelligence at the genetic level. But right now, like wealth and health, IQ remains a node in the uncontrolled matrix of human development, causing some things and being caused by others, as genes and environment interact in the background.
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A Surreal New Revelation About the L.A. Fires

Federal investigators have announced that the Palisades Fire began with an act of arson and a chatbot query.

by Nancy Walecki




Updated at 10:53 a.m. ET on October 10, 2025

The origin story of L.A.'s Palisades Fire, according to a criminal complaint announced yesterday, reads like a scene from an art-house film. Shortly before midnight on New Year's Eve, a son of missionaries visits a scenic overlook near the Los Angeles coast. The clearing is known for the Buddha statues hikers leave behind in the hollowed-out stump of a power pole. The man listens to a French rap song about the malaise of modern life. Then, according to investigators, he starts a fire with an open flame, a combustible material, and malicious intent.

He dials 911 to report the fire, but his first few calls do not connect (presumably because this is coastal Los Angeles, and our cell service is terrible). He then begins screen-recording on his cellphone while he continues to dial 911. He asks ChatGPT if he might be criminally liable for starting a fire with cigarettes, possibly to cover up what he's done. Then, the man films the flames on his iPhone as firefighters arrive.

By January 2, they determine that the fire is out. But it has in fact gone underground, smoldering in the root system of the hillside's brush. Days later, strong winds travel from the desert to that same hillside and revive the blaze, which becomes the Palisades Fire. It levels more than 6,800 structures and kills 12 people. (Those structures included my childhood home, and those deaths included Arthur, a man who'd lived next door to that old house and whom I'd known and loved since I was born.)

The suspect is a 29-year-old Florida man named Jonathan Rinderknecht, and the case against him is one that could be made only in an era of AI. To help establish intent, the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives turned to Rinderknecht's conversations with ChatGPT--not just his cigarette question, but also an exchange from months earlier in which he asked ChatGPT to generate an image of a "burning forest" next to a crowd of people "running away from the fire." OpenAI declined to specify whether the company had handed Rinderknecht's chat logs over to the investigators; a spokesperson for OpenAI told The Atlantic only that "following the Palisades fire tragedy, we responded to standard law enforcement requests related to this individual." It was standard in the sense that tech companies comply with requests relating to criminal investigations all the time. But for an investigation to rely to this degree on a conversation with a large language model is new. The allure of a chatbot is that it's a machine that will process your most private thoughts without judgment. Now it seems that those conversations can appear before a judge and jury. (A public defender for Florida's Middle District told the Associated Press that the evidence against Rinderknecht is circumstantial; the public defender's office did not immediately return my request for comment.)

If the revelation about the fire's alleged beginning is meant to be the art-house film's dramatic conclusion, the Angelenos I've talked with haven't exactly found it satisfying. "I don't know a single person that's like, 'Did you hear the news? This is amazing,'" Jennifer Champion, who lost her home, her children's schools, and part of her husband's business in the fire, told me. Much of this story had already been told, albeit without such certainty: Since its early aftermath, residents suspected that the Palisades Fire was born out of the one on New Year's, which they also suspected was human-caused. (In L.A., rumor had it that some teens started it by launching fireworks.) The issue for locals was never really about how the fire started--it was about whether Los Angeles and state agencies should have done more to make it less destructive.

The response to the Palisades Fire--and the five others burning around Los Angeles County in early January--was far from optimal. The Palisades' Santa Ynez Reservoir, which was specifically built for firefighting use, was empty. Many hydrants failed to dispense water. The emergency-alert system repeatedly failed. I was with my family in L.A. at the time, and received 11 evacuation alerts that, as far as I can tell, were all sent in error; in Altadena, some people did not receive a warning before the fire reached their neighborhood. Now residents are wondering why the fire department reportedly didn't station any engines in the Palisades on January 7, when the New Year's burn site was still relatively fresh and forecasters had predicted catastrophic, fire-fueling winds. Many Angelenos feel that they went without resources that should be standard during a wildfire. (The Los Angeles mayor's office directed me to the city attorney's office, which said it could not comment due to pending litigation, and to the L.A. Department of Water and Power. After this article was published, a spokesperson for LADWP pointed me to previous statements the department had made, indicating that the reservoir was empty because it was being repaired and that hydrants might have lost pressure due to "extraordinary demands.")

Read: It's time to evacuate. Wait, never mind.

A federal arson charge likely will not save state and city agencies from the civil lawsuits they are facing for negligence and mismanagement, because they generally concern government entities' fire preparation and response, not the Palisades Fire's acute origins. One suit, filed on behalf of more than 3,300 people affected by the Palisades Fire, alleges that the city and state didn't adequately clear public lands of brush, were slow to shut off power the day the Palisades Fire broke out, and allowed the reservoir to go dry. (The L.A. Department of Water and Power, which is named in the case, has previously denied any role in worsening the crisis. A spokesperson for the California Department of Parks and Recreation, which is listed as a defendant, said the office does not comment on pending litigation.) An arson conviction won't change those complaints, a lawyer representing residents in that case told reporters yesterday.

The acting U.S. attorney for California's central district, Bill Essayli, said at a press conference yesterday that he hopes the arrest "will provide a measure of justice to all those who are impacted." But most people I talked with met the news with just a resigned shrug--not because they aren't grateful to law enforcement, but because it does little to change the experience of living in the aftermath of the fire. People have already lost what they lost. Champion still thinks about the letters from her late father that burned; my family still misses Arthur. Yesterday, after the press conference, I expected to feel some kind of justice for the man who helped raise me, or at least some kind of closure. Instead, I've been combing through photographs of how his house used to look, how green his pepper trees were before they burned.

Matteo Wong contributed reporting.
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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?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2025/11/concord-american-revolution-origin/684313/?utm_source=feed
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Publishes List of the Most Essential Children's Picture Books






Today The Atlantic launches "65 Essential Children's Books," a new editorial project that brings together important illustrated stories for young readers, beginning with The Story of Ferdinand, by Munro Leaf, published in 1936, all the way through Kyle Lukoff's I'm Sorry You Got Mad, released last year. This project follows the March 2025 release of "The Best American Poetry of the 21st Century (So Far)" and 2024 publication of "The Great American Novels."

In an introduction to "65 Essential Children's Books," the project's editors write that "a picture book is a deceptively complex object: Ideally, it should be mind-expanding, psychologically astute, vividly illustrated, and--the most elusive criterion--fun. It must entertain the child without boring the grown-up to tears. And it should teach children to match sounds to meaning, pictures to objects, cause to effect, without feeling like homework. Finding picture books is easy; the market is glutted with them. The hard part is picking out just the right ones. What follows is an effort to bring clarity to the earliest years of literacy, and to help foster a child's lifelong relationship with books. We hope this selection will assist harried caregivers in sorting the wheat from the chaff, while also giving these formative works the respect and scrutiny they deserve."

To create the list, The Atlantic's editors consulted authors, librarians, and other experts, and also debated works among themselves--stress-testing both classics and newer books to come up with a final list of 65 titles. "Because children's books vary so much according to age," the editors write, "we decided to limit our scope to titles that lead up to the transition from listening to an adult's narration to reading independently: illustrated stories without long chapters, meant to be shared."

Over the course of the project, certain trends emerged. The editors write: "1955--peak Baby Boom--was an auspicious year for the genre (when Eloise, Miffy, and the crayon-wielding Harold were created). The 1960s and '70s brought bold colors and loopier styles to the fore. The 21st century delivered a wider array of stories--migrant journeys, portraits of grief, African and East Asian folktales. No single trait unifies the works below, but each represents a feat of artistry, voice, or complexity that we found exceptional. They are the kinds of books that will be cherished well into the future, worn from use and perhaps replaced more than once. Because of this, they felt essential."

"65 Essential Children's Books" is part of The Atlantic's robust and expanded Books section, devoted to essays, criticism, reporting, original fiction, poetry, and book recommendations, as well as The Atlantic's weekly Books Briefing newsletter.

Press Contacts:
 Paul Jackson, Sammi Sontag, and Quinn O'Brien | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

      Newsletters | The Atlantic

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

        Updated with new questions at 3:55 p.m. ET on October 15, 2025.Atlantic Trivia reaches Week 3, which is by definition the most trivial of all: The word trivia originally referred to places where three (tri-) roads (-via) met in a crossing. If those slouch Romans had been more industrious builders, we might be playing quintivia or even septivia today.That three-way intersection semantically drifted to mean "an open place," which morphed into "public," which turned into "commonplace"--hence, trivial...

      

      
        This Gold Rush Is Ominous
        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.When prices are high and global conflicts destabilize the world, some investors start looking backwards--away from an uncertain future and toward the predictability of the past. And what's older and more dependable than gold?Last week, amid widespread geopolitical turmoil and a weakening U.S. dollar, the...

      

      
        A Foreign-Film Starter Pack
        Stephanie Bai

        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.Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.This week, we asked The Atlantic's writers and editors: What is a foreign film you'd recommend to somebody who hasn't seen one before? Their picks--which follow an Argentinian lawyer's life-changing case, two lovers in a French seaside town, and more--sho...

      

      
        How to Use Regret Instead of Wallowing in It
        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.Regret, my colleague Julie Beck wrote in 2016, is "the emotional price we pay for free will." If we were just pawns tossed around on the chessboard of life, she explains, there'd be nothing to regret. Most of us would probably take that trade-off: Better to make mistakes than to have no control at all...

      

      
        The Beginning of a New DOJ
        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.Yesterday afternoon, a federal grand jury indicted New York State Attorney General Letitia James on two charges--bank fraud and false statements to a financial institution--both connected to her purchase of a home in Virginia. The government is alleging that she saved $18,933 in all.It's not the kind of m...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia, Week 2
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4:40 p.m. ET on October 10, 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.Friday, October 10, 2025Toda...

      

      
        The Fans Who Made <em>Alchemised</em> a Hit
        Serena Dai

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.When I tell people about the new novel I just finished, the first thing they ask is whether it's sexy. The question is understandable: The book, SenLinYu's Alchemised, is a romance novel adapted from the author's own Harry Potter fan fiction, and both genres are known for featuring sex--leading to the common assumption that their readers are seeking explicit scenes. But Alchemised is not particularly erotic. I...

      

      
        What's Going On With Marjorie Taylor Greene?
        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.Way back in 2018, before she had ever held any kind of political office, Marjorie Taylor Greene reportedly endorsed a plan to murder former President Barack Obama. "Stage is being set," she wrote in response to one Facebook commenter's request to "hang" Obama and Hillary Clinton. "We must be patient. Th...

      

      
        Writing, Thinking, and Falling in Love in Another Language
        Alex Marono Porto

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.My relationship with English began by force. Growing up in A Coruna, Spain, in the early 2000s, we were told that learning a second language was just as important as memorizing the multiplication table. After the 2008 financial crisis left the Spanish economy "melting down like a Dali horrorscape," as one Atlantic writer put it, English became what seemed like our nati...

      

      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

    

  
	
	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 3:55 p.m. ET on October 15, 2025.


Atlantic Trivia reaches Week 3, which is by definition the most trivial of all: The word trivia originally referred to places where three (tri-) roads (-via) met in a crossing. If those slouch Romans had been more industrious builders, we might be playing quintivia or even septivia today.

That three-way intersection semantically drifted to mean "an open place," which morphed into "public," which turned into "commonplace"--hence, trivial. Read on for questions that are anything but.

Find last week's questions here, and to get Atlantic Trivia in your inbox every day, sign up for The Atlantic Daily.

Wednesday, October 15, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Nancy A. Youssef:

	A phrase from ancient Rome that describes superficial appeasements meant to keep the public from becoming too dissatisfied with its government refers to what two offerings?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's "The MAGA-fication of Sports Continues"
 	Around the turn of the 20th century, a U.S. senator from Wisconsin--the Dairy State--described what food product invented a few decades prior as "matured under the chill of death, blended with vegetable oils and flavored by chemical tricks"?
 -- From Olga Khazan's "Avoiding Ultra-Processed Foods Is Completely Unrealistic"
 	The comedian Marc Maron's industry-revolutionizing podcast, which ended this week after 16 years, was known by what common (well, depending on the coarseness of your social circle) three-letter initialism?
 -- From David Sims's "The Radical Empathy of a Low-Key Chat Show"




And by the way, did you know that the first commonly accepted instance of a flag being lowered to half-mast in mourning was in 1612, when a Greenlandic Inuit killed a British explorer (apparently in revenge for the kidnapping of other Inuit by Brits), and the chap's ship sailed back to London with its flag hanging low?

That seems late to me! But boy, have we made up for it: In just the past 15 years, New York State alone has set the flag to half-staff more than 250 times. At least one Atlantic contributor thinks we need to dial it back.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bread and circuses. The mixed-martial-arts cage match to be held on the White House grounds in June might seem like this, but Sally says it goes deeper, right to the heart of sports-audience psychology: Donald Trump wants people to picture him as an absolute winner. Read more.
 	Margarine. Clearly, we've been maligning ultra-processed foods for a very long time now--and to be clear, Olga is not saying that they are good! Just that they are pretty bad but entirely unavoidable--so where do eaters (and parents of eaters) go from here? Read more.
 	WTF. Fittingly, the show could be grouchy, David writes, but more than anything else, it was weekly proof of the power of human connection. The finale wasn't the best WTF, but it was arguably the most WTF. 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 striking fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 14, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	What actor wrote in one of her memoirs that it was second nature for her to play "birdbrains," including characters whose sentences were full of "ums," "you-knows," "oh-wells," and, perhaps most famously, "la di da, la di das"?
 -- From Adrienne LaFrance's "The Romantic" 
 	Russia's new messaging, file-sharing, and money-transferring app, Max--now required by government order to come installed on every new phone sold in the country--has prompted analogies to what Chinese "everything app"?
 -- From Justin Sherman's "Putin Has a New Tool to Monitor Russians" 
 	Along with the less acidic, more bitter robusta bean, what species of coffee makes up almost all global coffee production?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The Drink That Americans Won't Give Up Without a Fight"




And by the way, did you know that some of the ancient writer Sappho's poetry--most of which was lost--was discovered on bits of papyrus stuffed inside a mummified crocodile? I would like to think that this was to imbue the mummy with a love of beauty or some other virtue, like putting a charm in a Build-A-Bear. More likely, the stuffer just wanted the croc to keep its shape, and Sappho's verse was handy scrap paper. Please nobody tell her.



Answers:

	Diane Keaton. The star, who died Saturday, often "unconvincingly" downplayed her talents, Adrienne writes. Insecurity dogged Keaton, but she readily saw beauty in the people and things around her, and spent her whole life chasing it. Read more.
 	WeChat. Sherman writes that Russia's app is a step toward the device-level surveillance China achieved with WeChat, which its citizens use for social media, digital payments, and a thousand other elements of daily life--and from which the government can pluck what data it likes. Read more.
 	Arabica. Thanks to tariffs, futures for the species have gone up nearly $1 since July, Ellen reports, and coffee generally is almost 40 percent more expensive in the United States than it was a year ago. Policy makers are scrambling because, I don't know if you've heard, but Americans need their coffee. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-3/684555/?utm_source=feed
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This Gold Rush Is Ominous

The king of precious metals is having a good run right now. That might be a problem.

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.

When prices are high and global conflicts destabilize the world, some investors start looking backwards--away from an uncertain future and toward the predictability of the past. And what's older and more dependable than gold?

Last week, amid widespread geopolitical turmoil and a weakening U.S. dollar, the price of gold hit a historic high of $4,000 an ounce. This year has so far been gold's best since 1979, a moment of instability so profound that it led to recession. Gold prices are much closer to a genuine "recession indicator" than, say, the resurgence of frozen yogurt or an uptick in Uber Eats orders. That's because, over the past 50 years, spikes in the price of gold have typically been correlated with widespread inflation and geopolitical dysfunction. In 1979, amid double-digit inflation numbers in the United States and a global energy crisis, investors stocked up on the precious metal as a way to counter those shocks. In the years following the 2008 financial crisis, as investors lost trust in major institutions once seen as "too big to fail," gold prices shot up again. And when persistent inflation was crushing the U.S. dollar after the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, gold once again soared.

The precious metal has long been considered a safe-haven asset, because, unlike the U.S. dollar, its inherent value isn't determined by any state government. Although it's probably not realistic for everyone to start piling into Diamond District jewelry shops and hoarding gold bars, gold remains an appealing, if old-fashioned, alternative to more contemporary investments: Its value stems from its shine and rarity, not its ability to produce a line of credit.

Some investors see gold as a standard way to diversify their portfolio. Others, stereotypically known as goldbugs, tend to be broadly skeptical about contemporary monetary policy. Just as investors in bitcoin, so-called digital gold, have historically skewed libertarian and anti-institutional, the most extreme goldbugs are betting against the system, doubtful that the Federal Reserve is capable of keeping the U.S. dollar strong. There's also only so much of the metal lodged in the planet's crust, compared with the dollar, which can be printed ad infinitum. At least until someone like Elon Musk figures out how to increase its supply by mining asteroids, gold will likely remain the doomer's hedge of choice. Whereas a different sort of investor looks to get in early on promising new technological innovations, the goldbug doesn't lose sight of what's tried-and-true.

Gold prices have already risen more than 50 percent this year and are showing no signs of stopping. The story of today's gold boom began in 2022, when Russia invaded Ukraine and Western governments decided to sanction the Russian central bank by freezing its foreign-exchange reserves. The scale of these sanctions was a reminder of why countries might want to own assets that can't be easily frozen. Especially in emerging markets, central banks around the world "realized that the truly only safe asset" is gold, Daan Struyven, a co-head of Global Commodities Research at Goldman Sachs, told me.

The whiplash of President Donald Trump's tariff spree this spring introduced new uncertainties for the global market. No nation or territory was off-limits (including remote islands inhabited only by penguins and seals). Trump's scattershot approach has had clear consequences, especially for countries with fledgling markets. Kazakhstan, Bulgaria, and Indonesia are among the many nations now buying gold by the ton, according to World Bank data--ostensibly to insulate themselves from any future shocks caused by U.S. policy. Meanwhile, Struyven explained, the ongoing question of whether America's own central bank will retain its independence could also be contributing to gold's historic run, because "the gold price tends to rise when questions about central-bank governance rise."

The other main driver of this price spike is less abstract. Some Wall Streeters are concerned that the value of the U.S. dollar will continue to erode as the national debt climbs and the Federal Reserve loses its grip on the currency. They're making what's become known as the "Debasement Trade," shifting money away from the weakening U.S. dollar and into harder, more independent assets such as gold and bitcoin. Shrinkflation, stagflation, good-old-fashioned inflation--all of it means that your paycheck doesn't go as far as it once did, and all of it is good for gold.

The mystery of the current gold rally is that the S&P 500 is also up. The stock-market index reached an all-time high earlier this month, which would seem to suggest that the American economy isn't quite as close to the brink as the price of gold might indicate. But the reality probably has to do with a bifurcated market. Joe Davis, Vanguard's global chief economist, told The New York Times on Saturday that this rare case of gold and stocks moving in a parallel upward trend has to do with "dramatically different" investor perspectives: The optimists are going with equities, and the pessimists are going with gold. In today's economy, there's room enough for both.

Another way to put it is that a bet on the S&P 500 amounts to faith in the fruits of modern industry: AI and renewable energy, to name a couple. A bet on gold is a recognition that all empires eventually fall, and a return to something much more ancient.

Related:

	The everything recession
 	Just how bad would an AI bubble be?




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	George Packer: "I don't want to stop believing in America's decency."
 	The beacon of democracy goes dark, Anne Applebaum writes.
 	David Brooks: America needs a mass movement--now.
 	One era ends in Gaza, and another begins.




Today's News

	The United States struck a small boat off the coast of Venezuela, killing six people, according to President Donald Trump, who alleged that the boat was carrying drug traffickers.
 	Trump awarded a posthumous Presidential Medal of Freedom to Charlie Kirk in a White House ceremony today, on what would have been Kirk's 32nd birthday. Last month, Congress designated October 14 as a "National Day of Remembrance for Charlie Kirk."
 	Israel identified four hostages whose bodies were returned yesterday under the U.S.-brokered cease-fire with Hamas and took custody of four more today, bringing the total number of returned bodies to eight. The bodies of 20 other hostages remain in Gaza, and an Israeli military agency said that it would restrict aid into Gaza because Hamas had been too slow to turn over remains.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal writes about how to use regret instead of wallowing in it.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



The Drink That Americans Won't Give Up Without a Fight

By Ellen Cushing

Coffee is in trouble. Even before the United States imposed tariffs of 50 percent on Brazil and 20 percent on Vietnam--which together produce more than half of the world's coffee beans--other challenges, including climate-change-related fires, flooding, and droughts, had already forced up coffee prices globally. Today, all told, coffee in the U.S. is nearly 40 percent more expensive than it was a year ago. Futures for arabica coffee--the beans most people in the world drink--have increased by almost a dollar since July. And prices may well go up further: Tariffs have "destabilized an already volatile market," Sara Morrocchi, the CEO of the coffee consultancy Vuna, told me. This is a problem for the millions of people who grow and sell coffee around the world. It is also a problem for the people who rely on coffee for their base executive functioning--such a problem that Congress recently introduced a bipartisan bill to specifically protect coffee from Trump's tariffs.


Read the full article.





More From The Atlantic

	The existential heroism of the Israeli hostages, by Franklin Foer
 	America is sliding toward illiteracy.
 	The Democrats' heterodoxy problem
 	The CDC's weekend of whiplash
 	Dear James: My guy friends are stuck in a rut.
 	Andrew Ryvkin: Putin is not winning.




Culture Break


Jill Krementz



Remember. Diane Keaton's quest for beauty left an imprint on American culture, Adrienne LaFrance writes.

Watch. Amy Poehler was the perfect host for the actual 50th anniversary of Saturday Night Live (streaming on Peacock). Although she can "snark with the best of them, she always radiates a palpable compassion," Michael Tedder writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I spent this past weekend reading American Pastoral, which I've somehow never done before, and there's a sad moment when one character, a sort of crotchety older man, attempts to send a check to his son's jilted ex-wife. In the accompanying letter, meant as an apology on behalf of his womanizing son, the man recommends putting all of the money straight into gold, because "the dollar isn't going to be worth a thing." This is the prototypical goldbug, the staunch cynic and old-school prepper who might come across as scolding and bitter but is usually right at the end of the day. If a character in a novel or film is broadly "into gold," you already know quite a bit about them.

-- Will



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 Foreign-Film Starter Pack

Five movies for viewers who want to try something new

by Stephanie Bai




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.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.

This week, we asked The Atlantic's writers and editors: What is a foreign film you'd recommend to somebody who hasn't seen one before? Their picks--which follow an Argentinian lawyer's life-changing case, two lovers in a French seaside town, and more--show that the boundaries of language don't impede the thrill of a good story.





Argentina, 1985 (streaming on Prime Video)

If you tend to sit out non-American films, consider making an exception for Argentina, 1985. The courtroom drama is based on the true story of the trials of military-junta leaders who seized control of Argentina for more than seven years. Under their rule, thousands of leftists (and suspected leftists) disappeared. Many of the pregnant women who were taken to secret detention centers were killed after giving birth so that military couples could adopt the infants. The film starts almost two years after the dictatorship ended in 1983: Julio Cesar Strassera, a Buenos Aires lawyer--big mustache, big glasses, nice suit--is tasked with taking the juntas' leaders to court so that his newly democratic nation can confront its past and heal its wounds. This is an honor, but a daunting one; Strassera doesn't want to do it.

Thankfully, for history and for the film's plot, he eventually acquiesces. But just because everyone knows that terror and torture were the military's favorite instruments doesn't mean that this would be easy to prove in court. Strassera assembled a scrappy young team that traveled to remote corners of the country in search of evidence and testimonies. This was, after all, the first major war-crime trial since Nuremberg. But the historical importance of the subject matter is not the only reason this film is worth watching. It should also be appreciated--like any movie, foreign or not--for its exceptional storytelling and the vividness of its characters.

-- Gisela Salim-Peyer, associate editor

***

The Umbrellas of Cherbourg (streaming on HBO Max)

"Once you overcome the one-inch tall barrier of subtitles, you will be introduced to so many more amazing films," said the South Korean filmmaker Bong Joon Ho upon accepting one of his four Oscars for Parasite in 2020. That movie, the first foreign-language film to win Best Picture, would be a solid entry point for any budding cineast looking to move beyond English-language filmmaking, but if that seems too obvious, go a little further back in time. Jacques Demy's The Umbrellas of Cherbourg, a French musical from 1964, follows two star-crossed young lovers in a French seaside town; the gorgeous swoon of its visuals is balanced out by the melancholy of its narrative. If you like that, you can broaden out to other French films from that era--such as Francois Truffaut's The 400 Blows or Alain Resnais' Hiroshima Mon Amour.

-- David Sims, staff writer

***

Burnt by the Sun (available to rent on Prime Video and YouTube)

I admit, I'm not a high-culture, foreign-film kind of guy. (The last movie I saw in a theater was the new Superman.) But as someone who spent a career studying the Soviet Union and Russia, I do have one recommendation that is both a moving film and an artifact of two moments in history.

In 1994, the Russian director Nikita Mikhalkov released Burnt by the Sun, a quiet, haunting study of love and betrayal during one summer day in 1936, when Joseph Stalin's purges of political dissidents and enemies were closing in on a Russian family. The father is a Soviet general named Kotov, played by Mikhalkov himself, whose life collapses around him when a man from his wife's past arrives. The beauty of a summer day is overshadowed by dread, soon followed by black despair.

Mikhalkov captured both the '30s and the new freedom of Russia in the '90s in a single movie, but he apparently learned nothing from his own work: He later became a Russian nationalist, a loyal ally of President Vladimir Putin, and a supporter of the invasion of Ukraine. To watch Burnt by the Sun, the viewer must separate the artist from the art, but it is sad to realize how much Mikhalkov, too, separated himself from his creation.

-- Tom Nichols, staff writer

***

Shadow (Ying ) (streaming on Hulu, Tubi, and Prime Video)

Zhang Yimou's early wuxia masterpiece, Hero (Ying Xiong ), is a titan of the genre, but I'll take any opportunity to rhapsodize about his 2018 film, Shadow (Ying ). Set during China's Three Kingdoms period, the martial-arts drama takes its time in establishing its players and stakes, but non-Mandarin speakers need not fear: The film is meant to be experienced as a tone poem, and its central preoccupations--the slipperiness of identity, the dialogue between yin and yang--come through in its visual grammar. Zhang was reportedly inspired by traditional Chinese ink-wash painting, and the film plays with blacks and whites and grays, with water, and, yes, with shadow. It's an instructive departure from the fast cuts, frenetic pacing, and shaky cam of Hollywood blockbusters: Shadow unfurls like a stroke of calligraphy, elegant and deliberate. Much of the soundtrack is diegetic--zither, flute, rainfall--and its astonishing action sequences are as inexorable as the tides. By the genuinely shocking denouement (which made a little old lady in my theater gasp, "Oh my!"), you are wrung out by beauty and slaughter--but also elated, euphoric. It's a showcase by an auteur in full command of his powers, and unlike anything that's being made in the West. Watch it on the biggest screen you can.

-- Rina Li, copy editor

***

The Taste of Things (streaming on Hulu and Disney+)

These days, movies and shows about cooking tend to be vertiginous and stress-inducing. (Think: the high-velocity cursing in The Bear, or Gordon Ramsay screaming on Hell's Kitchen, "My gran could do better! And she's dead!") The Taste of Things, a French movie by the director Tran Anh Hung, feels like an antidote to all of the anxious kitchen hubbub. Set in the French countryside in 1889, the film focuses on a cook named Eugenie and her boss, Dodin, longtime lovers who bond over their shared affection for food. The slow-paced, reverential cooking scenes are bathed in a golden glow. They boil and dry cabbages; they braise stingrays in milk. Years after watching this movie, I still think about one shot of a pear on a plate, which cuts to a parallel image of Eugenie's sweaty, naked backside on a bed. Through Hung's lens, both flesh and food are depicted as the Earth's decadent, temporary bounty. When I left the theater, I remember wandering into my local grocery store in a daze, suddenly aware of how miraculous each swollen radish and bulbous pear appeared.

-- Valerie Trapp, assistant editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	You have no idea how hard it is to be a reenactor, Caity Weaver writes.
 	Beth Macy: What happened to Ohio?
 	Don't bet against Bari Weiss.




The Week Ahead

	The Monsters We Make, a new book by the journalist Rachel Corbett on the rise and history of criminal profiling (out Tuesday)
 	Good Fortune, a comedy film directed by Aziz Ansari about an angel who swaps the lives of a gig worker and a venture capitalist (out Friday in theaters)
 	Season 3 of The Diplomat: A high-profile U.K. ambassador continues to balance her career and marriage to a controversial political star (out Thursday on Netflix)




Essay


Sela Shiloni for The Atlantic



The Director Who Fell in Love With Losers

By David Sims

The Upper West Side deli where I meet Benny Safdie is filled with a particular kind of grumpy old-school Manhattanite. They're the type of figure who has tended to populate the filmmaker's movies: many of them neurotic, and more concerned with finding a means to their own ends than placating the people around them. With his brother, Josh, Benny has built a career on his fascination with these occasionally surly characters, often men on the downswing. For his first solo directing effort, The Smashing Machine, Safdie focuses on a somewhat unexpected figure: a sports champion, albeit one who is learning what it's like to fail. "I want to know what it feels like to go through that," he told me, over a plate of eggs, discussing the film. It's an uncomfortable portrait--of who the winner becomes when he starts to lose.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The myth of mad King George
 	Why did Benjamin Franklin's son remain loyal to the British?
 	Dear James: I'm tired of the religious platitudes.
 	What not to fix about baseball
 	Behind The Atlantic's November 2025 issue cover
 	What the Founding Fathers ate--and drank--on July 4, 1777






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	Trump's plan to finally end the Gaza war
 	The everything recession
 	Americans are about to feel the government shutdown.




Photo Album


People on Stardust Racers experience more than 4 g's of force, a level at which the human heart struggles to pump blood. (Sinna Nasseri for The Atlantic)



These photos show the very expensive, extremely overwhelming, engineered fun of theme parks.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How to Use Regret Instead of Wallowing in It

Looking backwards doesn't have to feel like standing still.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


Regret, my colleague Julie Beck wrote in 2016, is "the emotional price we pay for free will." If we were just pawns tossed around on the chessboard of life, she explains, there'd be nothing to regret. Most of us would probably take that trade-off: Better to make mistakes than to have no control at all. But even so, none of us enjoys the experience of regret.

Looking backwards can be an act of desperate refusal to accept the passage of time: What if? If only. I should've. I could've. But maybe there's a way to make regret less about the past--by giving in to those feelings of sadness or disappointment or guilt, just for a little while, we might learn something new about ourselves right now, in the present.

On Regret

The Problem With 'No Regrets'

By Arthur C. Brooks

If you never pine for a different past, you'll stay trapped in a cycle of mistakes. (From 2022)


Read the article.

Dear Therapist's Guide to Dealing With Regret

By Rebecca J. Rosen

Moving forward doesn't mean leaving the past behind--it means figuring out how to make sense of it in the present. (From 2021)


Read the article.

Regret Is the Price of Free Will

By Julie Beck

Feeling in control of your life is good for you, but it can also lead to heartbreak over mistakes and lost opportunities. (From 2016)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	"The only two choices I've ever made": Honor Jones on the radical romance of motherhood, and how it changed the way she sees every other relationship. (From 2022)
 	The two choices that keep a midlife crisis at bay: Middle age is an opportunity to find transcendence, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	Buy this album. Now buy it green.
 	The happiness of choosing to walk alone 
 	You have no idea how hard it is to be a reenactor. 
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The Beginning of a New DOJ

Trump's quest for retribution is remaking the department.

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.

Yesterday afternoon, a federal grand jury indicted New York State Attorney General Letitia James on two charges--bank fraud and false statements to a financial institution--both connected to her purchase of a home in Virginia. The government is alleging that she saved $18,933 in all.

It's not the kind of money the DOJ typically seeks to recoup, but James isn't just any alleged fraudster. A prominent anti-Trump gadfly, James brought a civil case against Donald Trump and his company in 2022 and won, resulting in a $500 million fine being levied against the president (he later successfully appealed the fine and has so far paid nothing, although the ruling maintained his liability). Even before that case, James had been outspoken about her criticisms of Trump; in 2018, she called his presidency "illegitimate."

James's indictment comes just more than two weeks after the Justice Department launched its case against another longtime Trump target, former FBI Director James Comey, on charges that he lied to Congress in 2020. (Both Comey and James deny the charges.) Is this a coordinated attack on Trump's enemies? And how much control can the president really exert over the DOJ's lawyers? My colleague Quinta Jurecic, who has covered both indictments, joins me to discuss.



Will Gottsegen: Why is now the moment to indict both Comey and James in such quick succession?

Quinta Jurecic: The Comey indictment happened when it did because there was a ticking clock. The statute of limitations for most defenses is five years, and last month would have  been five years from the congressional testimony that Comey gave in which they're alleging that he lied.

Trump installed a new prosecutor in the Eastern District of Virginia late last month, after the previous prosecutor refused to go after Comey and James. This prosecutor, Lindsey Halligan, is now bringing these seemingly retributive cases. In the Comey and James cases, she presented the indictment to the grand jury solo; that's extremely unusual. And she is also the only person whose signature is on the indictment (typically you'd see the signature of at least one assistant U.S. attorney who is working on the case), which makes it pretty clear that she is channeling the White House's wishes here.

Will: Halligan was appointed amid an effort by the president to force out many top prosecutors. What are the kinds of guardrails in place at the DOJ to prevent it from being used as a political weapon?

Quinta: The standard for getting an indictment before a grand jury is not high, making it an authority that is really easy to abuse. What the Justice Department has done to prevent that is to build up these kinds of guardrails of internal guidelines that tell prosecutors how to behave. The Justice Department's internal manual says you should only bring a case before a grand jury if you think you can win a conviction at trial. Prosecutors who were abiding by that seem to have reached the conclusion that there was simply nothing to the James case or the Comey case, and therefore those cases shouldn't be brought.

You end up with a situation where the only person who is apparently willing to put these cases in front of the grand jury is Halligan--somebody who has no prosecutorial experience, had never served in the Justice Department before this, and doesn't seem bound by these Justice Department rules in the ways that previous prosecutors felt that they were.

Will: What does a healthy relationship between the White House and the Department of Justice look like?

Quinta: In the post-Watergate era, a thicket of norms and practices has grown up around the importance of maintaining law enforcement's independence from the president. The department really built up this ethos, which presidents have more or less respected until Trump, that the Justice Department is part of the executive branch, it is constitutionally under the control of the president, but there are strong, normative restrictions around the president using the department as a weapon.

Trump has been very effective in reshaping public perceptions of the Justice Department as something that can be used in this way. And he did it by arguing that the Biden administration had done it to him. His commentary on these issues is essentially, Well, I was prosecuted, so why can't you be too? (This line of argument is particularly flimsy, given those were cases where the Justice Department took pains to make sure that they were not subject to political influence.) And I think what that does is makes it seem like this is common practice when it really is not. I worry that that has broken the public perception of the relationship between the president and the Justice Department in a way that is going to be very hard to get back.

Will: With these norms out the window, what might happen to the DOJ?

Quinta: Right now, there are fewer mechanisms than there used to be for policing Trump's actions, thanks in significant part to the Supreme Court's ruling on the immunity case, which basically said, We think that the president has the constitutional authority to tell the Justice Department what to do. And so Trump actually has a pretty strong case that what he is doing is constitutional, whether or not it is a good idea.

In Watergate, you saw what was known as the Saturday Night Massacre: There was this bulk resignation of Justice Department leadership when Nixon ordered the firing of Archibald Cox, the special prosecutor investigating him. But any mutiny that is going to happen here is going to be quieter. In some ways, I think we're seeing it already. We've seen an extraordinary amount of leaking coming out of the department over the course of these investigations, all basically saying, Prosecutors think that there's no basis for these charges. One form of resistance is covering your tracks and quietly making it apparent to the press that you do not like this. Another is just that people are leaving. We're seeing a pretty astonishing exodus of talent from across the department. And I think a lot of that is that people see what's happening. They don't like it, and they don't want to go along with it.

Will: What does a DOJ exclusively full of Halligans look like?

Quinta: They're going to have trouble actually prosecuting these cases. I would not be surprised in the slightest if both the Comey indictment and the James indictment really fall flat. Beyond these specific cases, the broader hollowing out of talent is making it much harder for the Justice Department to bring even basic cases, just because they don't have the resources.

Will: How does Comey--and James, too, if this is the route her defense decides to go--prove that he's being unfairly targeted as a rival of the president's?

Quinta: Vindictive prosecution is the idea that you're being prosecuted only because of improper reasons. You executed a constitutional right, and now you are being punished. There's also a related idea of selective prosecution: 100 people did the same thing that I did, but only I am being prosecuted. We know that Comey is going to bring this motion; his lawyer, Patrick Fitzgerald, has said as much. I would not be surprised in the slightest if James brought the same motion. And though these motions are very difficult to win, these two people have what must be one of the strongest cases for such a motion ever.

Related:

	Retribution is here, Jonathan Lemire argues.
 	Trump's politicized prosecutions may hit a roadblock. 




Today's News

	The Trump administration has started laying off federal workers as the government shutdown persists, according to Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought. An administration official said that these firings "will be substantial."
 	MIT rejected the Trump administration's proposed "Compact for Academic Excellence in Higher Education," which offers funding advantages to nine universities in exchange for their adopting conservative policies. In a public letter, President Sally Kornbluth said the compact's premise "is inconsistent with our core belief that scientific funding should be based on scientific merit alone."
 	The Venezuelan opposition leader Maria Corina Machado, who has been in hiding since last year, won the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize for her commitment to democratic rights and efforts to lead a peaceful transition from Nicolas Maduro's rule.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The fastest-selling adult debut novel of the past two decades, Alchemised, is a romance that isn't particularly sexy or upbeat--but has a devoted community, Serena Dai writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Vivian Dehning. Source: ART Collection / Alamy.



The Many Lives of Eliza Schuyler

By Jane Kamensky

The American Revolution clearly meant something to North American women. Some of them waged it, encamping with the armies, cooking, cleaning, and nursing, and, in a few exceptional cases, grabbing muskets themselves. Many reckoned with its ideals; pervasive talk of liberty held particular portent for women's lives. And virtually all women east of the Appalachians experienced the violence, sickness, and scarcity of a civil war in which front lines and home fronts were never far apart.
 But what did women mean to the American Revolution?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What the Founders would say now
 	Why Maria Corina Machado deserved the Nobel Peace Prize
 	Quinta Jurecic: Trump's revenge tour
 	The worst thing that ever happened to Tesla.
 	The Lincoln way
 	Wake up, Rip Van Winkle




Culture Break


Mert Alas and Marcus Piggot



Listen. Taylor Swift's new chart-topper is an achievement of e-commerce, not music, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Explore. Just how real should Colonial Williamsburg be? Telling the full story of the town's past is an easy way to make a lot of people mad, Clint Smith 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, Week 2

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

by Drew Goins




Updated with new questions at 4:40 p.m. ET on October 10, 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.

Friday, October 10, 2025

Today's questions come from articles in "The Unfinished Revolution," a project exploring 250 years of the American experiment.

	What Virginia attraction--for decades an uncomplicated celebration of America's earliest years--was once referred to as "Republican Disneyland"?
 -- From Clint Smith's "What Is [REDACTED] For?"
 	What Revolutionary-era woman outlived her husband--a Founder killed in an 1804 duel--long enough to witness the 1848 laying of the Washington Monument's cornerstone (and open a New York orphanage)?
 -- From Jane Kamensky's "The Many Lives of [REDACTED]?" 
 	The Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca, and Tuscarora peoples of North America are organized as a centralized political entity under what name, for the nations' shared languages?
 -- From Ned Blackhawk's "How Native Nations Shaped the Revolution"




And by the way, somehow every fun fact this week had to do with Sweden in one way or another--so, fitting today's theme, did you know that Sweden was the first nonparticipant country in the Revolutionary War to recognize American sovereignty?

Of course, King Gustav III was no fonder of antimonarchist rebellion than King George III was. But once the colonists won, he made a decision in his own country's commercial interest: The United States gets recognized thanks to--and I'll quote Sweden's ABBA one more time--"money, money, money."



Answers:

	Colonial Williamsburg. The nation's largest living-history museum has since worked toward more thoughtful depictions of the bad in U.S. history as well as the good, notably regarding slavery. Clint visited to examine how the site is engaging with the question of race now, as choices about how to convey the past are ever more politicized. Read more.
 	Eliza Schuyler. That's a lot of life after the death of her husband, Alexander Hamilton, but in Ron Chernow's blockbuster biography, Eliza gets only nine pages for it. Kamensky sketches in some of the rest, along with stories of other Revolutionary women mostly left out of grand histories. Read more.
 	Iroquois Confederacy. The confederacy (also called the Haudenosaunee) had already existed for centuries by the time of the Revolution; as Ben Franklin wrote, it "has subsisted Ages, and appears indissoluble." Blackhawk explores how Native self-governance was an inspiration to the Founders--and a frustration to colonists intent on unchallenged dominion. Read more.


How did you do? And how are you liking trivia? Let me know--or simply share a striking fact--at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Thursday, October 9, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	The biblical figure Saul's transformation along the way to a certain ancient (and still existing) city is the source of what idiom meaning a dramatic inflection point?
 -- From Elias Wachtel's "Can Gen Z Get Rid of Their iPhones?"
 	At a recent comedy festival, the comic Louis C.K. delivered a stand-up set that mentions jury duty, rain, and elderly women in tube tops--topics that might not be the most relatable in what country that hosted the controversial event?
 -- From Hanna Rosin's Radio Atlantic episode "[REDACTED] Gets the Last Laugh"
 	Along with grog, toddy, punch, and port, what fortified wine named for a Portuguese island was one of colonial America's favorite alcoholic drinks?
 -- From Victoria Flexner's "So Much [REDACTED]"




And by the way, did you know that whereas every other category of Nobel Prize is awarded in Stockholm by Swedish institutes (including the literature honor awarded today--congrats, Laszlo Krasznahorkai!), the Peace Prize is awarded in Oslo by a committee chosen by the Norwegian Parliament?

I am sure the reason for this division is fascinating; unfortunately, we don't know it.



Answers:

	Road to Damascus. Elias's road-to-Damascus moment was the realization that his smartphone was indisputably worsening his life, and that, to break his addiction, he would need to give the device up entirely for a "dumbphone." He promises that there is life on the other side. Read more.
 	Saudi Arabia. Hanna chats with Vivian Salama about the state of freedom of expression in Saudi Arabia and with Helen Lewis, who attended the headliner-heavy Riyadh Comedy Festival. The three of them discuss the event as one small part of the Gulf state's grand plan for a branding refresh. Read more.
 	Madeira. Flexner, a food historian, explains what the Founding Fathers likely would have eaten (and drunk) at the United States' first birthday party. At a time when people rarely imbibed water, the celebration probably involved a lot of alcohol; imagine 522 bottles of Madeira. Read more.




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.



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.




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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The Fans Who Made <em>Alchemised</em> a Hit

The fastest-selling adult debut novel of the past two decades is a romance that isn't particularly sexy or upbeat--but has a devoted community.

by Serena Dai




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


When I tell people about the new novel I just finished, the first thing they ask is whether it's sexy. The question is understandable: The book, SenLinYu's Alchemised, is a romance novel adapted from the author's own Harry Potter fan fiction, and both genres are known for featuring sex--leading to the common assumption that their readers are seeking explicit scenes. But Alchemised is not particularly erotic. Its source material, a story called "Manacled," imagined Harry's friend Hermione and his enemy Draco as lovers on opposite sides of a war, but both the fanfic and Alchemised are more about war than love. The core relationship is invisible for nearly a third of the novel's 1,000-odd pages, and even the "happily ever after" comes with lots and lots of caveats. (The characters remain marked by harrowing earlier events; in addition to Harry Potter, the original fan fiction took inspiration from The Handmaid's Tale.) Alchemised is more accurately described as a dark fantasy, one that's primarily interested in the ways terrible conditions can challenge one's sense of morality.

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

	Why the latest Nobel Prize winner makes perfect sense
 	The writing-advice book that teaches us how to read
 	What not to fix about baseball
 	"After Balthus," a poem by Courtney Kampa


Despite genre complications, just a couple of weeks after Alchemised's release, the book is breaking records: It has become the fastest-selling adult debut novel of the past two decades, selling 300,000 copies in its first week alone. That a romance novel is selling well even as it breaks some of the genre's conventions should not be a surprise. As Rebecca Ackermann wrote earlier this week in The Atlantic, romance has "dominated" publishing recently, in part because of how flexible the category can be. "Romantasy" and "dark romance" in particular are popular, and Alchemised generally falls into both. Another key to the genre's success, Ackermann writes, is the dynamic between the fans and writers that fuels romance's tight-knit, highly engaged scene. Authors tend to interact with their fans and fellow fiction lovers, even after they've become prominent. "Romancelandia in particular," Ackermann writes, "prides itself on being a community of equals."

Because "Manacled," first published serially on the fan-fiction site Archive of Our Own, already had a huge following, SenLinYu benefited from a built-in audience--one that crosses over substantially with Romancelandia, and helped build buzz long before the physical copy's release. Many of the story's devotees showed up to support the author's new book, and although SenLinYu's achievements in traditional publishing could theoretically allow them to leave their internet community behind, they continue to interact with fans there. This week, for instance, they posted a video of all the fan art that's been popping up for Alchemised.

I suspect, though, that Alchemised will soon travel far beyond its primary audience. The world of Harry Potter is gone; in its place, SenLinYu has created a vivid new universe. Learning the new rules made the first part of the book somewhat tedious, and I frequently craved a glossary. But soon, Alchemised made me remember what makes reading good fantasy so enjoyable. It immerses readers in a fantastical land, but its characters face very real, very human problems: how to have faith when everything seems to be going wrong, how to live according to one's values when the people in charge seem to have none. Most important, its main characters must learn how to love themselves unconditionally so that, one day, they can accept unconditional love from someone else.




The Publishing Industry's Most Swoon-Worthy Genre

By Rebecca Ackermann

Tight-knit but open-armed fans have made romance an especially hot commodity.

Read the full article.



What to Read

I Can Give You Anything but Love, by Gary Indiana

I first read Indiana's 2015 memoir when I was assigned to write about an odd film--part performance-art piece, part proto-reality-television show--called The Continuing Story of Carel and Ferd. The only person I recognized on-screen was Indiana, and his brief scenes as one of Ferd's lovers contained what I already adored about his writing--the wry approach to melodrama; the cutting sincerity. I soon discovered that Ferd Eggan is something of a main character in Indiana's own life story. Eggan, who died in 2007, was an activist who had a pivotal relationship with Indiana; their early sexual affair became a lifelong friendship. In Love, Ferd is always there: The underlying tensions of their attachment are still unrealized; they're responsible for each other's happiness, but struggle to meet each other's needs. Indiana writes beautifully about idealizing, then recognizing, Eggan, a person who held on to his heart for a long time. Indiana's prose adds up to a completely unsentimental yet totally romantic approach to sex, affection, and the maddening prospect of being deprived of all of the above. -- Haley Mlotek

From our list: Seven books that capture how love really feels





Out Next Week

? Joyride, by Susan Orlean

? Minor Black Figures, by Brandon Taylor


? Next of Kin, by Gabrielle Hamilton




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: artisteer / Getty; MirageC / Getty.



Something Weird Is Happening With Halloween Chocolate

By Yasmin Tayag

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.

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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What's Going On With Marjorie Taylor Greene?

The Georgia representative is finding a new voice.

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.

Way back in 2018, before she had ever held any kind of political office, Marjorie Taylor Greene reportedly endorsed a plan to murder former President Barack Obama. "Stage is being set," she wrote in response to one Facebook commenter's request to "hang" Obama and Hillary Clinton. "We must be patient. This must be done perfectly or liberal judges would let them off." (Greene later distanced herself from the comments but did not deny having written them.)

Oh how things change. After nearly five years in Congress, the hard-right North Georgia representative is calling for an extension of provisions in the Affordable Care Act, Obama's signature health-care policy, breaking with her party over the central policy issue of the current government shutdown and creating ripples of anxiety throughout the broader MAGA movement. "I'm absolutely disgusted that health insurance premiums will DOUBLE if the tax credits expire this year," she wrote on X. Today, Greene put the blame for the government shutdown squarely on Republican leadership. (Greene's office did not respond to a request to comment on some of her recent statements.)

Greene is no Democrat: She believes that Obamacare created many of the problems with today's health-insurance market, but she also believes that Republicans "have no new solution." Lately, her impulse to go after both sides has left her very much on her own.

Her sudden criticism of Republicans' approach to health care comes after a summer of minor defections from the far-right political milieu. In June, while many Republicans were throwing their full support behind Israel in its war against Hamas in Gaza, Greene became the first Republican congressperson to call Israel's actions a "genocide." And whereas the White House has tried to put an end to the discussion about the sex offender and former Donald Trump associate Jeffrey Epstein, Greene has pushed for transparency, supporting a petition to force a vote on the release of information about individuals connected to Epstein (the other backers have largely been Democratic House members). She has also continued to champion oddball issues that few others in Congress seem to care about. Her Clear Skies Act, for example, doubles down on Greene's stated belief that "they" control the weather. Jury's out on who "they" are.

Neither the White House nor congressional leaders have been shy about expressing frustration with Greene's heel turn. "What's going on with Marjorie?" Trump reportedly asked at least two different senior Republicans. Speaker of the House Mike Johnson, whom Greene tried to oust from Congress last year, alluded to the idea that Greene doesn't have all the facts. "Not everyone knows everything," he said during a press briefing. Democrats, however, are praising Greene for her new stances. "You are going to hear me utter words I never thought I'd say," said Senator Raphael Warnock of Georgia. "Marjorie Taylor Greene is right."

When she first ran for Congress, Greene was more known for her fanatical adherence to the QAnon conspiracy theory than for her vision for sound policy. Even as she was publicly praising Trump from afar during her campaign, Greene didn't receive the president's endorsement right away--she was well on her way to winning before he threw his support behind her. Greene has hewed closely to the MAGA movement during her time in Congress, even after the White House reportedly discouraged her from attempting a Senate run this past spring and neglected to give her a Cabinet position. But she insists that she is still a free thinker: "I'm not some sort of blind slave to the president," Greene told NBC News this week. "I got elected without the president's endorsement, and I think that has served me really well."

The question is whether Greene's actions are the result of genuine disenchantment with the congressional GOP and its mode of governing--an expression of the anti-establishment spirit that got her elected in the first place--or just political maneuvering. Her political calculations may have to do with the fact that an estimated 2.3 million Georgians signed up for Obamacare from 2014 to 2024--one of the highest numbers of any state. "It's as authentic as anything is in Congress," my colleague Mark Leibovich told me of Greene's recent moves. "Whether it's a heel turn, or whether it's a calculated heel turn," he isn't yet sure. "And I don't pretend to understand her thought process." Still, he said, her ideological independence has "gotten her pretty far in a pretty short period of time": Not every representative secures a subcommittee chairmanship so quickly.

Upstart political candidates in the GOP broadly understand that their potential for success is correlated with their fealty to the MAGA movement and its leader. Greene understood this before most; she was bending the knee well before Trump even acknowledged her. And perhaps it's thanks to those political instincts that she now seems to be recognizing an opportunity to seize the narrative. With the government at a standstill, Greene is once again making noise.

Related:

	It's not easy being (Marjorie Taylor) Greene.
 	Why is Marjorie Taylor Greene like this? (From 2022)




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The boat strikes are just the beginning.
 	Trump's plan to finally end the Gaza war
 	Retribution is here, Jonathan Lemire writes.
 	Jeffrey Rosen: The insurrection problem




Today's News

	President Donald Trump announced last night that Israel and Hamas have agreed to a deal that would secure the release of approximately 20 living hostages held in Gaza and the bodies of about 28 other hostages in exchange for the release of Palestinian prisoners. Israel's government is set to vote on the agreement; if they approve the deal, a cease-fire would begin 24 hours later, according to an Israeli spokesperson.
 	Federal courts are hearing challenges to Trump's attempted deployment of National Guard troops to Chicago and Portland; Illinois and Oregon state officials are arguing that the move is unconstitutional.
 	According to people familiar with the matter, senior Republican lawmakers are urging the White House to not proceed with large-scale federal-worker layoffs and aid cuts during the shutdown, even as the Trump administration considers such actions to pressure Democrats to reach a deal.




Dispatches

	 Time-Travel Thursdays: Alex Marono Porto on writing, thinking, and falling in love in another language.
 


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



Can Gen Z Get Rid of Their iPhones?

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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Trump's Nobel thirst is actually great for the world.
 	Americans are about to feel the government shutdown.
 	The Trumpian fantasy of WhiteHouse.gov
 	Radio Atlantic: Saudi Arabia gets the last laugh.
 	Arthur C. Brooks: The happiness of choosing to walk alone
 	How Native nations shaped the Revolution




Culture Break


Wenn / Alamy



Read. Laszlo Krasznahorkai is unusually experimental for a Nobel Prize winner, but in an unstable world, his selection feels perfectly timely, Walt Hunter writes.

Explore. A conversation between the director Benny Safdie and David Sims about Safdie's first big-budget film, The Smashing Machine--which takes an unusual approach to the sports biopic.

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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Writing, Thinking, and Falling in Love in Another Language

I became a different person after learning English.

by Alex Marono Porto




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.

My relationship with English began by force. Growing up in A Coruna, Spain, in the early 2000s, we were told that learning a second language was just as important as memorizing the multiplication table. After the 2008 financial crisis left the Spanish economy "melting down like a Dali horrorscape," as one Atlantic writer put it, English became what seemed like our national salvation, a one-way ticket to a better future abroad.

Nobody in my household spoke the language, but American pop culture was my gospel; every song on my iPod Nano brought me closer to the leafy promised land of Elk River, Minnesota, and the crisscrossing highways that stitch together the United States. Glee's image of America lured me--a city boy living in the Galicia region--into believing that I could also belong within those suburban high-school walls. All I had to do was learn some new words.

Only when I moved to Lawrenceville, Georgia, as a foreign-exchange student in 2011, did I realize how naive I had been: Despite its shiny basketball court, Peachtree Ridge High School was a far cry from Glee, and my British English phrases often left me lost in translation. (I still remember my classmates' faces when I misplaced my eraser and asked them if they had seen my "rubber.") The language I was taught in Spain was just one of the "several languages called English," as the writer Barbara Wallraff explained in The Atlantic in 2000. Within the "family" of English languages, there are country-specific versions--Scottish English, Indian English--and the fragmented versions that millions of second-language speakers use. Then there is slang, which can vary depending on generation and location. In southern suburbia, adding rad and YOLO to my lexicon seemed like the easiest way to blend in, but my accent would always unmask me for the foreigner I was. My second language, once an escape from my life in A Coruna, had turned into a magnifying glass.

Atlantic writers have reflected on linguistic duality for a long time. The flexibility of the English language lends "itself so easily to the expression of every thought and every emotion," an unnamed Atlantic contributor argued in 1895. That became particularly clear to me in college, where I absorbed the English-centric internet culture that popularized slay and salty, and then in 2021, when I moved to New York and fully embraced my English-speaking identity, using the language to write, argue, think, and fall in love. But there are limits to what English alone can grasp. Accessing untranslatable ideas--I still can't find a word for rosmar, a Galician term evoking the subtle grumbling of old people--is just one of the benefits of multilingualism, as Cody C. Delistraty wrote in The Atlantic in 2014: "Those who speak multiple languages have also been shown to be more self-aware spenders" and could even be "better decision-makers."

In traditional Atlantic fashion, Delistraty's arguments were soon challenged. Two years later, Ed Yong wrote for this magazine that some of the evidence backing the cognitive benefits of bilingualism "is actually a house of cards, built upon flimsy foundations." Knowing a second language may not definitively improve certain mental abilities, but "there are plenty of other advantages to being bilingual," Yong explains. If fiddling with Duolingo is not in your plans and you find yourself stranded in a foreign country, you might try engaging in an exercise of "linguistic camouflage," as Louis Mcintosh suggested in The Atlantic in 1956. Simply pick up a few "strategically chosen words and phrases"; for travelers in Spain, he recommends saying segun ("It all depends"), which supposedly "indicates ineffable wisdom on any topic under the sun," as well as filling "awkward gaps in the conversation" by quoting the Spanish poet Federico Garcia Lorca. How would you fare if you quoted a verse from Poet in New York to a Spaniard today? It all depends.

A future in which people can communicate without speaking a single shared word seems nearer, though, due to technological advancements that could eventually render language learning obsolete. Last month, Apple announced a new version of AirPods that uses artificial intelligence to perform real-time translations. Breaking down linguistic barriers could help cultural exchanges flourish--soon, people who don't speak Spanish may no longer need to rely on Lorca to communicate. They could follow a conversation in Spain with ease or enjoy any Pedro Almodovar movie, no captions needed. Maybe all it takes to finally build the Tower of Babel is a group of people with a strong enough Bluetooth connection.

Yet so many imagined selves will be lost when learning is forsaken. To master a foreign language is to embrace an odyssey far from the comforts of your mother tongue. When Ta-Nehisi Coates was learning French more than a decade ago, he traveled to Corseaux, Switzerland, and stayed with a host family. Although they often had to use gestures to converse with him, he still understood, "in some unnameable way, that they were good people," he wrote in The Atlantic. "I experienced the ignorance of words and grammar as a physical distance, as a longing for something that was mere inches away."

That longing brought me to where I am today. My home country's obsession with English made my foreign identity a reality. Otherwise, I might have remained in A Coruna, confined to my native tongue, my native self.
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