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        What True Wealth Looks Like
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Many stressed-out people are attracted to eastern meditation, believing that it will give them relief from their "monkey mind" and lower their anxiety about life. Unfortunately, the monkey usually wins because people find the mental focus required for meditation devilishly hard. On a trip last year to India, I asked a Buddhist teacher why Westerners struggle so much with the practice. "You won't ...

      

      
        Jeremy Strong Is Ready to Let Go, Just a Little Bit
        David Sims

        Jeremy Strong has, of late, been prone to transformation on-screen. In last year's The Apprentice, he became a late-in-life Roy Cohn, the venomous mentor to Donald Trump--all bluster with a thick Bronx accent and short temper. He earned plaudits for his dedication to sinking into the role, and his first Oscar nomination. Next year, he'll play Mark Zuckerberg--older and cannier--in Aaron Sorkin's sequel to The Social Network. In each case, Strong told me over a recent coffee, he pored over public foo...

      

      
        The Appeal of the Campus Right
        Julia Steinberg

        College campuses today have a reputation for being hostile to right-leaning students. As a recent graduate who became a conservative in college, I can't say I entirely agree. Yes, we're outnumbered, and yes, our ideas often get disregarded. Being a conservative might be socially disadvantageous. But if you want to know where the real political energy is on campuses, it's on the right.The recent killing of Charlie Kirk, and the flood of interest in his organization, Turning Point USA, has drawn at...

      

      
        The Worst Art Thief in America
        Shirley Li

        The director Kelly Reichardt encourages stillness. Her style--long takes and low stakes, often punctuated by unhurried silences--forces viewers to slow down, to immerse themselves in the atmosphere being created on-screen. Her movies can resemble landscape paintings, like those by the artist Arthur Dove. His work is featured in The Mastermind, her latest film, which mirrors the tableaus its protagonist covets: textured, abstract studies of reality that reveal their true potency over time.James Blai...

      

      
        Trump's Partisan Redistribution of Wealth
        Annie Lowrey

        The federal shutdown is dragging into its fourth week with no end in sight. TSA workers are not getting paid for screening airport passengers' bags for contraband. National parks are asking tourists for donations. Prospective homebuyers are struggling to secure flood insurance. Start-ups are idling, figuring out if they can go public.As much of America stalls and sputters, President Donald Trump is forging ahead on a plan to remake the government's budget without Congress's assent. His administra...

      

      
        Why I Run
        Nicholas Thompson

        Ten years ago, when I turned 40, my father posted a birthday message on my Facebook page that was visible to all of my friends and followers. I had a great life, he said: a loving wife, three beautiful children, a successful career. But all men's lives fall apart at this age, he warned. He was 73 then, and was thinking of his own life and of his father's. There is too much pressure and there are too many temptations, he said. He had entered a spiral at 40 from which he never recovered. He hoped t...

      

      
        China Gets Tough on Trump
        Michael Schuman

        Donald Trump has always talked tough about China. He returned to the White House in January gunning for a renewed trade war and demanding that Beijing suppress the illicit fentanyl trade, which kills tens of thousands of Americans each year. What he seems not to have planned for is the response: China is getting tough on Trump.  Earlier this month, Beijing announced that it was tightening export controls on rare-earth metals. These elements are indispensable for manufacturing semiconductors, weap...

      

      
        My Students Use AI. So What?
        John McWhorter

        My tween-age daughters make me proud in countless ways, but I am still adjusting to the fact that they are not bookworms. I'm pretty sure that two generations ago, they would have been more like I was: always with their nose in some volume, looking up only to cross the street or to guide a fork on their plates. But today, even in our book-crammed home, where their father is often in a cozy reading chair, their eyes are more likely to be glued to a screen.But then, as often as not, what I'm doing ...

      

      
        You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong
        Ian Bogost

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."That's enough screen time for today," you tell your kid, urging them to turn off the video-game console or iPad. As for what they should do instead, you are not quite sure. And what about you? If only you could put down your phone and listen to your spouse, or read a book, or embrace the sensation of your own existence, then surely you would be a happier, better person.But this is wrong. Screen time is not a...

      

      
        This Movie Makes Nuclear War Feel Disturbingly Possible
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn Kathryn Bigelow's new movie, A House of Dynamite, the clock is ticking. The film's fictional president of the United States has less than 20 minutes and very little information to decide whether or not to retaliate against a nuclear missile, launched at the United States, from an unknown source. The story is, of course, fiction, but as with Bigelow's other war movies, it feels disturbingly plausible. During the Cold Wa...

      

      
        Philip Pullman's Anti-Escapist Fantasy
        Lev Grossman

        Philip Pullman's young-adult fantasy classic The Golden Compass was published in 1995, two years before Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone. Both are wildly popular, but only J. K. Rowling's series inspired a theme park. Even after 30 years, during which The Golden Compass became a trilogy, His Dark Materials, which begat a second trilogy, The Book of Dust--collectively selling something like 50 million copies--Pullman's books retain an idiosyncratic spikiness. Rowling's work has a glossy, optimized feel;...

      

      
        MAGA's Next Top Influencer
        Ali Breland

        Two days after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, his signature podcast was back on the air. To honor Kirk's memory, four of his closest colleagues hosted an episode of The Charlie Kirk Show. They gathered inside his old studio at Turning Point USA's headquarters, keeping an empty chair for Kirk. Directly to the right sat Jack Posobiec, a conservative influencer. "I know the seat looks empty, but it's not," Posobiec said. "Because in a way, Charlie is the only thing we're all thinking about right now...

      

      
        MAGA's Group-Chat Problem
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.With each new communication medium comes new opportunities for politicians to get themselves into trouble. Congress demanded that letters from envoys to the French government be turned over in the XYZ Affair, thwarting President John Adams's desire to maintain a tenuous peace with France. The leak of th...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 5:10 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025.In the 1950s, the TV quiz show Twenty-One stumbled upon a viewership-boosting strategy that for a brief period of time would be all the rage: cheating. The program fixed winners and losers, coached contestants, and generally dabbled in malfeasance. Other shows followed suit, scandal ensued, and Congress--Congress!--got involved.I'm relieved to say that this quiz operates beyond the revisions to the Communications Act of 1934, so I'll ha...

      

      
        OpenAI Wants to Cure Cancer. So Why Did It Make a Web Browser?
        Matteo Wong

        According to Sam Altman, your web browser is outdated. "AI represents a rare, once-a-decade opportunity to rethink what a browser can be," OpenAI's CEO said yesterday when announcing the company's latest product: ChatGPT Atlas.In this new AI-powered browser, ChatGPT becomes the central mechanism for surfing the internet. From any webpage in Atlas, you can click an "Ask ChatGPT" button to open a side conversation with the chatbot. Want cooking inspiration? Atlas can pull from recipes you've recent...

      

      
        The Triumphs and Tragedies of the American Revolution
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with an urgent warning about TikTok's looming deal with Trump-aligned insiders--a move David calls the "biggest giveaway since the days of the railway grants." He argues that the American media landscape has been quietly transformed, and political power has shifted from legacy outlets to algorithmic platforms loyal to the president.Then David speaks with the film...

      

      
        Trump Is Trying--And Failing--To Shield MAGA From the Shutdown
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        Each time President Donald Trump--nominally the leader for the entire country--has been asked about the government shutdown, he has replied with the rhetorical equivalent of a shrug, claiming that the situation is hurting "Democrat things" and that he is protecting the paychecks and priorities of his supporters. "The Democrats are getting killed on the shutdown because we're closing up programs that are Democrat programs that we were opposed to," he told reporters last Tuesday. "We're not closing u...

      

      
        The U.S. Tactic That Russia Is Using to Hoard Power
        Tetiana Kotelnykova

        For decades, USAID was one of the greatest tools America had to promote democratic values in Russia. The agency extended humanitarian assistance while fostering political reform, and in doing so endeared the United States to Russians even as it undercut the Kremlin's authoritarian ambitions. It was a supreme example of soft power: working "through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion," as the political scientist Joseph S. Nye Jr. defined the term. Then, in 2012, the Kremlin expelled USA...

      

      
        Trump to DOJ: Pay Up
        Quinta Jurecic

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Donald Trump is a skilled extortionist. Since winning the 2024 presidential election, he has secured $16 million from Paramount to settle a baseless lawsuit over a 60 Minutes interview with then-candidate Kamala Harris; pocketed another $16 million from ABC after suing the company for defamation; and scooped up almost $60 million combined from the tech giants Meta, Alphabet, and X to resolve lawsuits over h...

      

      
        Winners of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2025
        Alan Taylor

        (c) Wim van den Heever / Wildlife Photographer of the YearGhost Town Visitor. Winner, Urban Wildlife. A brown hyena wanders among the skeletal remains of a long-abandoned diamond mining town in South Africa.(c) Simone Baumeister / Wildlife Photographer of the YearCaught in the Headlights. Winner, Natural Artistry. Simone Baumeister shows an orb weaver spider on its web on a pedestrian bridge, silhouetted by lights from the cars below.(c) Qingrong Yang / Wildlife Photographer of the YearSynchronised Fis...

      

      
        What an Iranian Filmmaker Learned In Prison
        Arash Azizi

        For more than a decade, after the government of Iran deemed his work "propaganda against the system," the filmmaker Jafar Panahi was banned from making films or leaving the country. He spent some of that time in prison and under house arrest, but he still found ways to produce art--including the 2011 documentary This Is Not a Film, which was recorded in his Tehran apartment and smuggled into the Cannes Film Festival on a flash drive. The ban has since been lifted; even so, Panahi chose to make his...

      

      
        A Novel That Understands Where Romance Is Going
        Rhian Sasseen

        Over the past few decades, one particular question has played out across numerous books, films, and essays: Can men and women be friends? That debate can seem awfully quaint. The concern has now hardened into a much gloomier one: Can men and women even get along? Recently, the retrograde gender politics of the right have influenced young men through podcasts, websites, and other "manosphere" content. Meanwhile, the increase in education and economic autonomy for women has shifted dating norms and...

      

      
        Donald Trump's War on Reality
        Franklin Foer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Donald Trump's rise tracks the decline of that thing we once agreed to call reality. He cemented his place in the popular imagination with the advent of reality television, a genre that promised authenticity, even as the supposedly unscripted scenes were carefully manipulated by producers. On The Apprentice, which debuted in 2004, Trump was the embodiment of a culture just beginning to blur the line between...

      

      
        Holy Warrior
        Missy Ryan

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.Doug Wilson has a white beard and a round belly, and is therefore somewhat Santa-like in appearance. He does not seem at all like someone who delivers denunciations of homosexuality and women's suffrage, and who takes an ambivalent position on the subject of pre-Civil War slavery.On a recent Sunday morning, Wilson preached from the lectern at a conference center near Washington, D.C. The Idaho pastor's sermon was mostly an academic examinati...

      

      
        When One Word Changes an Entire Film
        Shirley Li

        The following contains spoilers for After the Hunt.After the Hunt, the latest film from the director Luca Guadagnino, seems designed to inspire debates about "cancel culture." Set in 2019 amid the #MeToo movement, the movie follows a group of academics in Yale's philosophy department who are embroiled in a sexual-assault scandal. The characters are perfectly comfortable discussing morality. But as soon as they're made to confront their personal beliefs, philosophy becomes, as Guadagnino put it in...

      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Best of The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What True Wealth Looks Like

Money can make you happier, but only if you don't care about it.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




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

Many stressed-out people are attracted to eastern meditation, believing that it will give them relief from their "monkey mind" and lower their anxiety about life. Unfortunately, the monkey usually wins because people find the mental focus required for meditation devilishly hard. On a trip last year to India, I asked a Buddhist teacher why Westerners struggle so much with the practice. "You won't get the benefit from meditation," he said, "as long as you are meditating to get the benefit."

You might call this the "meditation paradox," and it seemed like the most Buddhist thing I had ever heard. But when I thought about it more, I realized that the teacher's epigram held a deep truth about a lot of life's rewards: You can only truly attain them when you are not seeking them.

Consider the relationship between money and happiness, about which you've no doubt received mixed messages your whole life. On the one hand, your grandmother probably taught you that money can't buy happiness. On the other, today's dominant culture insists that it can.

Michael Mechanic: Stop asking whether money buys happiness

So who's right: grandma or the zeitgeist? The meditation paradox provides the answer: both. Money can buy happiness--as long as you don't try to buy happiness.

Social scientists have long studied whether money raises well-being. The conventional answer from economists is yes, at least up to a point. The most famous study supporting this came in 2010 from two Nobel laureates who calculated that various measures of life satisfaction increase with a person's income up to about $75,000 ($112,000 in today's dollars), at which point very little benefit is derived from extra money. Since then, this finding has been partly contested by scholars such as Matthew A. Killingsworth, who showed in an excellent study using a much larger data set that the happiness plateau generally occurs at a higher income level.

According to psychologists, the answer to the money and well-being question is a bit different: The cash-happiness quotient depends more on the type of relationship you have with money than the actual amount of money you have. Researchers writing in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology in 2014 demonstrated this mechanism by looking at materialism, defined as "values, goals, and associated beliefs that center on the importance of acquiring money and possessions that convey status." Analyzing 259 data sets on the subject, they found that materialistic values are negatively correlated with overall life satisfaction, mood, self-appraisal, and physical health. Instead, these values were positively associated with depression, anxiety, compulsive buying, and risky behaviors. That's what your grandma was talking about.

We can be even more precise when we look specifically at the reasons people give for why they earn their money. According to a 2001 article in the same journal, psychologists found no negative association between well-being and acquiring money for the fundamental purposes of security or supporting your family. The problem comes from wanting to earn money for four particular motives: making social comparisons, seeking power, showing off, and overcoming self-doubt. Put simply, if you are striving to get rich to feel superior to others, or because you're trying to boost your self-worth, your efforts will lower your happiness.

These findings reinforce what I have written about in the past: that your well-being depends on how you spend your money. Buying possessions generally does not increase happiness, whereas spending money either on experiences enjoyed with loved ones or to get more free time does reliably raise well-being. This makes intuitive sense about the type of person who will get a flashy watch or a fast car to make their point, rather than rent a nice place to spend a quiet week away with their soulmate.

So the research suggests that money follows a version of the meditation paradox: It's good for your well-being as long as you don't seek money because you believe wealth will enhance your well-being. This in turn suggests three positive changes that you can make.

1. Interrogate your financial motives.
 If this essay has alerted you to the fact that your motives for earning money matter for your happiness--and that making a lot of money is important to you--you may be asking yourself why. Take some time to consider what images enter your mind when you imagine reaching your financial goals. Do you see yourself being admired or envied by others? Do you feel as though you've made it, and are finally worthy of approval? These images might reflect your motivations, but they are terrible for your well-being. (Another point to bear in mind: If your financial motives are indeed social comparison and self-worth, you will never reach your financial goals, because you will never have enough money to satisfy these needs.) Simply recognizing your true motives and choosing better ones--such as "I earn money to support the people I love the most"--will start you on a better path.

2. Take a vow of poverty--or at least modesty.
 Francis of Assisi, the 13th-century Italian Catholic mystic and founder of the Franciscan order of Catholic priests and monks, began his life as a wealthy nobleman. His enlightenment came in his early 20s, when he had a vision in which he was called to give away all of his riches and live in poverty. This became the basis of his order, which he claimed would bring great joy to its members. "Blessed be my brother who goes out readily, begs humbly, and returns rejoicing," he is said to have proclaimed to a member of his order.

I won't ask you to live in poverty and turn to begging, but one small way to detach yourself from money-based social comparison (and earn a bit of Franciscan rejoicing instead) is to renounce consumption of the most opulent items you might buy. For example, instead of choosing the priciest, most ostentatious car you can afford, purchase one that is down a few rungs in price and status. I try to practice this; I won't claim it as a path to sainthood, but it has helped remind me that my economic success does not represent who I am.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to buy happiness

3. Spend quietly.
 And what should you do with your leftover discretionary money? Here's a useful answer for happiness: Spend it on experiences with people you love--without being showy about it--and on meaningful activities. So, for instance, go away for the weekend with a friend or partner and make a point of not posting a single picture of your getaway on social media, because that will probably lower your enjoyment of the experience. In fact, consider not taking any pictures, and instead resolve to be fully present, because that will surely enhance the experience.

One last idea, returning to the Buddhist tradition: In Zen, the meditation paradox is commonly illustrated using koans, which are riddling statements or puzzling epigrams that monks are taught to contemplate to help them move beyond logical thinking and reach a deeper understanding of life's meaning. Here is a koan of my own devising that might capture the broader point in this essay: A man became rich by getting rid of his gold.

The superficial message of this aligns with the research that has shown how giving away your money to worthy causes raises your happiness. That's fine and good. But ponder this koan more deeply, and see what it tells you. Ask what you consider gold--not just money, but any asset, talent, or strength you might be tempted to display, to demonstrate your worth to yourself and others. List those things that set you apart. Then contemplate how you could use them in a way that is not self-aggrandizing but that brings blessings to the world, and watch your fortune grow.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/money-happiness-life-improvement-values/684650/?utm_source=feed
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Jeremy Strong Is Ready to Let Go, Just a Little Bit

The famously intense actor found relief in his latest film, after a spate of heavy roles.

by David Sims

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Jeremy Strong has, of late, been prone to transformation on-screen. In last year's The Apprentice, he became a late-in-life Roy Cohn, the venomous mentor to Donald Trump--all bluster with a thick Bronx accent and short temper. He earned plaudits for his dedication to sinking into the role, and his first Oscar nomination. Next year, he'll play Mark Zuckerberg--older and cannier--in Aaron Sorkin's sequel to The Social Network. In each case, Strong told me over a recent coffee, he pored over public footage, home videos, and whatever else he could get his hands on to gear up for his performance. But while making his latest movie, the biopic Springsteen: Deliver Me From Nowhere, the actor had access to something of a cheat: The real guy was sitting right there on set.

"It's like having an oracle that you can go directly to," Strong said, recalling the uncommon phenomenon of seeing the man he was portraying--Bruce Springsteen's longtime manager, Jon Landau--seated behind the monitors. Springsteen, too, was there to watch as Strong's co-star Jeremy Allen White conjured the artist at a specific moment in his life: the recording of the album Nebraska, back in 1981. "I spent time with Jon," Strong explained. "I drilled him with questions." The Adolescence Emmy winner Stephen Graham, who plays Springsteen's father in flashbacks, described Strong as "like a magpie." "And he's right," Strong said; both the bird and the actor are "just collecting, scavenging for anything. And you don't even know, really, what you're looking for."

Strong's discovery efforts as a performer are involved--heavy on research and preparation--and he essentially stays in character on set. "I find, though, that a lot of the work is about creating almost, like, an anechoic chamber, where everything else can disappear," Strong told me. "It's very witchy." The goal, he noted, is that the role "just takes over and takes possession of you, and you don't think about it anymore." His approach is a cousin to Method acting that he's previously referred to as "identify diffusion"; unlike the Method, it relies on intense character work, not on tapping into one's own life experiences. Strong's process has been much discussed in the press as he's taken on meatier roles; his on-set manner, too, has been painted as stiff and a little wacky, particularly by some of his cast mates on the show Succession. The actor starred as the melancholic, striving media failson Kendall Roy, a role that the show's executive producer Adam McKay said Strong performed "like he's Hamlet."


Jeremy Strong as Roy Cohn in The Apprentice. (Briarcliff Entertainment / Everett Collection



In person, I found Strong to be not alienating, as certain co-stars of his have suggested, but deeply, devotionally sincere: He ordered yogurt with the same hushed politeness he had while discussing Laurence Olivier. He was resolute about his technique's efficacy while maintaining an awareness that it can come across as, well, mystical. "I have infinite respect for anyone who has the kind of courage to be willing to make a fool of themselves on a set," he said, chuckling--as in, someone such as himself. Yet Strong's recent habit of tunneling into tragic characters has clearly piled up. As Cohn, the actor had to go somewhere more unnerving: into the mind of an antagonistic creature renowned for his public misdeeds, as he struggled with aging, illness, and his eventual abandonment by Trump in the 1980s. "I was affected working on The Apprentice because of how dark it was. And it was a hard shoot; it was hard doing press for it, just the whole aura of it," Strong said of the weight that the film placed on him. "Trump wrote about us, called us human scum, threatened anyone involved with the movie." He was up for a creative risk, he said--less so a public one. Deliver Me From Nowhere arrived at the right time: "After Roy Cohn's gospel of vitriol and lies and nihilism, my job for a better part of a year was to listen to Bruce Springsteen records."

The Apprentice and Deliver Me From Nowhere aren't complete opposites--the latter is hardly a laugh riot, and for Strong, it's another plum supporting part as a mentor of sorts. Unlike the strong-willed Cohn for Trump, however, Landau serves as a pure sounding board for Springsteen. The film depicts the singer-songwriter as he wrangles some of his worst depressive episodes. Not long after the release of his chart-topping album The River, Springsteen enters an introspective stretch: He moves to a ranch in Colts Neck, New Jersey, and subsumes himself in books and movies, drawing creative inspiration from, among others, Flannery O'Connor, Woody Guthrie, and Terrence Malick (particularly the latter's film Badlands).

Read: An ode to Jeremy Strong

Out of this jumble of Americana comes Nebraska, an album Springsteen creates from solo demos on a simple tape recorder. He assumes that he will expand on the songs in the studio later on with the E Street Band, but as time progresses, he can't shake the raw quality of the early recordings, and he eventually prevails on Landau and his record label to put out the original takes as an album. The period is a fascinating sliver of Springsteen's biography, but the stakes of Deliver Me From Nowhere don't hinge on whether Nebraska will resonate once it's released; after all, moviegoers likely know its reputation as a rock masterpiece. Instead, the director Scott Cooper's film turns on Landau recognizing that the tracks reflect Springsteen confronting inner darkness--including his conflicted feelings about his father and his fear of his growing fame--and nudging the musician to realize his need for further help.

In many a music biopic, the manager character poses a problem or an obstacle to the artist. Here, Landau functions more as an emotional keystone. A pivotal scene sees him sharing with Springsteen his worries about the singer's despondent moods. As written, the exchange involves Landau speaking with his client directly. But Strong, after talking with the real Landau, decided that playing music was the pair's true emotional shorthand; his character thus tries to get through to Springsteen by playing a Sam Cooke song. The actor had asked Springsteen what record might have worked, and the singer had offered some initial suggestions. None, Strong said, felt like the best fit. "I said to Bruce, 'What I'm looking for is: What song would you play if you wanted to save your friend's life?' He said, 'Let me think,'" the actor recalled. "Half an hour later--it's almost midnight--he said, 'You've stumped the band.'" Eventually, Springsteen sent over the Cooke song, called "The Last Mile of the Way." The exchange represents what Strong dubbed "organic discovery," a way to blend his immersion and his access to real-life figures to add greater texture, even if the "truth" that's being revealed is more poetic than literal.


Jeremy Strong as Jon Landau in Deliver Me From Nowhere. (Macall Polay / 20th Century Studios)



Springsteen proved important to the actor's research too. "When you get to the center of the map, where Jon Landau is, you're redirected to Bruce Springsteen," Strong told me. Landau has his own history, of course--he was a music critic for Rolling Stone and elsewhere in the late 1960s, and had impassioned ideas about the development of rock and roll in the United States. Strong devoured all of that material while accompanying Landau to Springsteen shows, where he'd watch the manager watch his client. "The expression of sheer love and awe in his eyes, it makes me want to cry," Strong said; he was struck by "the amount to which they care in this very cynical time that we live in, where people get all kinds of shit for caring about something too much."

Strong faces that charge himself. Playing someone such as Cohn, a public and much-imitated figure, is hard enough. Strong's approach (listening to hours and hours of Cohn's speeches, staying in character the whole time) adds another taxing layer to that effort. He seems not to know another way to achieve what he wants--he needs "a feeling of an inner authority so that I can believe in what I'm doing," he said. The focus required remains the same whether he's playing a famous figure or a version of someone's parent, as he did in the director James Gray's semi-autobiographical film Armageddon Time. Strong offered an analogy: "You're like a deep-sea diver, and you put the weight on your vest, you get down to depth, and you stay down there." To return to the surface too early would leave him, as he put it, "diluted."

Read: How music made Bruce Springsteen

His co-star White, Strong said, was similarly locked in; the two barely talked on set, each submerged in their character bubble. But few moviegoers know what Landau looks or sounds like. White, by contrast, is pretending to be one of America's greatest musical icons, even doing his own singing. He was also, perhaps appropriately for a man who is best known for his hangdog charm on The Bear, meant to capture a low moment in Springsteen's life. "I knew that what he was doing was really fucking hard, next to impossible. And so I was just trying to be there for him. And it was very easy," Strong said. Landau is the same way--a "steady hand," as Springsteen's frequent collaborator Jimmy Lovine explained, according to Strong. "So that's what I'm there to be."

As Zuckerberg in Sorkin's The Social Reckoning, Strong will be assuming a role that was played with nervy, youthful pique by Jesse Eisenberg back in 2010. Strong told me that he was in the middle of his latest transformation attempt, and that chatting with me was an active distraction: "There's something called 'switching costs.' And when you're trying to do press, and you're being a parent--every time your attention switches, you slide back down the hill." He did seem content to slide down the hill a little, though, and sit at a diner drinking coffee with me. Whatever spooky, self-involved capital-A Actor I'd imagined I would be having lunch with was not present. Maybe it's because Landau was a comparatively calm, sweet role to inhabit. Or maybe it's just because, for all the intensity, Strong clearly adores the challenge he creates for himself.
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The Appeal of the Campus Right

It's not about Donald Trump.

by Julia Steinberg

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




College campuses today have a reputation for being hostile to right-leaning students. As a recent graduate who became a conservative in college, I can't say I entirely agree. Yes, we're outnumbered, and yes, our ideas often get disregarded. Being a conservative might be socially disadvantageous. But if you want to know where the real political energy is on campuses, it's on the right.

The recent killing of Charlie Kirk, and the flood of interest in his organization, Turning Point USA, has drawn attention to college students' appetite for conservative ideas. I was not particularly inspired by Kirk in my personal ideological transformation as a student at Stanford University; Turning Point didn't have much of a presence on campus while I was there. But one principle he stood for--the celebration of debate, of a marketplace of ideas--is what first appealed to me about the right.

I arrived at Stanford in the fall of 2021 as a progressive from Los Angeles, where most of my peers and I had thought of conservatives as, essentially, evil. At a club fair, I signed up for the Stanford Young Democratic Socialists of America, as well as the leftist magazine, The Stanford Sphere. I hoped to live in one of Stanford's co-op houses, communal living spaces largely focused on left-leaning activism.

Read: The war at Stanford

As the school year got under way, however, I began to notice something that grated on me. Debates in the classroom, whether about socialism or Plato or the Quran, felt highly delicate, as if everyone was afraid of offending everyone else. Rather than "I disagree with so-and-so," it was more socially acceptable to say "piggybacking on so-and-so's point," even if there was a disagreement. When I finally found someone willing to have an extended intellectual debate with me--my problem-set partner for a logic course--I was interested to learn that he was a staff writer at the Stanford Review, the conservative publication on campus. He invited me to a meeting during winter quarter, and, mostly out of curiosity, I decided to attend.

What I saw there was the opposite of what I'd found in my classes: Students were encouraged to disagree with one another. At each meeting, students had to present--and defend--the articles they were working on; then the group would debate three topics, such as how the U.S. should respond to the war in Ukraine and whether Silicon Valley's relevance was waning. I kept going back to Review meetings, but I didn't tell many of my friends--I didn't want to be judged. Because of COVID restrictions, clubs at Stanford could meet in person only if they gathered outside. Each Monday night, I bundled up in thermal tights, gloves, and a heavy coat and slipped out of my dorm room.

When I pitched my first article for the Review--an essay arguing, partly based on my own experience, that COVID restrictions were shifting Stanford students to the right--I got helpful pushback on the idea from my peers at the publication. How could COVID, rather than administrative bloat or the unrest in the summer of 2020, be the causal mechanism? And were Stanford students even moving to the right? I went ahead with the article, and found, as I wrote, that the give-and-take during my presentation had prepared me to anticipate and address opposing arguments. I joined the staff of the Review during my freshman spring, started identifying as a conservative as a sophomore, and served as editor in chief of the publication during my senior year.

I am hardly the first person to change his or her political views in college. I'm also hardly the first person to find conservatism on Stanford's campus. The Stanford Review was founded in 1987 by Peter Thiel and Norman Book, both undergraduates at the time, as part of a larger movement that opposed the removal of a required "Western Culture" course from the curriculum. Many of my Review friends shared a similar trajectory to mine: They came into college as liberals and, seeking a place for debate, turned to conservative spaces on campus. Then they were persuaded by the conservative ideas themselves.

Read: Peter Thiel is taking a break from democracy

Or some subset of those ideas. What outsiders might not understand is that, at least in my experience, the appeal of conservatism on campus today isn't really about Donald Trump or Trumpism, or any other set of ideological beliefs. At the level of national politics, the GOP is full of Trump loyalists who refuse to break from the party line (even as some of Trump's prominent followers outside government have broken with him on certain issues). But at Stanford, the conservative culture was full of diversity and contradiction. The Review staff included MAGA diehards, traditional Catholics, anti-Trump neoconservatives, isolationists, anti-identity-politics liberals, Luddites, and (in my case) techno-capitalists, all challenging one another's ideas. Some of us voted for Trump; some of us did not. Still, most of us were excited when he won; there were two well-attended pro-Trump Election Night watch parties at Stanford. Since January 20, however, reactions have been mixed. Intellectually, Trump is far from the focal point of the conservative movement at Stanford.

What's driving it instead is a hunger for discourse. Throughout my senior year, I had coffee with students interested in writing for the Review. I would ask, "Why are you a conservative?" or, at the very least, "Why are you interested in writing for a conservative publication?" A few mentioned the riots that had destabilized American cities in 2020. Several mentioned COVID lockdowns and having to do school online. They told me about cancel culture among their peers. Underlying all this was a sense that the progressivism crowding the halls of their high schools was stifling. In that environment, questioning ideas seemed dangerous--and alluring. Preachy, judgmental authority has never sat well with young people. The young people of today see that authority in the establishment left, not the right.

At Stanford, this translated to a vibrant conservative scene and a lackluster liberal one. In my time there, the leftist magazine I had wanted to join as a freshman went defunct. (A new version, The Stanford Philistine, emerged, but its articles are anonymous and the last one was published in February.) Earlier this year, the school announced that two of the co-ops would be partially converted into regular housing because of lack of student interest. Meanwhile, many Review meetings during my tenure ran out of chairs. So did meetings of the underground conservative debate society. The David Network conference in Washington, D.C., which targets conservatives at elite colleges, drew 142 Stanford students in 2025 (and more than 900 total attendees); two years earlier, only about 60 students from Stanford had attended.

Stanford overall is still very liberal: 96 percent of political donations from Stanford-affiliated individuals in the 2024 election cycle went to Democrats, according to a Stanford Daily analysis of OpenSecrets data. The university doesn't publish data about its students' political leanings. But the Marriage Pact, a questionnaire-based matchmaking service started in 2017 by two Stanford students, asked more than 4,700 students about their politics last year. The group's numbers showed that freshman males were the most conservative group on campus; women were more liberal than men, but freshman females were more conservative than other women.

Derek Thompson: COVID pushed a generation of young people to the right

This tracks with trends across the country. Younger members of Gen Z are more conservative than older Gen Zs, and voters ages 18 to 29 drifted toward Trump in the election last year. At least anecdotally, other elite colleges are seeing new signs of conservatism on campus. The Harvard Salient, a conservative journal, went defunct in 2012 but was revived in 2021. A friend of mine in Yale's Conservative Party told me that last year's freshman cohort had 20 students, compared with the usual five to 10. (The group itself wouldn't confirm those numbers to me but said that the party had seen a "decent uptick in interest and involvement" over the past few years.)

Since this school year started, I've heard from Review staffers about how eager many freshmen are to join the publication and debate ideas. The first Review meeting was standing-room only. I expect that the Review will need a larger space soon. As a new generation of young conservatives has gone through college, we've realized that being forced to defend our ideas makes them stronger. For now, the marketplace of ideas has been abandoned by the left and turned into a thriving black market on the right. And the thing about black markets is that they are very difficult to shut down.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/college-conservatives/684660/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Worst Art Thief in America

<em>The Mastermind</em> is far more successful as a character study than as a heist movie.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




The director Kelly Reichardt encourages stillness. Her style--long takes and low stakes, often punctuated by unhurried silences--forces viewers to slow down, to immerse themselves in the atmosphere being created on-screen. Her movies can resemble landscape paintings, like those by the artist Arthur Dove. His work is featured in The Mastermind, her latest film, which mirrors the tableaus its protagonist covets: textured, abstract studies of reality that reveal their true potency over time.

James Blaine--or "J. B."--Mooney (played by Josh O'Connor) isn't the patient type, however. He's an unemployed carpenter who's grown restless amid his suburban comforts. Set in 1970 in Massachusetts, the film follows J. B. as he hatches a plan to steal four of Dove's paintings from the (fictional) Framingham Museum of Art. His plot would make the likes of Danny Ocean cringe: It involves having two amateurs rob the exhibit in broad daylight without any plan to circumvent the security guards. The pair is then to deliver the goods to an undisguised J. B. idling in a car outside the front entrance.

Unlike the successful smash-and-grab at the Louvre last weekend, J. B.'s scheme goes awry immediately. But the robbery isn't the primary focus anyway. The Mastermind--an ironic reference to J. B.--mines drama from its methodical deconstruction of the burglary's aftermath. J. B. clumsily goes on the lam, leaving a trail of hurt feelings and broken relationships in his wake. That contrast, between how meticulously Reichardt builds her story and the way her protagonist pinballs through his, yields a remarkably precise exploration of hubris as a self-destructive force. The Mastermind isn't a heist movie so much as a character study that dismantles the criminal himself, one selfish act at a time.

Read: Why are art heists so fascinating?

The film is also possibly Reichardt's funniest thus far. The small scale of the central heist allows the director to prioritize observing how J. B.'s troubles are caused by ordinary, easily avoided obstacles. J. B. rushes through vetting his criminal collaborators, because he's forgotten that he has to look after his sons, who don't have school that day. A cop happens to pull into the museum's parking lot, making J. B. panic, but J. B. didn't have to wait in such a conspicuous spot. (Even more amusing: The officer isn't keeping an eye out for would-be thieves at all; he's just taking a break to eat a sandwich.) One sequence shows J. B. hiding the paintings inside the loft of a barn, only to get covered in mud after the ladder he's using falls to the ground, leaving him stranded.

Yet J. B. is not entirely hapless either. The Mastermind makes clear that the cushy, middle-class life he leads is populated by similarly self-absorbed personalities. J. B.'s wife, Terri (Alana Haim), is so disinterested in J. B. that she can't be bothered to see what he's up to in the basement. His mother carefully compares the lengths of two halves of corn at a family dinner, keeping the longer one for herself while she tunes out the conversation. Buoyed by the composer Rob Mazurek's jazzy score, the film produces a rich portrait of 1970s suburbia and the jadedness such an environment could breed: Reichardt and her go-to cinematographer, Christopher Blauvelt, immerse J. B.'s town in a warm, autumnal glow, but his home is a dimly lit series of cramped spaces, full of faded upholstery, rumpled laundry, and board games played on the floor. It's no wonder J. B. can't take his eyes off of Dove's paintings, so striking in their designs and vivid in their hues. With apologies to Ariana Grande, his subsequent urge to steal them comes with a heavy whiff of thoughtless, "7 Rings"-esque materialism: He saw it. He liked it. He wanted it. He got it. He's an inelegant protagonist, seemingly incapable of considering what happens next, because he's never had to do so.

O'Connor is no stranger to playing an art thief, and his understated performance finds compelling shades of a man who commits such an obviously boneheaded act without a clear motive. As clues to J. B.'s mentality emerge, O'Connor imbues the character with a hangdog charisma that deepens each revelation. J. B.'s family, for instance, turns out to be wealthy enough to support him; when cops stop by his home, he sheepishly name-drops his father, the local judge, to defend himself. Even when he goes on the run, J. B. moves through the world as if everything will turn out fine for him. He seems genuinely shocked when he's told he can't stay with two art-school friends of his for more than a night.

Read: An entrancing fairy tale about Italian grave robbers

What J. B. has aced is clearly not the art of persuasion or thievery. His real specialty, The Mastermind suggests, is his ability to tune out everything but his own wants and needs. Reichardt blankets the world around J. B. with period-specific details: She lets the audience notice the Army-recruitment poster affixed to the wall behind J. B. at a bus station, the radio reports about the Vietnam War that play in the background while J. B. concentrates on assembling a false passport for himself, and the protests in the streets of Cincinnati that J. B. casually wanders into. Images of flimsy objects pepper the film too, conjuring a sense of inevitability to J. B.'s comeuppance. Reichardt lingers on the paper plane that one of J. B.'s sons grips while running through the museum, as well as a woman dashing through the streets amid a downpour with only a newspaper to shield her. The life J. B. has led, as mundane as it is, has never been sturdy either. By taking it for granted, J. B., who doesn't actually steal very much from the museum, robs the most from himself.
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Trump's Partisan Redistribution of Wealth

The president<strong> </strong>is using the shutdown to shake down blue states.

by Annie Lowrey

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




The federal shutdown is dragging into its fourth week with no end in sight. TSA workers are not getting paid for screening airport passengers' bags for contraband. National parks are asking tourists for donations. Prospective homebuyers are struggling to secure flood insurance. Start-ups are idling, figuring out if they can go public.

As much of America stalls and sputters, President Donald Trump is forging ahead on a plan to remake the government's budget without Congress's assent. His administration has used the shutdown as a pretext to withhold billions of dollars from scores of projects: a subway line in Manhattan, a utility microgrid in Oahu. The White House has diverted anti-terrorism money to red states and canceled clean-energy projects in blue states. Trump's goal is not only to make the government smaller again but also to alter the country's economic geography, pushing Democratic regions to falter and Republican ones to flourish.

None of this is subtle. "We're cutting Democrat programs that we didn't want, because, I mean, they made one mistake," Trump said, referring to Democratic legislators who declined to vote for the GOP's spending proposals. "They didn't realize that that gives me the right to cut."

Democrats may have made plenty of mistakes, but they did not give the president the right to axe congressionally approved programs when they declined to vote for the GOP's appropriations proposals. The legislature retains the power to decide how much money to collect from taxpayers and how to spend it.

Read: Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown

And what's true during the shutdown is true when the government is open too: Congress is supposed to have control of the purse. Nevertheless, the shutdown rescissions are merely Trump's latest effort to use the federal budget to punish Democratic places and voters. In recent months, the administration has sued, investigated, or defunded bastions of the left--universities, scientific-research institutions, think tanks, museums, media outlets, law offices, civic nonprofits, green-energy companies, the civil service. It has gone after "woke" functions of the government, such as agencies aiding Black families and supporting clean-energy production. And it has pulled dollars from Democratic areas and pushed them to Republican ones: moving Space Command headquarters from Colorado to Alabama, closing five of the 10 regional offices of the Department of Health and Human Services--specifically, the ones based in Boston, Chicago, New York, San Francisco, and Seattle.

Now Trump has used the lapse in appropriations to declare a kind of budgetary free-for-all. Russell Vought, the White House budget chief, has directed the Army Corps of Engineers to pause "over $11 billion in lower-priority projects" in New York, San Francisco, Boston, and Baltimore--those cities, again! The White House has frozen money for the renovation and expansion of the railway tunnels connecting New York and New Jersey, arguing that "unconstitutional DEI principles" were used in the financing process. Work on the tunnels is already under way; a cofferdam the size of an oil tanker is anchored in the Hudson.

Again, the White House is not supposed to have a magic line-item eraser that allows it to alter congressional spending plans. That was true when DOGE's unvetted stooges fired thousands of civil servants and kneecapped entire agencies during Trump's first weeks in office. It was true when the White House delayed or canceled financing for elementary schools, libraries, weather-forecasting programs, and NIH research projects earlier this year. It's true today.

Although, in some cases, the courts have allowed the White House to slash programmatic financing and reduce head counts, judges are still likely to force Trump to release some of the money he's refusing to spend during the shutdown. If they do not, Trump's vindictive budgeting might slow down projects and inconvenience millions of Americans, including New York's commuters. But the rescissions will total perhaps $30 billion-- a rounding error in terms of the nation's GDP and a sliver of the $1 trillion the government spends on nondefense discretionary programs each year.

In a broader sense, and despite his vindictive intentions, Trump's economic project actually threatens red districts more than blue ones. His signature second-term domestic-policy package, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, slashes the Medicaid budget by close to $1 trillion, which means that hundreds of small-town hospitals in Appalachia and clinics in the Deep South might not be able to keep their doors open. Two of the three states expected to see the largest increases in their uninsured populations are Kentucky and Louisiana.

Read: The Project 2025 shutdown is here

Right now, Republicans are extending the shutdown to deny insurance subsidies to families that purchase health coverage on the Affordable Care Act exchanges. If the GOP succeeds, an estimated 20 million households will see their premiums rise next year. South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, Texas, and Utah would be hardest hit, the Kaiser Family Foundation has estimated.

Trump's trade war has functioned as a sales tax on every single American household. The average family will pay $1,800 more a year for groceries, clothing, and other common goods thanks to the tariffs. But manufacturers and farmers have so far borne the brunt of the pain. Input prices have soared: The costs of fertilizer, machinery, lumber, aluminum, steel, and auto parts have risen. Export demand has plunged as the United States' trading partners have put retaliatory tariffs in place. The agricultural sector is in the midst of a quiet recession; the manufacturing sector is shedding jobs. Bright-red states such as Iowa, South Dakota, and Indiana are getting the worst of it.

Trump might want to use his executive power to damage the country's blue islands and coastal elites, but the places he's harming the most are the very ones that powered his rise. No one should feel any schadenfreude, however, because pain in red states will spill over into blue states, and pain in blue states will spill over into red ones. A farm failing in Iowa has a way of increasing the cost of breakfast in Los Angeles. A hospital closing in Louisiana means fewer job opportunities for health aides training in Seattle. A cut to heavy-infrastructure spending in New Jersey might depress sales for a machinery business in Ohio. An HHS office shutting down in San Francisco might mean falling IT spending in Virginia. The country's economy is more interconnected than Trump realizes, and its polity more indivisible than he might think too: There are more Republicans in California than there are in the Deep South. More Texans and Floridians voted for Kamala Harris than did residents of New England.

In the United States' economy, there's no way to separate "us" from "them." When Trump signs bills that help the rich and hurt the poor, he ends up hurting everyone. When he punishes blue places, he damages red ones too. We're in this together, whether Trump sees it that way or not.
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Why I Run

<span><span>I took up the sport to be like my father. I kept going because he stopped.</span></span>

by Nicholas Thompson

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Ten years ago, when I turned 40, my father posted a birthday message on my Facebook page that was visible to all of my friends and followers. I had a great life, he said: a loving wife, three beautiful children, a successful career. But all men's lives fall apart at this age, he warned. He was 73 then, and was thinking of his own life and of his father's. There is too much pressure and there are too many temptations, he said. He had entered a spiral at 40 from which he never recovered. He hoped the same would not happen to me.

I read the post, puzzled. It was a private note in a very public place. I responded with humor and deflection, but it made me realize something. My father's old friends always said that I remind them of him. I had spent much of my life trying to be like him: going to the same schools, traveling to the same places, taking up the same hobbies, forever seeking his approval. But I also desperately wanted not to be like him. I didn't want my discipline to drop. I didn't want my id to overcome my superego. I didn't want my life to fall apart at 40.

Running seemed like it might be the key. Running had helped him hold things together until middle age. Then he had stopped. I had run with him for years, and I was still competing in marathons. I was going to keep on running, and I was going to keep doing it well.

People often told me that my father was unlike anyone they'd ever known. He'd grown up in Oklahoma and escaped an unhappy home by winning a scholarship at Phillips Academy Andover, another at Stanford, and then a Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford. When he met John F. Kennedy in 1960, Kennedy joked that my father might make it to the White House before he did.

For all of his early promise, though, professional success didn't come easily. He entered academia while dreaming of politics, but didn't find satisfaction in the former or success in the latter. By the time I was born, in 1975, he was drinking too much, smoking too much, and worrying too much. Then he started to run. The great running boom of the 1970s had inspired him, and the sport offered discipline and structure to his ever more fermented days. When I was about 5, he'd head out in the mornings, and I liked to tag along when he would let me. Running a full mile made me feel as though I'd done something real. I remember proudly placing my tiny sneakers next to his by the front door of our house in suburban Boston. When I picture him now, I see him as he was then, strong and smiling, and running.

By the late 1970s, my father had earned a name as a young public intellectual and Cold War hawk. He won a White House fellowship and, for the next few years, traveled around the country for television appearances and debates. In one memorable exchange, he was debating arms control. His interlocutor declared that my father stood only for the Republican Party but that she stood for all of humanity. That may be true, my father responded, "but at least I have been delegated for my representation."

Even as his professional stature rose, he battled alcoholism and gradually came to the realization that he was gay. He started a relationship with a 25-year-old male chemical engineer from MIT, and then one day he was gone, off to Washington, D.C. He got a job under President Ronald Reagan and started running even more, hoping to calm the chaos of his life. He ran every morning, alternating runs of 12 miles and six miles. When I visited him at his new home in Dupont Circle, he would head out on a run before I woke up and return, covered in sweat, just as I was making my way down his dusty, half-renovated stairway with its broken banister.

In 1982, he entered the New York City Marathon and headed to the start in Staten Island, where he sat and listened to Vivaldi's Orlando Furioso on his Walkman. It was, he would later write, appropriate that he was listening to an opera about "a stirring figure driven mad by the world's demands." I was 7, and I came to watch him. I stood just past the Queensboro Bridge, where I handed my father a bottle of orange juice and a new pair of shoes. He finished in a hair over three hours. It was the fastest marathon he would ever run.

My father's life in Washington was manic and confused, and he was entering a period of record-setting promiscuity and little sleep. He once told me that a person has the ability to resist the first affair in a relationship, but once the dam is broken, the waters flood out. The difference between zero and one affair is large; the difference between one and 100, he explained, is small. He began to date a string of inappropriate men, including a kleptomaniac who stole art from high-end auction houses, tried to poison my dog, and ran over my older sister's cat. Not long after my father moved to Washington, he received the most traumatic news of his life. He visited a doctor, who pronounced that he was HIV-positive. "In a sense, I felt liberated," he later wrote in his memoir. "The fit outcome of this interminable ordeal was to be not redemption but death."

I was 10 years old when he told me that he was going to be dead within a year. We were in the car, just the two of us, on Interstate 66 in Virginia. I was sitting in the passenger seat, and I didn't quite understand. I tried to laugh and tell him that yes, I knew everyone died, but he wasn't going to. Still, he seemed sincere. He wanted me to know that he loved me and that I would be okay without him. I bottled the news deep inside. I never told anyone.

A year later, he enrolled in a study of healthy HIV-positive men. Shortly thereafter, he got a call from Anthony Fauci, the new director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, calmly saying that my father would be removed from the study because he didn't have the disease after all. "We ran the test three ways," Fauci told him. My father walked outside into the spring sunshine, elated and unsettled. A few weeks later, he told me that, actually, he was going to be fine. In later years, he would say that Fauci had "sentenced me to life."

My two sisters and I would see our father once a week for dinner in Boston, and we'd travel to Washington, or to his farm in Warrenton, Virginia, for occasional weekend and summer trips. My father's central project was to keep my sisters and me--but particularly me--from going soft. He worried that we would emerge from our suburban private school without calluses on our hands. He had left Oklahoma to join the New England elite. Now he wanted to put a little Oklahoma into his New England elitists. He gave us lists of chores at the farm--sweep the patio, mow the lawn--which he'd put on the fridge, and paid us 25 cents for finishing each one. He taught me to rotate the tires on a car and to drive a tractor. We dug huge firepits to burn our garbage and spent weeks planting poplar trees along the driveway. My sisters and I painted all the rooms in the house. Every summer, we stained the outdoor porch and pulled out the nails that had popped up in the Virginia humidity. Every now and then, my father and I would put on our worn-out sneakers, yell for the dogs, and run a mile or two down the Virginia roads.


The author and his father at his house in Washington, D.C., around 1994 (Courtesy of Nicholas Thompson)



My father often talked about momentum in life. Sometimes you have it: Each success makes the next a little easier and a little more likely. Sometimes you don't, and your losses compound. When you have it, he would tell me, keep it and use it. Focus. Get more done. When you don't have it, he'd say, well, try to get it back. I think of this frequently when I head out for a run. To have run during a day is to have at least done that. As my father descended into mania, the days when he ran were the days he kept everything else in control. If he had run more, could he have done more? When I was a child, there were days when I woke up and wished he hadn't already put on his sneakers and left the house. Now, looking back, I wish he had kept doing it for longer.

When I was in my 20s, I tried to accomplish my father's goal of running a marathon in less than three hours--but I had no idea how to do it. I signed up for five, started four, completed three, and came within half an hour of my goal in two. In only one did I run the entire way, without slowing down to walk. In the 2003 New York City Marathon, I dropped out at mile 23. My knee hurt. But something always hurts that late in a marathon. I quit because I was afraid to fail, and my knee gave me an excuse. It turned out to be the only time my father came to one of my marathons, and I gave up.

Around that time, my professional life was the same goat rodeo as my running. I had fallen in love with journalism, but journalism hadn't fallen in love with me. In 1997, I was fired less than an hour into my first job, as an associate producer at 60 Minutes, because a senior executive decided I didn't have enough experience and shouldn't have been hired in the first place. By 2004, I was stuck in a different kind of rut. My wife, Danielle, and I were living in New York. I had been rejected from dozens of full-time jobs and was struggling as a freelancer. I took assignments that required waking up at 2 a.m., and earned a couple hundred dollars a day playing guitar on the platforms of the L train. My worst moment came when I submitted a guest essay to the Washington Monthly. An editor sent me helpful feedback but mistakenly included an email chain that I wasn't meant to see. One of my closest friends in the industry had written a scathing assessment both of the story and of my general abilities. Maybe I just wasn't good enough? I applied to law school and was admitted to NYU. I needed something new.

All the while, I kept running. In May 2005, I entered the Delaware Marathon. This time I did it right. I started out at a 6:45-per-mile pace and stayed steady as the course looped through downtown Wilmington. Even with a mile to go, I was terrified that I would fail: that my hips would freeze, that my knees would buckle, that my calf would tear. Repeated failure is both a motivator and a demon. In this case, it drove me forward. Soon I could see the finish line and the race clock, with the seconds ticking up from 2:57. For eight years, I had held in my mind the goal of breaking three hours. Now I had done it.

When running was going right, the rest of my life seemed to follow. In the months after Delaware, I got a job as an editor at Wired and scrapped the idea of law school. I wrote and sold a proposal for a book. I had momentum. In November 2005, I ran the New York City Marathon in 2:43:51, putting me in 146th place out of 37,000 entrants. I was starting to understand hard training. I figured I would keep going and get faster still.

Two weeks after that marathon, I saw my doctor for my annual physical. He took the usual measurements and ran through the usual routine. Then he put his fingers on my throat to check for lumps. He lingered a little longer than normal on one spot. "There's something there," he said. He told me that the lump could be completely benign, but there was a chance it might not be. I didn't worry much. I had just run a fast marathon. I had always eaten a lot of spinach and hydrated well. I had many insecurities, but my health was not one of them. I was only 30, after all.

Gradually, though, the prognosis darkened. I traveled through hospitals for tests in blue gowns, each time certain that the next result would vindicate my assumption that the lump was just a benign biological blip. But each test result only made my odds worse. Eventually, the doctors determined that the sole option was surgery. My mother came to New York, and she and Danielle took me to NYU's Tisch Hospital.

My father was not there that day. Stress made him short-circuit. He couldn't talk about the possibility of cancer, and he certainly couldn't offer any help. He started drinking more and writing me less. He later told me that he had become convinced that I would die. My mother, meanwhile, had never been more in control. She could be overwhelmed by small voltage shifts or tiny bits of stress--like making sure someone had put the potatoes in the oven on time. Actual catastrophes, like my illness, seemed to make her calmer. I think my mother could have been an excellent marathoner.

After the surgery, I felt nauseated, and I wasn't allowed to exercise for three weeks. I had a scar resembling a necklace, which I'll have as a marker for the rest of my life. My neck felt out of balance, like I was a strawberry with the stem partly cut off. I waited a week for the lab results. Then one day, I got the call. The tumor was benign. Two weeks later, I got a second phone call: The first group of doctors had read the slide wrong, and a review team had determined that I had thyroid cancer. It was an eminently treatable variant, with a survival rate of more than 90 percent. But it was still cancer.

In short order, I would need a second surgery to get the rest of the thyroid out. My neck already felt vulnerable. Now they would have to cut again. My mother came down for this surgery, too. After the second operation, I was miserable. Without my thyroid, I was dizzy constantly and couldn't regulate my temperature. I felt cold when others felt warm. My tendons hurt. I got headaches all the time. And I had to prepare for a radiation treatment.

I bicycled to the hospital in Midtown Manhattan, where I was given a radioactive pill to swallow. It felt oddly normal for such a grave circumstance--like taking a multivitamin that came packed in an imposing lead container. But once I had swallowed it, I was a moving radiation site. I had to leave quickly, get on my bicycle, and try to stay as far away as possible from everyone else as I pedaled back home to Brooklyn. Danielle moved in with friends. Every day, she would come by our apartment and drop off soup for me at the door. I spent a week alone as the radiation moved through my body, hunting down the cancerous cells. I tried to stay calm and I kept doing my job at Wired, editing stories by email. But I wasn't just dealing with pain; I was confronting death in a way that I hadn't had to before.

We all, of course, are dying every day. However you do the math, we aren't around for very long. But as I sat alone in our one-bedroom apartment, with radiation ripping my body apart, death was no longer just an intellectual exercise. Five months earlier, I had been a sub-elite marathoner; now, as I lay in agony on our red rug, I felt like that man had melted. I had been torn apart, and it was all because of a cluster of cells I could neither see nor feel. The week of isolation ended, though, as I knew it would. It felt like the winter solstice: The evenings were still dark, but now every day would get lighter. I deep-cleaned the apartment with the windows wide open and Danielle came back. More scans made clear that the cancer was gone. Now I could begin the process of recovering.

My diagnosis had come right after my triumphant marathon, and I believed that the only way to put it in the past was to run again. Odysseus had to string his old bow and fire an arrow through 12 axe heads to prove that he was the man he had once been. I needed to run another marathon.

I gradually started to train. My new medications made me perpetually dizzy, and I had to progress slowly from walking to bicycling to running. I had lost my strength and some of my coordination. My body had once seemed like a finely tuned instrument; now it would sometimes slide wildly out of key. I'd run two miles into Prospect Park and start to see double. I'd stop, and trudge slowly back. But I kept progressing. I got stronger, and I began to remember what it felt like to go fast.

As I healed, cancer went from the only thing I thought about to something I thought about once a day, and then to something I could put to the side. When I did come back to it, I was often running.

Two years later, in November 2007, I was back on the starting line of the New York City Marathon. The announcer called out, "On your marks." I tensed out of habit and leaned forward, putting my weight on my toes. I crossed myself as a reminder that what I was about to do was both spiritual and quite hard. Then the gun fired. Across the Verrazzano-Narrows Bridge we went, looking left to see the skyscrapers of downtown Manhattan. The bridge swayed ever so slightly as the mass of runners began to storm across.

With each step, I tried to visualize a different part of my body, moving with strength and relaxation. I thought about my toes pressing through my soft socks, onto the foam of my racing shoes, onto the hard asphalt, and then pushing me off. I marveled, as I often do, about how strange it is that one spends roughly half of each race suspended in the air.

After 44 minutes, I neared my favorite spot of the whole race: mile seven, where Danielle would emerge from Union Street in Park Slope, Brooklyn. Several blocks before that, I moved out of my pack to the right side of the road so that she'd be able to spot me. She stepped out of the crowd, and I stepped toward her and kissed her on the cheek. I thought back to two years earlier, when she had waited at the very same spot as I ran toward her with an unknown poison growing in my neck.

Later in the race, as I crossed from Queens to Manhattan, I spotted the exact place where I had stood in 1982, searching for my father in the sea of runners. I remember watching him swing out of the pack toward me. I remember the sweat on his hairy shoulders, and I remember a sense of love that emanated from him as he bent down on one knee, almost in prayer, tying the knots of the shoes I had given him.

By the time I hit mile 21 and entered Harlem, I had to fight with myself to keep going. Running with speed isn't just a physiological process; it's a psychological one. You have to remember what it feels like to pump your arms and legs in sync at a rapid cadence. You have to remember how to make yourself run up the hill that you don't want to run up anymore. I had spent years learning these skills, and then a clump of cells in my neck had forced me to learn them again.

The course enters Central Park at East 90th Street, just before the marker for mile 24. By now my mind was almost empty. Finally, I saw the finish. I started to sprint as best I could. We get through most days in life without having to really think about death, which also means that we don't spend a lot of time dwelling on the remarkable fact that we are alive.

That day, I ran the New York City Marathon in 2:43:38--13 seconds faster than I had run it before I got sick. I cried at the finish line. Later, as I headed down to the train that would take me home, an elderly man asked how I had done. "I did great," I responded with a smile. He nodded, and I had a sense that he understood precisely what I meant: that I had pushed through something terrifying in life and come out on the other side just a bit stronger. I got onto the train and began the trip home, heading south under the city while above me thousands of marathon runners were still heading north toward the finish line.

By the time I ran my next marathon, I was a father. In just a few years, Danielle and I had three sons. Being a parent led me to discover what I consider the ideal form of cross-training. I wrestled constantly with my boys. We played so much hallway soccer that we chipped all the paint off the inside of the apartment's front door. We played Nerf basketball, in which I could block shots only with my head. Each summer, up in the Catskills, we played "water wars," in which I would try to swim across a pond and get up on a small beach they were guarding.

We created endless mayhem in our Brooklyn apartment. We broke vases, knocked over plants, and occasionally woke up the neighbors. But we had a lot of fun. And for 10 years I kept marathoning, and never once missed a workout or a race because of injury. I ran the New York City Marathon almost every year, and almost every year, I finished just around 2:43.

My father moved to Asia in the 2000s. He had an academic interest in the region and an attraction to the young men who lived there. He also wanted to avoid the tax authorities in the United States, who had noticed that he hadn't paid his returns in several years. But he came to Brooklyn to visit soon after our oldest son, Ellis, was born, and I was startled both by his obvious love and admiration for his grandchild and by his total incompetence. He didn't know how to hold a baby: Trying to hoist Ellis, he looked like a man attempting to lift a greasy turkey from the fridge. He had no idea how to change a diaper, making me suspect that he had never changed mine.

He came back when the other two boys arrived, brimming with love and carting chaos. He'd say he had to step outside to buy aspirin, and then I'd find him smoking and slugging gin and orange juice on the front stoop. One morning, sitting in our apartment overlooking Grand Army Plaza, with piles of his papers tossed upon our dinner table, he told me that his iPad had crashed and that he needed me to fix it. I rebooted it, only to discover that he had been trying to schedule time with a male prostitute in our guest room after Danielle and I headed out for work. It hadn't occurred to my dad that the children, and their nanny, would still be there. I told him that I'd fixed the device but that he really shouldn't do the thing he'd just been doing. He declared that he hadn't been doing anything at all except working on an op-ed for The Jakarta Post. I walked down the stairs and told the doorman to not let anyone in while I was gone. That night, I balanced a chair against my father's door in such a way that it would clatter if he headed out.

In 2013, my father planned a visit that coincided with the Brooklyn Marathon, a race of eight loops around Prospect Park that I had signed up to run. I had practically begged him to come to watch--I desperately wanted him to see me run fast at least once. But he didn't make it in time. He showed up that afternoon, as I hobbled around the apartment with my aching post-marathon quads. He, too, was struggling to walk, having just had an operation on one of his hips. He told me that his struggles reminded him how important it is to remember a child's first steps. This time I put him in an Airbnb in a fancy building on Prospect Park West. It seemed like a success, and the host was delighted to have such a smart and worldly man in the apartment. On the final morning, though, I came to pick my father up, and he hurried out the door. He had become incontinent during the night, wasn't quite sure what had happened, and wanted to get out fast. I sent an extra-large tip.

My father would never see me run another marathon, but my children would. Each year, they would come and cheer me on as I raced the New York City Marathon. I don't know what they'll think of marathoners when they've moved out or when I'm gone. I hope, though, that one day in the future, in whichever cities they live, they stand on the sidelines of a major race, watching the runners flow by, remembering cold November mornings from a generation ago when their father, then strong and quick, ran by. I hope, too, that maybe they have absorbed some of the things that I've learned from training. As young children, they didn't really have a sense of the way I did my job as a journalist or a CEO. Physical work made much more sense. They could see how tired I was after a workout, and they could appreciate what it meant to have run 20 miles before breakfast.


The author and his son Zachary after finishing the Northeast Harbor Five-Mile Road Race in 2021 (Courtesy of Nicholas Thompson)



At the same time, I have worried over the years about whether my running detracts from my family and my work. Every now and then, I think I should take all my racing shoes and lock them in the attic. Running can be selfish and a waste of time. I couldn't be the perfect parent, or the perfect CEO, even if I had 25 hours in a day. How can I possibly hope to be so if I only really have 23?

There are days when my running annoys my wife, my children, or my colleagues. I've accidentally woken up Danielle far too many times while heading out the door in the morning. The list of minor infractions is long. We basically have a deal. I try my best to make my obsession as minimally disruptive as possible. She rolls with the disruption and knows that I'll make it up to her in other ways. And she also knows that running has become an essential part of my life. It's the part of my day when I disconnect from screens and let my mind drift usefully and turn over problems. It encourages simple habits--healthy sleep, healthy eating, moderate drinking--that help me improve as a father and business leader just as much as they help me improve as a runner. Running has taught me to have total trust in the compound interest gained from steady day-by-day work. I got fast by running hard, consistently, and wasting very little time worrying about how ambitious my goals were. One lesson I learned about running that also applies to writing: The best time to do something important is usually right now. And when you have to get something done in a short amount of time, it's wise not to spend that time complaining about how little time you have.

I learned, through practice, how to stay calm under stress. There were some deeper lessons, too. To improve at running, you have to make yourself uncomfortable and push yourself to go at speeds that seem too fast. The same is true in a complicated job. Our minds create limits for us when we're afraid of failure, not because it's actually time to slow down or stop. Which has done more to shape my mind: running or work? I don't know. But I do think that those two parts of my life are now deeply intertwined.

In 2016, my father sent me an email while feeling particularly depressed. He wrote, "I'm in a corner, No Exit." This was a hard time in my father's life. He was 74 years old. His hands were cragged and bent from arthritis and years hunched over a keyboard. His liver was worn out from decades of overuse. He had lost most of his hair and dyed the last tufts an odd shade of rusty red. His teeth were rotting; his toenails were mostly black. If he wanted to walk for any distance, he had to do it in a pool. One day, he found himself sitting in his car for 30 minutes struggling to breathe. He was living in Bali, and that night, at 3 a.m. his time, he sent me another email, with the header "Saying thanks in the twilight zone."

He wanted to tell me how much he had loved spending time with me in my 20s, and to apologize for some of his behavior then. I read the email more in sorrow than in fear. He often talked about premonitions of the end. I was used to the drama. I responded quickly with a photograph of my three boys eating chips and guacamole. In another gloomy email, he wrote that he was thinking back to me running with him in Boston: "Memories keep coming back, old age. Little boy joining me last half km of jog."

Around this time, he wrote me that he needed a $1,500 loan to cover hotel expenses in Malaysia. He'd been charged double for a flight he took and there was some complexity involving a new boyfriend. He had some art he could sell, he claimed, and he promised to pay me back soon with interest. I knew he wouldn't, and I was frustrated. I told him, perhaps too coldly, that I didn't feel comfortable being a lender of last resort. I suspected that the problem wasn't the price of the hotel but rather the price of the man. He immediately wrote to my older sister, cc'ing me, and declared that he was cutting me out of his will and that suicide was at hand. He said that he had already taken the pills. His death, he wrote, "will give all of you a sigh of relief, one in particular." In another email, he told my sister and me: "May you find as much happiness as I've enjoyed in recent years." I called him and then paid the hotel bill. Soon everything was fine, and he was sending cheerful emails again. The hotel, he noted, had a very cool book on guitars. It wasn't the only time he threatened to kill himself to wrangle some money out of me.

When my father died of a heart attack the next year, my sisters and I traveled to the Philippines for his funeral. I put on my running shoes and headed up the hill above the villa where he had been living. Batangas is a tough place to run: The roads don't have shoulders; there are dogs everywhere; jitneys screech by. That day, it was 90 degrees and humid. But I take pride in being able to run anywhere, and I wanted to understand this place and what he'd seen there. I moved slowly up, past Banga Elementary School. Then I stopped. I wondered how far I was from the antipodal point of the planet from where my father had grown up. If he had started digging a hole as a child in Oklahoma and gone all the way to the other side of the Earth, how far would he have ended up from here?

I jogged back down to the house. Some of his friends from around the world had flown in, and soon it was time for the ceremony. He had always loved music, so I brought out my guitar and played a short song I had composed for him. We all toasted his life, and the theme was similar whether expressed by the Filipinos, the Americans, or the Europeans: No one had ever known anyone quite like Scott Thompson.

I run about 3,000 miles a year, and it takes about eight hours out of every week. In recent years, I've moved beyond the marathons and begun running ultras: racing deep into the mountains, starting in the darkness and then trying to finish before the sun goes down. I've gotten faster with age, too. In my mid-40s, I dropped my marathon time to 2:29. In 2021, I set the American record for men my age in the 50K. In April, I ran the fastest 50-mile time in the world this year for anyone over the age of 45.

When you train seriously as a runner, you realize two wonderful things: You can't get faster by magic, and you do get faster with effort. There are ways to optimize and to train smarter. And there are times when you work and work and don't get the result you want. But really, to get faster, particularly in a long race like a marathon, you have to go out every day and run--even when you're sore, tired, cold, grumpy, busy, or all of the above. You have to run when you have aches, blisters, cramps, diarrhea, exhaustion, fasciitis, grogginess, headaches, ingrown toenails, jock itch, knee pain, lightheadedness, myalgia, numbness, overheating, panic, queasiness, rashes, swelling, toothaches, unhappiness, vomit, wounds, and xanthomas. You may have to run through swarms of yellow jackets, and you definitely have to run when you're zonked.


At the end of a track race at Icahn Stadium, in New York City, in 2021 (Dave Hashim)



You have to learn to enjoy the pain. You have to convince yourself over and over that the goal is worth the struggle. You have to run when you don't want to, and you have to do the extra loop around the lake when everything is telling you to go back home. You have to believe in the process. You have to believe that brick by brick, run by run, your body and mind are getting stronger. You have to believe this on days when you run slower than you did the week before. And if you want to run faster than you did before, you have to strain your body more than you did before. You have to build resilience so you can push yourself even more the next time you run. You have to search for that mystical sensation--the crux of this sport--where pleasure and pain blur into one. When you get there, pain means progress and progress means pleasure.

There are a lot of reasons I run. I like the mental space it gives me. I like setting goals and trying to meet them. I like the feeling of my feet hitting the ground and the wind in my hair. I like to remember that I'm still alive, and that I survived my cancer. I think it makes me better at my job. But really I run because of my father. Running connects me to my father, reminds me of my father, and gives me a way to avoid becoming my father. My father led a deeply complicated and broken life. But he gave me many things, including the gift of running--a gift that opens the world to anyone who accepts it.



This essay was adapted from Nicholas Thompson's new book, The Running Ground. It appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "Why I Run."
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China Gets Tough on Trump

Beijing explores the leverage it now has to work its geopolitical will.

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Donald Trump has always talked tough about China. He returned to the White House in January gunning for a renewed trade war and demanding that Beijing suppress the illicit fentanyl trade, which kills tens of thousands of Americans each year. What he seems not to have planned for is the response: China is getting tough on Trump.

Earlier this month, Beijing announced that it was tightening export controls on rare-earth metals. These elements are indispensable for manufacturing semiconductors, weapons systems, and other products vital to American national security. China processes 90 percent of rare earths globally. Now some foreign companies that use them in their products may need approval from the Chinese government to export those products to customers.

Beijing began curtailing the export of rare earths to the United States at the height of the trade dispute in April. A worried Trump team prioritized securing supply in its negotiations with China at that time. This month's move has once again put Washington on the back foot. "I don't want them to play the rare-earth game with us," Trump said on Sunday.

A few days after the rare-earths announcement, Beijing struck out against the American shipbuilding industry. In an investigation that concluded in January, Washington determined that China has been engaging in unfair practices to promote its shipbuilders. According to Beijing, five U.S.-linked subsidiaries of a South Korean shipbuilder called Hanwha Ocean cooperated with this U.S. probe. Hanwha is a major investor in American shipbuilding, an industry that Trump seeks to expand. Now China has announced sanctions forbidding Chinese companies and nationals from doing business with Hanwha's subsidiaries. Losing access to Chinese-made equipment could hamper Hanwha's plans to expand its U.S. operations.

Read: How America lost control of the seas

These maneuvers succeeded others China made in the spring. In May, Beijing stopped buying U.S. soybeans. The loss hit American farmers, a core Trump constituency, particularly hard; Trump has since promised them a bailout expected to run into the billions of dollars.

Trump and China's leader, Xi Jinping, are slated to meet at the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in South Korea at the end of the month. Chinese leaders may decide to continue dialing up tensions, perhaps even derailing the talks and reigniting the spring's tit-for-tat tariff war. Trump has already threatened to impose an additional 100 percent tariff on Chinese imports on November 1, in response to Beijing's rare-earths controls, and the Chinese government has warned that it would retaliate.

Trump and his team seem keen on downplaying the unease between the two countries. U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet his Chinese counterpart in the coming days in Malaysia, likely to try to relieve it. "Don't worry about China, it will all be fine!" Trump posted on social media after fears of a renewed trade conflict sparked a sell-off on Wall Street. "Highly respected President Xi just had a bad moment."

China's leaders have proved adept at exploiting Trump's political vulnerabilities by withholding what he wants or needs--making him supplicate for a trade pact, for example, or a fentanyl agreement, or even soybean imports. Trump has managed to extract just one concession from Beijing: a deal to rescue TikTok's U.S. operation by arranging for American investors to take majority ownership. But even that may not be a done deal, as the Chinese government has not confirmed that Xi has given his consent.

Xi could be using rare-earths restrictions and soybean imports to build up his negotiating leverage--to get Trump to loosen U.S. export controls on advanced AI chips, for example, or pull back support for Taiwan. But the measures also suggest something more sweeping about China's understanding of its economic might. The new rare-earths restrictions can be deployed not only against the United States, but against any country that dares to oppose Xi's will. This marks a real shift in Chinese policy--a willingness to use economic power to compel companies around the world to act in Beijing's interest.

The move could easily backfire. Trading partners could seek to cut China out of global supply chains if they find that access to vital Chinese-made products has become unreliable. But that's a risk Xi may be willing to take in a world where global economic relations are defined by competition more than by integration. Trump, with his tariffs and his threats, may well discover that what goes around comes around.
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Why I'm Not Freaking Out About My Students Using AI

Young people are reading less and relying on bots, but there are other ways to teach people how to think.

by John McWhorter

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




My tween-age daughters make me proud in countless ways, but I am still adjusting to the fact that they are not bookworms. I'm pretty sure that two generations ago, they would have been more like I was: always with their nose in some volume, looking up only to cross the street or to guide a fork on their plates. But today, even in our book-crammed home, where their father is often in a cozy reading chair, their eyes are more likely to be glued to a screen.

But then, as often as not, what I'm doing in that cozy chair these days is looking at my own screen.

In 1988, I read much of Anna Karenina on park benches in Washington Square. I'll never forget when a person sitting next to me saw what I was reading and said, "Oh, look, Anna and Vronsky are over there!" So immersed was I in Tolstoy's epic that I looked up and briefly expected to see them walking by.

Today, on that same park bench, I would most certainly be scrolling on my phone.

From the November 2024 issue: The elite college students who can't read books

As a linguist, a professor, and an author, I'm meant to bemoan this shift. It is apparently the job of educators everywhere to lament the fact that students are reading less than they used to, and that they are relying on AI to read for them and write their essays, too. Honestly, these developments don't keep me up at night. It seems wrongheaded to feel wistful for a time when students had far less information at their fingertips. And who can blame them for letting AI do much of the work that they are likely to let AI do anyway when they enter the real world?

Young people are certainly reading less. In 1976, about 40 percent of high-school seniors said they had read at least six books for fun in the previous year, while 11.5 percent said they hadn't read any, according to the University of Michigan's Monitoring the Future survey. By 2022, those percentages had basically flipped; an ever-shrinking share of young people seems to be moved to read for pleasure.

Plenty of cultural critics argue that this is worrisome--that the trend of prizing images over the written word, short videos over books, will plunge us all into communal stupidity. I believe they are wrong.

Print and its benefits will not disappear. It merely has to share the stage. Critics may argue that the competition for eyeballs yields far too much low-quality, low-friction content, all of it easily consumed with a fractured attention span. But this ignores the proliferation of thoughtful writing and insightful dialogues, the rise of Substack newsletters and podcasts, which speaks to a demand for more ideas, more information--more opportunities to read and think, not less.

My daughters still read books; they just prefer to commit their time to works they are on fire about. This includes Tahereh Mafi's Shatter Me series and Chris Colfer's luscious six-book Land of Stories series, which they liked so much when I read it to them that we might do it again. When I was their age, I read far too many books that weren't very good, because what else was I going to do? Maybe it taught me something about patience and tolerance for experiences that don't deliver a dopamine high, but I sure would've been grateful if shows like The White Lotus had been around.

The choice for entertainment used to be between Middlemarch and music hall, Sister Carrie and vaudeville, The Invisible Man and I Dream of Jeannie. Today, our appetite for easy, silly content is sated by the mindless videos online, the snippets of animal misadventures and makeup tips that my girls sheepishly tell me they are watching. I have begun limiting just how much of that digital junk they gorge on each day. But dismissing all online clips as crude or stupefying misses the cleverness amid the slop. Both of my girls are wittier than I was at their ages, largely because of all the comedic and stylized language they witness online. The ubiquity of some content doesn't mean it lacks art.

Critics will argue that books are more valuable than videos because they demand more imagination--purportedly creating better, stronger thinkers. But this familiar argument strikes me as an ex post facto justification for existing prejudices. If there had always been video, I doubt many people would wish we could distill these narratives into words so that we could summon up our own images. I have also never seen the argument that theater disadvantages viewers by providing visuals instead of letting people read the plays for themselves. Plenty of people used to argue that radio was better than television because it demanded imagination, but who among us thinks that Severance would have been better as a radio show?

We may be overestimating just how much heavy reading students were doing before. (CliffsNotes, anyone?) When I was in college, few of my peers read everything they were assigned. My own students from a pre-TikTok era admit that they, too, neglected most of the material. This is partly because professors often assign boatloads of text, yet discuss only fragments of it. I recall having to read an endless and nettlesome chunk of Kierkegaard that the professor never even addressed, and Federico Garcia Lorca's play Bodas de Sangre, about which we discussed a single page. When a student some time ago accused me in an evaluation of making similarly excessive demands, I realized it was time to stop. I now prefer to assign more manageable passages of text that we are sure to discuss. It's a better use of their time and mine, and it yields better conversations in class.

The rise of AI does mean that I will never again assign a classic five-paragraph essay on an abstract topic. Discuss the expression of irony in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice. Discuss Aristotle's conception of virtue in contrast to that of Plato. Perhaps I sound like I am abjuring my role as professor. But I am merely bowing to the realities of technology. AI can now write those essays. Sending students off to write them is like sending them off to do fractions as if they won't use the calculator on their phone.

The whole point of that old-school essay was to foster the ability to develop an argument. Doing this is still necessary, we just need to take a different tack. In some cases, this means asking that students write these essays during classroom exams--without screens, but with those dreaded blue books. I have also found ways of posing questions that get past what AI can answer, such as asking for a personal take--How might we push society to embrace art that initially seems ugly?--that draws from material discussed in class. Professors will also need to establish more standards for in-class participation.

I loathed writing essays in college. The assignments felt too abstract and disconnected from anything I cared about, and I disliked how little control I had over whether I could get a good grade--it was never clear to me what a "good" essay was. I know I wasn't alone. I always loved school, but those dry, daunting essay assignments kept me from knowing that I could love writing. I do not regret that AI has marginalized this particular chore. There are other ways to teach students how to think.

Tyler Austin Harper: ChatGPT doesn't have to ruin college

Essays are also meant to train students to use proper grammar to express themselves in a clear and socially acceptable way. Well, there was also a time when a person needed to know how to grow their own food and tie a bow tie. We're past that, along with needing to know how to avoid dangling participles. We will always need to express ourselves clearly, but AI tools now offer us ways to accomplish this.

It bears noting that quite a few grammar rules are less about clarity than about fashion or preference, which we are expected to master like a code of dress--Oxford commas (or not!), when to use which versus that (something made up out of thin air by the grammarian Henry Fowler), fewer books rather than less books. AI now tells us how to navigate these codes. Some of us will still enjoy knowing when to use who versus whom, just as I might care to properly tie a bow tie, at least once. But most people will be more than happy to outsource this to a machine.

Sure, it's disorienting to wonder whether either of my own children will ever embrace long, classic novels. But they now enjoy a richer array of material than I ever did, and my job is simply to encourage them to engage with the best of it as much as possible--even if that means they will likely encounter less Tolstoy than I did. And although I find grammar rules intriguing enough to have devoted much of my life to studying them, I don't mind that my daughters and students needn't expend so much energy mastering these often-arbitrary dictates. My hope is that by having AI handle some of this busy work, they will have more time to actually think for themselves.
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You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong

The first step to recovery is acceptance of this fact.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




"That's enough screen time for today," you tell your kid, urging them to turn off the video-game console or iPad. As for what they should do instead, you are not quite sure. And what about you? If only you could put down your phone and listen to your spouse, or read a book, or embrace the sensation of your own existence, then surely you would be a happier, better person.

But this is wrong. Screen time is not a metric to optimize downward, but a name for the frenzy of existence in an age defined by screens. You may try to limit the time that you or your children spend with screens, and this may bring you minor triumphs. But you cannot rein in screen time itself, for screen time is the speed of life today. To recognize that fact--and to understand how it happened--is a small, important step toward salvation.

Long before screen time was a brand name for self-loathing--long before it had given rise to smartphone apps that were supposed to cleanse your soul of backlit sin--the notion had to be invented. This happened in the summer of 1991, when Mother Jones published an issue called "We Hate Kids." Its cover featured Bart and Lisa Simpson, characters then but two years old; tucked away inside was an essay by the writer Tom Engelhardt called "Primal Screen." "The screen offers only itself as an organizing principle for children's experience," it said. Television shows didn't just tell stories; they showed characters such as Garfield watching television themselves, sometimes obsessively. MTV, then scarcely more than a decade old, famously put literal televisions on-screen and on set. Kids were watching "screens within screens within screens," Engelhardt wrote, and they were doing it a lot: Even six-month-old babies were getting "an average hour and a half of screen time a day; the typical older child, about four hours."

Televisions had already been around for decades, and people had lamented their existence from the start. The nickname "boob tube" first appeared in the 1950s. Screen panics of various kinds arose and subsided every decade thereafter. In 1984, the American Academy of Pediatrics warned parents that television might have ill effects on childhood development. Reaffirming the idea in 1990, the AAP reported that American children were spending more time watching television than any other activity, apart from sleeping. Time spent with TV was concerning, it said, because passive viewing of the screen "may displace more active experience of the world."

But any measure of time spent in front of screens did not--and still does not--explain the changing nature of this experience. For Engelhardt, the problem screen time named was not merely one of duration but one of pace. The endless, frenzied display of screened images proceeds "as if chased by some implacable force," he wrote, and "it is that pace that drives the child." Time in the age of screens was rapidly changing, brazenly commercializing, exploding into bits and then getting distributed across multiple venues and devices. By the early '90s, many American households had multiple televisions, along with VCRs and video-game consoles, and kids carried Game Boys when they went outside. Engelhardt observed that different sorts of screens, including cinema, television, and games, were getting linked together in what would later be described as "franchise media." Merchandising was a side effect of this infectious spread, an invitation and a demand to consume the trappings of the images that screens emitted.

Read: I tried to limit my screen time

In the 34 years since Engelhardt's essay, the outbreak of screens has increased in scale many times over. So has the pace of activity on those screens as the inescapability of screen life became entrenched. Engelhardt probably used a word processor to write his essay in 1991, but the experience would have been quiet and solitary. Today, I write this one on a different sort of screen: a windowed computer operating system. Even as I work, I will receive reminders about my appointments, various requests from friends and family, constant emails, and dozens of notifications from the other apps and services I use. Today's screens within screens within screens are shredding my attention into bits.

Television foreshadowed this situation. Over the past few decades, all TV has become more like MTV. Commercial-free streamers offer no natural breaks for a viewer's attention. Even standard news programming is as noisy and disjointed as the output of a Bloomberg terminal. But just using a television now demands a faster pace. Channels have been replaced by streaming services, each of which has its own menu screen with an individual visual language and interaction paradigm. Selecting a show may result in the involuntary viewing of multiple, in-line trailers. And then, once you've settled on a program, you probably also tap at and scroll on the smartphone in your hand while watching, whether to respond to work messages or shop for home goods or argue on social media or crush candy. If you go to the gym, you might watch a trainer or a YouTube video on the screen atop your stationary bike. You might even operate your motor vehicle (at your peril) by touching screens. The car I bought recently asks drivers to sign in to its screen with a profile, as if the vehicle were just another Netflix. Its hybrid engine adds yet one more screen to my instrument panel for monitoring electrification. When I go to fill up the tank, the gas pump has a screen, too, hawking services that might also take place on screens.

In this context of screen omnipresence, to measure the amount of time you spend looking at a screen is simply to ask how much time you spend awake and cogent, for almost everything you do now requires a screen to do it. (If you wear a watch or a ring at night for sleep tracking, your slumber will be reclaimed by a screen, too.) The fallacy of screen time holds that measuring a ubiquitous phenomenon provides information that allows for control of that phenomenon--that keeping records of a chronic state will give rise to certain habits of self-healing.

This won't really help you to adopt new habits, for two reasons. First, because general-purpose computing made screens so widespread that many worthwhile activities take place on them. You are almost certainly reading this article on a screen! My Washington University in St. Louis colleague Phillip Maciak, who wrote a book called Avidly Reads Screen Time, points to the obviously beneficial practice of using screens to text or video-call friends and family. The raw quantity of time one spends in the thrall of screens says almost nothing about the value of the time spent.

Read: What did people do before smartphones?

Measuring screen time for self-improvement also fails because few, if any, activities even exist outside of screen time. Nature has been conquered by cellular coverage. Bars and restaurants were already riddled with screens before everyone at the table also clutched one in their hand. Psychologists and educators are calling for bans on smartphones at schools, but many schools have already replaced chalkboards with computer-controlled smartboards, or distributed Chromebooks or iPads to every student. Even bowling alleys--the fantasy site for mid-century, prosocial communion, thanks to the political scientist Robert Putnam's Bowling Alone--require programming and then operating screens to keep score.

What to do, then, about screen time? The fact is, you cannot participate fully in contemporary life without devoting a substantial amount of time to the screen. Even if you try to pare back your screen time to some bare minimum for engagement with the world today, whatever quantity remains will still be chaotic and attention-shattering by nature. You might rationally take steps to protect your children from that situation while their identity (and brain) is still forming, but those efforts will only delay the inevitable. Every kid will be thrust into the frenzy of screen life at some point during their adolescence, or else they will fail to enter contemporary adulthood.

Screen time is a systemic issue, so an individual response--your screen-time monitoring, your screen-time mitigation--will likely be of little use. Past experience suggests that this problem will resolve itself at historical scale instead. After all, in the early days of literacy, reading--now perhaps the paradigmatic example of a non-screen-time activity--was considered ominous; people reading silently to themselves might have seemed demented. Even in the 19th century, the novel was considered a dangerous medium, one that would trap people--especially impressionable young women--in the thrall of isolation and fantasy. (Today, a couple of centuries later, people instead complain that young adults no longer have the attention span for isolationist fantasy.)

It's hard to fathom now, but Marshall McLuhan, who became famous in the 1960s for the idea that media forms shape perception, saw the screen as an antidote to the poison of the book. McLuhan appreciated television for its lo-fi ambience that activated many senses all at once. As such, he thought that screens would help usher in a new age, a "global village" in which multisensory media would connect people in small scale, ad hoc ways, replacing the top-down, authoritative forms of media that preceded them, such as books.

The world ended up getting the global village McLuhan had predicted, albeit not in exactly the way he had predicted it. In particular, screens mated to computers, the most flexible machines ever invented. Together, the two amended all previous media forms. The computer-with-a-screen subsumed those media, and it did so at the pace of screen time, that is, with increasing speed and swelling fragmentation.

Will screen time ever slow? Can it ever be controlled? Tom Engelhardt thought such an end was inevitable--if for no other reason than sheer exhaustion. His object lesson was Pee-wee Herman, a "bizarrely hyperactive" screen-time-accelerated counterpoint to Mr. Rogers. Surely, Engelhardt suggested, the limits of the human body and brain could not sustain such extreme energy, not for long. His conclusion was wrong back then, half a lifetime ago: The hyperactive energy of the television age has persisted--and then spread into every corner of contemporary life. Perhaps someday the age of screens will end, at the hand of some unthinkable novelty or civilization-ending calamity. But until that happens, tracking use of screens--let alone trying to curtail it--will have little meaning. For now, at least, you are doomed to live at screen time.
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In Kathryn Bigelow's new movie, A House of Dynamite, the clock is ticking. The film's fictional president of the United States has less than 20 minutes and very little information to decide whether or not to retaliate against a nuclear missile, launched at the United States, from an unknown source. The story is, of course, fiction, but as with Bigelow's other war movies, it feels disturbingly plausible. During the Cold War, the likely scenario was a war with the Soviet Union. Now there are nine nuclear powers, which makes the possibility of error, rogue actors, or a total information vacuum more likely. And the arms race is only heating up.

Bigelow and screenwriter Noah Oppenheim make some deliberate choices in the movie, which is out in select theaters and arriving on Netflix this Friday. The president is a rational--even affable--character. The military personnel follow all the correct protocol. The general in charge is reliable and unruffled. "We did everything right, right?" one of the officers asks his colleagues. The answer the movie provides is yes, but that doesn't change the underlying insanity of the situation: The house of dynamite we've built could explode in a matter of minutes and wipe out cities' worth of people.

In this episode we talk to Oppenheim about why he and Bigelow structured the movie the way they did and why they focused on nuclear war now. And we talk to Tom Nichols, a national-security writer at the Atlantic, about the realities of nuclear proliferation at this moment, and how a nuclear scenario might unfold with a president driven by very different motivations from the film's fictional creation.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The new movie A House of Dynamite, directed by Kathryn Bigelow, begins with some banal chatting between two military personnel at a base office. Like it could be an SNL skit about your corny, annoying colleague. And then all of a sudden the movie takes a sharp turn.

The office is Fort Greely, a U.S. missile-defense site in Alaska. And the military personnel there notice that this ICBM they've been tracking on their screens? Its arc is flattening. In fact, it's headed straight towards the U.S., and they have no idea who launched it.

The missile has about 20 minutes until it hits a major American city. And they have just one chance to shoot it down.

Female military officer (from A House of Dynamite): Three ... two ... one ...
 (Phone rings.)
 Male military officer one: Confirm impact. Confirm impact!
 Male military officer two: Standby. Standby confirm.


Rosin: The movie maintains this level of intensity the whole way through. It's definitely funny at moments, cleverly constructed, but it's so realistic, so obviously relevant to the world we live in, that it's very hard to relax while watching it.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. A House of Dynamite forces us to live inside a reality that's mostly too big and too awful to contemplate.

But the thing is, the threat of nuclear war hasn't gone away. In the decades since the Cold War, it's just evolved. Instead of a Soviet Union, there are now nine nuclear powers, which makes the situation more volatile, less predictable.

The movie just reminds us of this reality, that we are all still living in a house of dynamite that could explode at any moment and easily get out of our control.

President of the United States: This is insanity, okay?
 General Anthony Brady: No, sir, this is reality.
 Male voice: Six minutes to impact.


Noah Oppenheim wrote A House of Dynamite, and staff writer Tom Nichols, who covers national security, consulted on the film. I'm talking to them about the making of the movie and how close it is to reality.

Noah, welcome to the show.

Noah Oppenheim: Thank you.

Rosin: Tom, welcome.

Tom Nichols: Thank you, Hanna.

Rosin: So, Noah, there is a clock running on this movie the whole time. Why did you choose that as a form of narrative propulsion?

Oppenheim: For the very simple reason that it was among the most terrifying aspects of the nuclear problem, which is to say, if someone were to ever lob one of these missiles our way, it would land very, very quickly. So, as we say in the movie, if somebody launches from the Pacific theater, you're talking about a flight time of under 20 minutes. If a submarine--a Russian submarine, for instance--off our Atlantic coast were to launch, the estimate is 10 to 12 minutes to impact on the East Coast.

So you're talking about something that would happen with extraordinary haste, and therefore, the people who would be responsible for responding and figuring out how to defend against it, whether or not to retaliate, they would have an incredibly short window of time to make any kind of decision or to even make sense of what was happening. And so we wanted to convey to the audience in a really visceral way--by telling the story in real time--just how short, for instance, 18 minutes is.

Rosin: Know the whole time you've been talking, I can feel myself sweating. All I wanna do is say, Tom, that isn't true, right? We don't just have 18 minutes. It's not that short a time.

Nichols: I have bad news for you, Hanna.

Oppenheim: (Laughs.)

Nichols: And one of the things that I found striking about A House of Dynamite--in these other movies and in the Cold War environment where I grew up, you assume that you're gonna have some long lead time up to the moment of nuclear peril. If you go back and watch the old BBC movie Threads, the movie actually begins about three months before the war breaks out, and they walk you through kind of the superpowers getting themselves into this jam.

But what's important about this movie and about these scenarios is that it doesn't matter how you got there--it's always going to come down to those 18 or 20 minutes.

Rosin: Noah, I guess this is another thing the movie's about, is this tension between man and the machine, which is also true in Kathryn Bigelow's other movies: You have a system, you have a rule, you have a clock ticking, but then you have human beings. And that's throughout the movie, like the deputy national security adviser fumbling with his phone while going through security. There are all these moments that are supposed to remind us--I think; you tell me--it's actually humans making this impossible decision.

Oppenheim: Exactly. No, I think that's spot on. I think it's a very human impulse to try to impose order on chaos.

[Music]

Oppenheim: We build processes and procedures, and we put together big, thick binders of decision-making protocols and decision trees: If A, then B, and You call this guy; if that person's not there, then you call this person. And we create this illusion that we have it all under control because these institutions exist, these processes exist--and not only that, but we rehearse them. The folks at STRATCOM told us they rehearse this 400 times a year, more than twice a day on average.

But at the end of the day, if it were to ever happen in real life, all of that rehearsal, all of those handbooks and processes and policies, they can never account for the human factor: the fact that, on any given day, somebody might wake up, and they could be having a terrible fight with their wife and are horribly distracted; they could have a kid with a spiking fever who needs to see a doctor. And you're never going to be able to escape this sort of human infallibility and the fact that you're asking human beings to confront a reality that I don't believe any person is capable of dealing with, let alone with a clock ticking in the background.

Rosin: It's like we know this, and yet we don't know this--or maybe we just don't look at it. It's like, I kind of know, Of course, they practice it all the time, but what does that do for us in the end?

Tom, how have presidents in the past absorbed the reality of what Noah's saying and what you guys have researched?

Nichols: Well, here's a bright spot: The way they've absorbed it is not well.

Oppenheim: (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Thanks, Tom.

Nichols: Well, no, but they've reacted the way that, and this is across party and personality and generations, every president--I don't know how Donald Trump reacted to his--but every president until now has had a nuclear briefing; they're shown all the targets and what they would have to do. And every one of them has walked out saying, My God, what? This is crazy.

Kennedy walked out of his, and he turns to an aide, and he says--his one comment was: "And we call ourselves the human race." JFK walked out and just thought this was absolutely appalling.

Richard Nixon, who nobody is gonna accuse of being some sort of left-wing pantywaist about foreign policy, was so appalled at the number of casualties that would be involved that he sent [Henry] Kissinger out in 1969 with a mandate to revamp the entire nuclear plan. Because he says, This is just--you can't have this. I mean, we're talking about millions and millions of civilian casualties.

[Ronald] Reagan, who people associate with this very muscular kind of nuclear posture, actually put off getting his nuclear briefing for almost two years because he didn't think it was relevant. He didn't wanna do it.

I'll just get off this soapbox and say that the plan that was shown to Kennedy, our plan was to destroy the Soviet Union and China, just in case.

Oppenheim: (Laughs.)

Nichols: We were going to hit China and Eastern Europe, just like--it's like that line in Aliens, right: We're gonna nuke the site from orbit. "It's the only way to be sure." And we were gonna hit them all. And David Shoup, the commandant of the Marine Corps, stood up and said, This is not the American way. This is not a good plan. This is not who we are as Americans. And that was 65 years ago.

Rosin: Wow. So everyone in that moment, when they're faced with the reality of it, becomes a kind of pacifist.

Noah, it's clear that a lot of research went into this movie. Was there ever a moment when you were talking to generals, people at STRATCOM, whoever you talked to, and you thought, What? This is what it is? Did you have that moment?

Oppenheim: Absolutely. We had that moment, I think, several times over. Beyond the short time frame of the decision, I think the other piece of it that is striking is this notion of sole authority: the idea that in our system, here in the United States, the president of the United States has the sole authority to determine whether these weapons are used or not.

And not only that, but these initial briefings notwithstanding that we've been talking about, they don't practice this--the president doesn't practice it--very much thereafter. So while, yes, the professionals at STRATCOM do these rehearsals 400 times a year, the president of the United States--the person who actually ultimately has the authority--once that initial briefing is over, especially when they have so often walked out so appalled in the ways that Tom has described, they don't rehearse it at all thereafter.

And so you have a situation in which the decision rests on one person's shoulders; that person has probably spent the least amount of time of anyone in the system thinking about this, practicing for it; and they're being asked to make the call, with a clock ticking down minutes, while they're simultaneously, most likely, running for their lives, being evacuated to some safe place. And so the idea that any person could function rationally in that scenario is just--it's mind-boggling.

(Sirens blare.)
 President: Reid, are you still there?
 Secretary of Defense Reid Baker: Yeah, yeah, yeah, I'm here.
 President: What do you make of all this?
 Baker: I really don't know.
 President: You don't know? You're running the fucking Pentagon. I had one briefing when I was sworn in--one. And they told me that's the protocol.
 Baker: They told me the same thing.
 President: Shit, I got a whole fucking briefing on what a Supreme Court justice does. Replacements. Replacements for what happens if the replacement drops out. Shit, what to do if the original guy crawls out of his grave and wants his job back.
 Baker: We focused on more likely scenarios, things we might actually have to deal with.
 President: Yeah, well, we're dealing with this.
 Baker: Best I can remember, we follow the steps. We're following procedure.


Oppenheim: Having spoken to folks who've worked at the highest level inside the White House for a couple different presidents, the sense that they had of their bosses was that once that initial briefing was over, these are not people who were laying up awake at night contemplating, Hey, if I ever find myself in a situation where the nuclear decision handbook is placed in my lap, here's how I would handle it. I think it is one of those crises that is--we have a tendency to just push out of our mind because it's so difficult to comprehend, and it's so horrifying.

Rosin: In the movie, you can tell that the president is the one improvising, compared to the people around him. You clearly made choices: You don't mention a political party. You make the president and everyone else a rational actor. There's a moment in the movie--people say things like, We were prepared for this. We did everything right. Why those choices?

Oppenheim: Very simple: because we wanted, in many ways, to present the best-case scenario, right? The best-case scenario is that all the decision makers are rational actors, as you just said. They're all well intentioned. They're thoughtful. There's no bloodlust at work here. These are reasonable human beings who are well trained and trying their best to do the right thing.

And even in that scenario, even when all those boxes are checked and you have the best of us sitting in those chairs, you still see how it might unfold in the movie, and you still see how unlikely a positive outcome is.

Rosin: Why, though? Why did you decide to go that route?

Oppenheim: Because once you introduce a bloodthirsty lunatic or somebody who's clearly an idiot, then I think the audience is able to walk out and say, Well, oh, that's the problem. The problem is just--we just have to elect the right person, or We just have to make sure our generals are more moderate in their disposition.

But, in fact, the problem is not that. The problem, at least in our minds, is the entire apparatus. It's that we've built this world in which we live under existential threat from weapons of our own creation, and we have all of these systems--they're, I think, as well designed as they can be given the circumstances, to a great extent--but whenever you have an apparatus like this, there's always gonna be, I think, a bias towards action. Once that first domino falls, I think the amount of restraint necessary to say, Let's all step back and do nothing, I think that requires a lot of strength, character, courage that might not be possible to summon in a moment of crisis and panic, with a clock ticking, etc.

And I think we just wanted the spotlight and the focus to be on those factors, the system, rather than giving the audience an easy villain to blame, like, Oh, the problem was that president who was drunk when this happened, and that's why we have a problem. No, it's not that. It's even with the best person in the job we still have a problem.

Rosin:. Now, Tom, that's not our current reality, exactly. The editor in chief of The Atlantic has written about our current president as being reactive, easily insulted, and having a lot of qualities that could cause problems in this specific scenario. How do you think about that?

Nichols: Uneasily.

Rosin: Mm.

Nichols: There's a really important point in all this, which is that the system is designed to work this way, to enable the president to go to war, to make things happen fast. It's not a bug; it's a feature. And so that means that the people who have to be involved with this really need to be the most steady hands in the world.

[Music]

Nichols: What Noah wrote, and what's on the screen in A House of Dynamite, is: Here's this system, with all of its gears in motion, that will take even the most reasonable people and drag them along this road to disaster.

Rosin: Right.

Nichols: What happens if they're not reasonable people and they decide not just to be dragged along that road, but to jump in their car and floor the accelerator?

And that really worries me a lot because I have a real concern that it's not just this administration; it's an entire generation. I just don't think people take this threat as seriously as they should and as they once did. When that seeps into a culture and a political structure, you will have people talking about things and thinking things are options that are not really options.

Rosin: After the break, how the absurd situation that is the nuclear house of dynamite came to be.

[Break]

Rosin: In A House of Dynamite, a nuclear missile is heading for a U.S. city, and there is no way to stop that--no off-ramp, no emergency brake. There's only the next action, the next decision, and on and on, until the unimaginable becomes reality.

Captain Olivia Walker: Get Liam, get in the car, and just start driving, all right?
 Olivia Walker's husband: What? Where? What are you talking about?
 Walker: West--go west; go west as fast as you can. Get away from any urban centers you can get, okay? Listen to me--
 Walker's husband: Liv, what the fuck? What's going on there?
 Walker: I'll call you. I love you. I love you. Can you kiss Liam for me? Just kiss him. Bye, bye, bye.


Rosin: This propulsion towards action is maybe the most intense aspect of the movie. The president could decide to do nothing, but the movie makes it feel as if the momentum is running in the other direction. I ask Noah about that.

Oppenheim: When this system was being designed, one of the concerns was, if the Soviets launched on us, could they destroy our arsenal while it was already on the ground or before we had an ability to initiate a counterattack?

And so the idea was, in order to win a nuclear war, which we now--at least those of us talking right now--believe is a preposterous notion, but if you were trying to win a nuclear war, you needed to make sure that you could initiate your counterstrike very quickly, before your command and control centers and your arsenal were destroyed by the enemy. So the system is designed for speed and to make it as easy as possible, on some level, for retaliation to take place.

Nichols: Can we add one thing to this, which is it's not, at least back in the day, the '60s and '70s and even the '80s, it wasn't entirely crazy to say--leave aside winning a nuclear war; if you were trying to avert a nuclear war, you wanted to tell your opponent, Look, there is no way that you can strike us first, decapitate us, or, eliminate everything. We are going to respond. In the business, it's called a "secure second-strike capability." And part of that is to have a president who doesn't have to say, Well, before I respond, I have to call a meeting with Congress. Before I respond, I have to get at least three-fifths of the Cabinet.

We did this in a different time and under a different circumstance, to say to the old men in the Kremlin: Listen, if we see this stuff coming at us, one guy is gonna make the decision, and he's gonna make it fast, and there is no way you are going to escape retaliation. In a grisly deterrent sense, that made sense 40 years ago. It doesn't make sense now.

Rosin: Because?

Nichols: Because we're not facing the same threat of a massive, disarming, overwhelming first strike. And even if we were struck first, we have bombers, and submarines underwater that have enough firepower to destroy most of Russia or China with one submerged submarine.

Remember, back in these days, you're talking about two countries that were pointing a total of something like 30,000 nuclear weapons at each other. By treaty, the United States and Russia now deploy 1,500 strategic nuclear weapons--which, listen, that's bad, and it's the end of the world, but it's not the same thing where we were expecting an incoming armada of three or four thousand warheads that were meant to just catch us on the ground with no time for decisions. So we did this kind of centralized-command thing for a lot of reasons, and one of them was to kind of spook the Soviets, to say, If you attack us, you are not going to trigger a committee meeting.

Rosin: Right. It's to make the threat real--

Nichols: Exactly.

Rosin: --but then isn't it the whole idea of mutually assured destruction that doesn't make any sense? It's a system that has a huge amount of drama and momentum, but you depend on it being stalled. It's like if you had a shootout and then everybody was frozen in time forever, and we depended on that. It's a strange idea.

Oppenheim: It's precisely that, and that is what the movie is predicated on, is the idea that we're all standing around with these weapons pointed at each other, frozen in time, and all it will take is one person in that circle pulling the trigger and firing one proverbial bullet, and then all hell breaks loose.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, I'm getting sweaty again, so a couple of fact-check questions. (Laughs.) And either of you can answer them.

Here's two of 'em: The movie opens at Fort Greely. The ICBM is first identified, but they have no information about it--no lead-up, no ratcheting up of tensions, no enemy owns up to launching it. For all they know, it could be an accident. How realistic is that scenario, where you know nothing and you have no lead-up?

Oppenheim: Right, so I think--several things. One is just, philosophically, one of the things that I have noticed--and I could be wrong--over the last 25, 30 years of being an observer of world events from the perch of a journalist is that how often these kind of world-altering events do come out of the blue, right?

I mean, you think about something like 9/11. Now, yes, you could say 9/11 was predictable to anyone who was following the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. But during the summer of that year, it wasn't like the United States government--we now know they should have been more aware of the signals--but it did feel like an out-of-the-blue world event that was changing the course of human history.

So that, just philosophically, I would say.

In terms of a launch from a submarine, all the conversations I had with experts, I think everyone said to me that that's the tricky thing about a sub-based launch, is that it's harder to attribute responsibility.

We do have a pretty effective system of sensors that would likely pinpoint the location of it--in our movie, we play with the idea that one of these mechanisms failed, so it makes it even more ambiguous. But I would argue that, it turns out, our satellite infrastructure is perhaps the most susceptible part of our digital infrastructure to hacking and to cyber interference, so it felt like that was a reasonable liberty to take.

But even if those satellites work and everything functions exactly right, if you're talking about a sea-based launch, you still don't know whose sub it was.

Nichols: We don't have to hypothesize about this. In 1995, the Norwegians launched a weather satellite, and they had told the Russians, We're firing a rocket into space. We're gonna launch a weather satellite. And some--as John F. Kennedy said during the Cuban missile crisis, "There's always some son of a bitch who doesn't get the word"--and in this case, it was the Russian high command, and they brought Boris Yeltsin the Russian nuclear football.

And they said, We have what looks like an incoming single missile launched from a NATO country, and we don't know why. And Yeltsin basically said, Ah, this doesn't look--Bill Clinton and I are friends. There's been no tensions. Nothing's going on. I don't think this is what it is. And thank goodness, crisis was averted, but it was one missile being launched, and the Russians got their hair on fire about it.

Rosin: Right, right, so reasonably realistic. Second fact-check involves shooting the missile down. What I have in my head is Iron Dome; it always works.

Oppenheim: Yeah.

Rosin: But the deputy national security adviser in the movie says, No, it's not like that. The capability we have to shoot down an ICBM is not nearly that reliable. He puts the chances of success at 61 percent and says it's like shooting a bullet with a bullet. Is that all true?

Oppenheim: It is true, and I think Tom can probably speak to the technical reasons even better than I can. But there's a big difference between the kinds of missiles that Iron Dome is shooting down in Israel versus shooting an ICBM down that's coming from the other side of the world.

And we say in the movie 61 percent--that's based on data from controlled tests. So, you can imagine, those are under the best of circumstances. A lot of the folks we talked to felt that 61 percent was being very generous when it comes to the system that we have. As we mention in the movie, there are fewer than 50 of these ground-based intercepts in our arsenal, so even if it were working perfectly, there are not a ton of them that we have available to use.

I think it's always been this false comfort that we could build [an] impenetrable dome over ourselves that would somehow solve this problem. And it turns out, perhaps not surprisingly, that knocking one of these ICBMs out of the sky is a really, really hard physics problem that nobody has quite cracked yet.

Nichols: I was one of the people that said 61 percent is very generous. That's basically the Pentagon's number, and that's done under these super-controlled, you know, We know when the test missile is gonna be fired. We know where it's going. We're gonna shoot at it. Now, imagine that--I mean, those are not battle conditions. And so this notion that, somehow, an enemy who is specifically trying to get past our defenses, that we'd have at least a 60 percent chance, I think, is irresponsible.

And to your point about Iron Dome, Hanna, Iron Dome is meant to shoot down things that are low and slow: rockets. They're relative--I mean, I know it seems crazy to say, Well, a slow rocket, but compared to an ICBM. When an ICBM's warhead reenters the atmosphere and it's coming down, it's coming down at, like, 25 times the speed of sound.

And so this notion that we're gonna shoot these things down--an enemy who is dedicated to doing this and launches two or three or five of these things is probably also gonna launch dummy warheads, chaff, other things that are meant to blind the sensors or confuse them. So the notion that you're gonna put this bubble over the country, I don't think even back in the '80s anybody really believed that was possible, and it's certainly not possible now. And I think very few decision makers are really, in the moment of crisis, going to rely on it if they have an option not to.

Rosin: So you've both mentioned this idea that this movie is reminding us of something that we've somewhat put in the background, but which is very real right now.

Tom, what is the state of nuclear proliferation? Are we in the middle of a new kind of nuclear-arms race? What's happening in Asia? Can you just lay that out for us?

Nichols: Yeah, it's a lopsided proliferation. The United States, even Russia to some extent, the U.K., France, we've been reducing nuclear weapons. I mean, if you had said to me in, like, the mid-1980s, when I was studying this--I was a grad student; I was writing about this stuff--saying, Hey, we're gonna go from 20,000 weapons to 1,500, I would've said, You're completely high. That this is never gonna happen this way. And it's really a miracle that we got there.

The problem is that now the Chinese, the Pakistanis, the Indians, they are moving to catch up because they have their own concerns, and they have their own enemies in the world. Now, these are smaller weapons. They're not ICBMs; they're not intercontinental. Obviously, Pakistan and India and China keep arsenals for their own neighborhood. But it's a proliferation problem that isn't evenly spread out among all the nuclear powers.

And I'll just remind people that there used to be 10 nuclear powers, and if you wanna sleep well at night, remember that the white apartheid South African regime actually built six nuclear weapons and managed to hide them from the world in the 1980s.

This is not, any longer, an exotic technology--I mean, the first nuclear bombs were made when airplanes had propellers and TVs had tubes in them--so it's not that hard a technology to get.

Rosin: And, Noah, is this what you had in mind when you talked about the urgency of this movie? What do you want people to be thinking about as they leave the theater? It's not a documentary, but what should we be thinking about?

Oppenheim: I think we wanted to invite a conversation. I recognize that there are so many dangers in the world right now; it's hard to keep them all in mind at any one time. But this is one that has drifted out of focus, I think, for far too long. And it is a problem of our own making--we created these weapons--so I think, I'd like to believe, that means we can also solve the problem if we've created it. As Tom mentions, there is historical precedence for making progress; it's not impossible--we've dramatically reduced the number of them in the world.

So there are paths towards possible solutions, and it just feels like one of those subjects that is far too easy to ignore, but we ignored at our own collective peril. And we shouldn't leave the conversation entirely to that tiny community of nuclear wonks, who are incredibly thoughtful and have devoted their lives to thinking about this and probably understand the threat better than anyone--I wouldn't wanna suggest in any way that they're indifferent or callous. One of the things that we found in putting the movie together and doing the research was how eager the people in that world are to share their stories and their concerns with the broader public. I think they invite more people's voices in the conversation.

Rosin: Tom, do you have anything to say about the path back from this lopsided buildup that you talked about?

Nichols: Well, I think--one of the things that I hope gets us on that path is people taking this more seriously.

When you're electing a president of the United States, I think people have kind of let it drift away that, yeah, you're voting because of the economy and the price of eggs, and you're mad about political correctness or whatever it is, but in the end, you are still picking someone to hold a little card about the size of a playing card in his pocket all day that gives him the sole authority to launch nuclear weapons.

And people, I don't think, are voting thinking about that anymore. And we used to--I mean, during the Cold War, there was always the question of Whose finger do you want on the button? People worried about that. But I think that, somehow, they've lost that sense of seriousness about it because this, to them, it's kind of yesterday's problem.

I also think we are not powerless here. We can do this. We can back things up. Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev eliminated an entire class of weapons that, right now, the Trump administration is trying to put back in Europe. But they actually managed to make the world a lot safer by simply saying, We're gonna take all these weapons, and we're gonna scrap 'em. We're gonna literally crush them and throw them away.

It's possible to do that, but first, the public has to take seriously that this is a real danger--it can really happen--and that real human beings have this responsibility.

Rosin: Well, Tom, thank you for laying that out for us, and, Noah, thank you so much for joining us today.

Nichols: Thank you so much for having me. I really appreciate it.

Oppenheim: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and fact-checked by Sara Krolewski. Rob Smierciak engineered this episode and provided original music. 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. Thanks for listening.
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Philip Pullman's Anti-Escapist Fantasy

In his fiction, the author of <em>The Golden Compass</em> tells us how to love this world. It isn't easy.

by Lev Grossman

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Philip Pullman's young-adult fantasy classic The Golden Compass was published in 1995, two years before Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone. Both are wildly popular, but only J. K. Rowling's series inspired a theme park. Even after 30 years, during which The Golden Compass became a trilogy, His Dark Materials, which begat a second trilogy, The Book of Dust--collectively selling something like 50 million copies--Pullman's books retain an idiosyncratic spikiness. Rowling's work has a glossy, optimized feel; it's engineered for your comfort. Pullman's epic, which concludes this fall with the publication of The Rose Field, doesn't leach into the cultural groundwater quite so readily.

For starters, Pullman's world-building is spotty, probably intentionally so. Magic in contemporary fantasy is meant to function as a system, with rules and regulations, but his is wild and willful: Witches fly on cloud-pine branches; angels coalesce out of dust. His books are more permeable to the real world than Rowling's--boat-borne refugees and climate change crop up. Not least, Pullman stakes claims; he politely but firmly declines to mince words. When Rowling wants to acknowledge her religion in her work, she does so with a few decorous, sidelong allusions to Christian faith. Pullman is an atheist, and he expresses that in His Dark Materials by killing God.

The books take place in a world not so unlike our own, except that it's a bit more magic and steampunk. The plot of His Dark Materials is driven by the long-running conflict between Pullman's heroine, a bold, lithely intelligent 11-year-old named Lyra, and the Magisterium, an authoritarian incarnation of Christianity. At the same time, she's pursuing her ever-receding parents, the brilliant, amoral Lord Asriel and the delectably cruel Mrs. Coulter. Lyra, whom we first meet growing up semi-feral at the fictional Jordan College, Oxford, has a daemon, as does every other human being in the Lyraverse: a talking animal companion/alter ego. Lyra also has the ability to read an alethiometer, a marvelous magical device--the titular compass--that can answer any question, but only by way of arcane symbols.

From the November 2019 issue: Philip Pullman's problem with God

At issue is the nature of a mysterious energetic particle, a kind of magical Higgs boson called Dust. Is it the key to magic and consciousness, or is it, as the Magisterium believes, a subatomic trace of original sin, to be eradicated at all costs? The second and third books, The Subtle Knife and The Amber Spyglass, follow Lyra across multiple worlds as she engages in intricate wrangles with the Magisterium, learns more about Dust, and falls in love with a boy named Will. They are ultimately parted, when Lyra is 12 or 13, but not before they share a sweet and startling moment of carnal pleasure.

It's a deliberate provocation: Pullman has no patience with the sexless adventures imagined by writers such as J. R. R. Tolkien and particularly C. S. Lewis, for whom magic and wonder were associated with childlike innocence. (Pullman has called the Narnia books "monumentally disparaging of girls and women.") For Pullman, the adventure doesn't end with puberty. There is magic in innocence, but also in experience.

Seventeen years passed between the last installment of His Dark Materials, in 2000, and the first volume of The Book of Dust, but Pullman (born in 1946) didn't get any less spiky with age. Like Dylan going electric (or, as they say in the Lyraverse, anbaric), he was back to demonstrate that he's not here to do fan service: He gave the new book a French title, La Belle Sauvage, and set it a decade before The Golden Compass, when Lyra is just a baby. It tells the story of Malcolm, an unflappable 11-year-old boy who rescues infant Lyra from the Magisterium by ferrying her through a flooded landscape aboard a canoe.

The next book, The Secret Commonwealth, is more of a conventional sequel--but then again, it isn't. Lyra is now 20. The earth-shattering events of the first trilogy have been all but forgotten, and the Magisterium looms as large as ever. What was it all for? Lyra has become cynical and discontented, and worse, she's become estranged from her daemon, a pine marten named Pantalaimon. They're barely speaking to each other. It's a bold volte-face considering that Pullman has just spent four whole books selling us on the intimacy and sanctity of the daemonic bond.

But it's worth it, because their falling-out plays as a metaphor for a state of self-alienation: Lyra has lost touch with her own soul. She's fallen under the sway of a fashionable worldview in which logic is paramount, and the realm of emotion and magic and even daemons is just childish fancy. The "secret commonwealth" is Pullman's name for this realm, and it encompasses not just the world of witches and fairies but also, more broadly, that of imagination and feeling, and really the entire human enterprise of perceiving the world as meaningful.

If you wanted to read Pullman's books as philosophy, which I don't necessarily recommend, you could say that, having dismissed organized religion in the first trilogy, he's now looking into what happens if you go too far the other way--he's adding to his religious skepticism a skepticism about skepticism itself. (Note that Lyra gets her new worldview from a best-selling novel in which--yes, go on--a young man kills God.) But it's also an astute portrait of someone coping with the psychic scars of childhood trauma. After the events of His Dark Materials, you can understand why Lyra might find an unmagical, strictly rational universe to be comfortingly stable.

Pantalaimon thinks Lyra has lost her imagination, and he leaves her and goes off in search of it. He's not exactly sure what finding Lyra's imagination would actually involve, but in his mind the quest becomes linked to a legendary rose garden somewhere in the Far East that's supposed to contain the secret of Dust.

So begins a grand steeplechase that becomes the story of both The Secret Commonwealth and The Rose Field, which are so intertwined that they could plausibly have been published together as a single novel. A remorseful Lyra sets off after Pantalaimon. The reliably malevolent Magisterium sends agents to look for the rose garden too, as part of its general anti-Dust policy. This prompts an anti-Magisterium resistance group to send its own agent, who is Malcolm from La Belle Sauvage, now all grown up into a historian. An evil pharmaceutical company wants a piece of the action too--it's a crowded field.

If this were a Bond movie, these characters would cross the entire distance by air, in first class, in the split-second gap between scenes, but Pullman leans into the arduous business of travel. They go by train, bus, boat, camel, and gryphon, stopping in far-flung Levantine cities such as Seleukeia and Aleppo. There is much buying of tickets and finding of seats and checking into hotels. There's a lot of small-d dust. For much of the story, Lyra and Malcolm tread separate, parallel paths, though for a while, as in a French farce, they wind up traveling with each other's daemon.

These adventures are more earthbound than the ones in His Dark Materials, but along the way Malcolm does manage to get captured by some vividly drawn gryphons who are obsessed with gold, and hook up with Pullman's marvelous, ageless witches. Meanwhile the Magisterium has come under the control of one Marcel Delamare, an ideologue who establishes a quasi-fascist regime in Britain. (The particulars of how--lies, warrantless searches, the neutering of the media, the criminalization of dissent, internment camps--are depressingly familiar.) Delamare also turns out for no particular reason to be Lyra's uncle, though as a villain he looks a bit thin next to the magnificently awful Mrs. Coulter.

From the December 2007 issue: How Hollywood saved God

The Rose Field has a few such minor weak spots. Grown-up Lyra is surlier than she was as a tween, and I'm here for it, but I would have welcomed a little surliness from Malcolm, who is weirdly perfect: He's gallant, serene, and handy around the house; like Indiana Jones, he's somehow both a nerdy-professor type and a street-fightin' man (though at least Jones is scared of snakes). Pullman teases the possibility of a romance between him and Lyra and then labors mightily to wave away the slight creepiness, given that Malcolm is a decade older and first met Lyra when she was a baby, and later his student.

But Pullman's abilities as a storyteller are stupendous, and on full display. He keeps all his characters in constant motion, nimbly shifting point of view among them in midstream. I kept thinking of the brown, swollen Thames in La Belle Sauvage  : Pullman's stories flood you; they flow relentlessly, irresistibly, dividing and reuniting, pushed on by tides of passionate purpose, carrying all kinds of fascinating flotsam, sometimes choosing unexpected courses but always sweeping you helplessly along with them.

Pullman was a schoolteacher before he was a novelist, and he hammers home the theme of The Rose Field so that even the kids in the back row can't miss it: It's about the power of imagination and the fatal shortcomings of reason. "Without imagination you never see the truth about anything," a wise man tells Lyra. "Without imagination you think you see more truth, but in fact you see less." If His Dark Materials was about the joyful agonies of exchanging innocence for experience--and also how terrible the Church is--The Book of Dust is about (in addition to how terrible the Church is) a way of being in the world, a kind of nonreligious spiritual practice that values meaning and feeling and art and presence. Here's Pantalaimon describing how a younger Lyra used her imagination:

She saw everything and everyone in a light of gold. She saw correspondences and analogies and echoes and resemblances, so that nothing existed without a thousand connections to the world, and I saw them with her. For her the world was rich with meaning and alive with delight.

Having survived a Miltonic war in heaven and a symbolic expulsion from Eden, Lyra is now trying to navigate the world outside, with wandering steps and slow, even as priests and politicians and property developers rapaciously strip it of meaning, eviscerating social bonds and treating the Earth as nothing more than a dead thing from which the maximum possible value must be extracted.

Pullman tells us all of this, wearing his progressive politics on his sleeve, but it works better when he shows us, which he does with lashings of his rich, supersaturated prose. He describes every last mundane thing as if it were a precious jewel, lit from within by secret significance. Here's Malcolm looking up at a predawn sky: "The night was just at that point when the darkness was full of little momentary swirling points of slightly-less-darkness, not even anything like the first gray of dawn, but perhaps the closest we come to seeing individual photons." Lyra's world has a cozy, Miyazaki, my-favorite-things feeling, with its narrow lanes, gleaming clockwork, teetering stacks of books, crashing thunderstorms, and, oh God, those brown-paper packages tied up with string! When Lyra gets a mystery parcel in the mail, Pullman makes a feast out of it sexy enough to scandalize C. S. Lewis, as she slowly cracks the sealing wax, unknots the string, and unfolds the paper to reveal ... another package inside.

Conversely, when it comes to magical things, Pullman renders them in the most mundane, tactile language possible to give them weight and texture. His magic isn't numinous or ethereal. Here's his description of an enchanted stone:

It was a long oval in shape, about the length of his palm and as thick as the tip of his little finger, a dull greenish-black with no iridescence; it was smooth, as if with long wear, the edges worn down thinner than the center. It was very hard; he'd tested it with his pocketknife, and hadn't made a mark. It felt a little heavier than it looked.

There's a tension in this passage, and really in all of Pullman's work, that comes from a happy mismatch between his style and his subject. He's a supremely tidy, orderly writer, a meticulous artificer, and yet he writes fantasy, the most disorderly, unruly of genres, a messy confabulation of myth and dream. Part of the thrill is watching him try to make fantasy sit up and behave.

From the October 2001 issue: In defense of C. S. Lewis

The figure of the master artificer in fact recurs throughout The Rose Field--"craftsman" is one of Pullman's favorite compliments, which you can tell because he uses it a lot to describe Malcolm, who at one point fashions a pretty circlet for Lyra out of the golden case of an alethiometer. (Unlike Tolkien, who made a nasty evil ring out of gold, Pullman adores it.) Lyra is a skilled maker too, not with gold but with narrative. Here she is spinning a story:

She felt like a musician, playing a piece that she knew by heart, knowing both where she was and where she was going, and holding back a little here to make a more effective change in pace there, seeing the span of music to come, taking her time but wasting none, including a detail at this point so it would make its effect more strongly later, cutting out a detail that wouldn't help.

You can't help but see a self-portrait here of Lyra's own artificer, hard at work.

Pullman owes a lot to those earlier masters, Tolkien and Lewis, more than he generally lets on. But they were ardent Christians, at least as focused on the next world as on this one, and you'd be hard put to find a fantasist with a greater commitment to the dark materials of this reality than Pullman. The secret of Dust isn't that it's original sin; dust--dirt, grime, filth--is consciousness. It's who we are. Our souls aren't ethereal ghosts; they're animals. I won't give away the end of The Rose Field, but it's no spoiler to say that Lyra doesn't go to Aslan's Country, the way the Pevensies do, or enjoy a luxurious convalescence in Valinor, like Bilbo and Frodo. We often think of fantasy as escapism, but there's no escape for Lyra--that distant field of roses is not, on closer inspection, Eden. She has to nurse her scars right here on Earth, with all the rest of us. Pullman isn't waiting for the next world; he's trying to tell us how to love this one. It's not easy. It takes imagination.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "The Realist Magic of Philip Pullman."
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Jack Posobiec Is MAGA's Most Important Influencer

Charlie Kirk's death left a void on the right. Posobiec looks better positioned than anyone to fill it.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Two days after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, his signature podcast was back on the air. To honor Kirk's memory, four of his closest colleagues hosted an episode of The Charlie Kirk Show. They gathered inside his old studio at Turning Point USA's headquarters, keeping an empty chair for Kirk. Directly to the right sat Jack Posobiec, a conservative influencer. "I know the seat looks empty, but it's not," Posobiec said. "Because in a way, Charlie is the only thing we're all thinking about right now."



Unlike the other three co-hosts, Posobiec's primary job wasn't working for Kirk. Nonetheless, he has become one of the most prominent faces of TPUSA since Kirk's death. He has regularly spoken at the influential right-wing organization's events, appeared on various TPUSA podcasts, and occasionally filled in as a guest host for Kirk's show. He has done high-profile media hits with CNN and CBS News to talk about his late friend, and he delivered remarks at Kirk's funeral--joining a list of speakers that included President Donald Trump, Vice President J. D. Vance, and several Cabinet members.



Posobiec, who declined to comment for this story, has long been a star in the world of MAGA. He has 3.2 million followers on X, where his podcast, Human Events Daily, regularly accrues more than 100,000 views. In a 2023 Semafor poll, dozens of Republican strategists most commonly named Posobiec as the influencer with the biggest pull among the party base.



Posobiec and Kirk have many differences, Posobiec's friends and colleagues emphasized to me. "Nobody can replace Charlie," Raheem Kassam, the founder of The National Pulse, a right-wing media site, told me. The late TPUSA founder ran a sprawling organization with its tentacles in voter-registration efforts, campus events, fundraising, and media. He also presented himself as a level-headed person who was willing to calmly engage with his political opponents. "Charlie was trying to be a uniter," Steve Bannon, Trump's former strategist, told me. "Jack is totally different." Posobiec's approach to politics is much more adversarial.



Even so, Posobiec is better positioned than anyone else to fill at least some of the void Kirk has left as one of the most important figures on the contemporary right. He shares one of Kirk's biggest strengths: His ability to simultaneously reach both the MAGA base and the most prominent Republicans in Washington. "If there ever was a natural inheritor," to Kirk in this respect, Kassam conceded, "Jack has that ability."



Earlier this month, Posobiec attended Trump's antifa roundtable, gathering in the White House alongside top administration officials, including Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and FBI Director Kash Patel. In June, Posobiec posted a photo of himself in the Oval Office next to Trump and Vance. Even if no one can replace Kirk, Posobiec, with his large audience and his deep connections, is now more indispensable on the right than ever before.



I first came across Posobiec in 2017, when he dashed by me while I was covering a Democratic press conference about net neutrality on the Capitol lawn. Posobiec passed out flyers and asked the senators holding the event why they supported "satanic porn." What did demonic erotica have to do with regulating internet-service providers? He never clearly explained. If you had told me then that Posobiec would become one of the most important influencers on the right, I wouldn't have believed you.



Posobiec started his path to political commentary around 2015, while running a Game of Thrones fan blog. He wrote "The Lady and the Trump," a satirical Game of Thrones story in which the then-presidential candidate falls in love with Sansa, a teenage character in the show. He was 30 years old at the time and was working as an intelligence officer for the Navy Reserve. Posobiec's early techniques seemed incompatible with establishing a serious political career. In 2016, he went to Comet Ping Pong--the pizzeria in Washington, D.C., that conspiracy theorists had decided was ground zero for a supposed pedophile ring being run by liberal elites--and livestreamed his amateur investigation. In doing so, he helped mainstream Pizzagate: On a Sunday afternoon, less than a month later, a gunman fired multiple shots inside Comet Ping Pong while families gathered there for lunch.



In 2017, a month before I saw him on the Capitol lawn, Posobiec and fellow right-wing stunt artist Laura Loomer interrupted a performance of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar in Central Park to protest its references to Trump. While Posobiec was trolling the libs, Kirk, just 24 years old at the time, was busy raising millions of dollars to grow TPUSA into a powerful organization on the right.



During the early Trump years, Posobiec also flirted with the far-right fringe. At least twice in 2016, he posted references to 1488, a number popular among neo-Nazis. (It combines the number of words in a slogan about preserving a white future--14--and the position of h in the alphabet, a reference to "Heil Hitler.") He has also repeatedly spread hoaxes. In 2017, Posobiec circulated a post that falsely claimed that CNN had published and then deleted an article defending Bill Maher's use of an anti-Black slur. In 2020, Posobiec tweeted: "2 crates filled with pipe bombs discovered near Korean War Memorial in DC after suspects spotted in bushes. Federal assets in pursuit." None of this was true.



Posobiec no longer pulls the stunts that he used to. In the past several years, he's slid into a more conventional influencer role, both podcasting and frequently posting on X. (Bannon takes credit for this. In 2020, he "chewed his ass out" and told Posobiec that he was "too valuable" to be wasting his time with goofy escapades, Bannon told me.)



But his penchant for the extreme hasn't gone away. Last year, he co-wrote Unhumans, a book in which he contends that progressives are subhuman and appears to defend Augusto Pinochet--the Chilean dictator who killed dissidents by dropping them out of helicopters. "Wherever Pinochet was, there was no communism," writes Posobiec and his co-author, Joshua Lisec. The book is dedicated "to the memory of those who have fought communism." (Vance glowingly blurbed Unhumans on its book jacket.) Last October, he boosted false claims that then-vice presidential candidate Tim Walz had sexually abused one of his former students. At a TPUSA event in July, he pushed the idea that it's "wrong" to think that "if you just hand someone a piece of paper, that makes them American." He focused in particular on Zohran Mamdani, the New York mayoral candidate who was naturalized as a citizen in 2018. "Is Zohran Mamdani an American like we are?" he yelled to the crowd. "No, he's absolutely not!"



Posobiec maintains close relationships with many people in the Trump administration. I spoke with half a dozen of his friends and colleagues, who all mentioned his connections. In February, Posobiec joined the press corps with Secretary of the Treasury Scott Bessent on a trip to Ukraine and was invited as press on a diplomatic trip with Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth to Germany. Donald Trump Jr. described Posobiec to me, in a statement via a spokesperson, as "one of the most influential media voices in the America First movement today."



During a speech last March that Posobiec attended, Vance named "Jack P." as one of his "good friends" in the crowd. Kassam told me that Posobiec has "almost immediate access to anybody he wants in the White House. He can probably walk into Mar-a-Lago whenever he wants." Bannon and Kassam both told me that Posobiec has relationships with Peter Navarro, White House senior counsel for trade and manufacturing, and Sergio Gor, the ambassador to India. (Until earlier this month, Gor was the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office.)



Anna Kelly, a deputy White House press secretary, declined to comment on Posobiec's ties to Navarro and Gor. "He has been invited to cover numerous White House events due to his status as a trusted voice within the MAGA movement and reach that dwarfs that of The Atlantic and others," she said in an email. A spokesperson for Vance declined to comment.


 In large part, Posobiec has been able to ingratiate himself among the most powerful people in Washington for a simple reason: He is nice--at least to conservatives and especially to Trump. "Jack's a great guy," Libby Emmons, the editor in chief of the publication Human Events, the media outlet he podcasts for, told me. "He's a good family man. He's a good friend. He's trustworthy. He makes friends easily." (Today, Human Events agreed to the Pentagon's media restrictions and joined its "new media" press corps.) Others I spoke with offered similar explanations for his deep connections. "Everybody loves him. There's a genuineness to him," Lucian Wintrich, a right-wing media personality and friend of Posobiec's, told me.



I couldn't help but think of the similarities with Kirk, who was also widely beloved in MAGA circles. This is frequently not how things work on the right. Loomer--a provocateur and media figure with influence over Trump--is notorious for picking intra-party fights. Tucker Carlson has repeatedly criticized the Trump administration and doesn't shy away from attacking other prominent influencers. (Carlson has said that Loomer is "the world's creepiest human"; Loomer has called him "Tucker Qatarlson.") Meanwhile, Posobiec generally doesn't get mired in MAGA squabbles and focuses his ire on the left.



There are other reasons for how Posobiec has become so well-connected. He is seen as an expert on China by his inner circle--almost everyone I spoke with cited his ability to speak Mandarin. Tom Sauer, a figure on the right who served in the Navy with Posobiec, told me that his "time in the Pacific" has given him a unique knowledge of geopolitical affairs. Both Sauer and Bannon said that Posobiec was in consideration for a position at the National Security Council earlier this year. (The White House declined to comment on whether Posobiec was considered for an NSC job.)



And with his large following, Posobiec is seen by many on the right as both a bellwether for what the base cares about and a way to reach that base. "People ask his opinion," Bannon said. "They know that if they have to drive a message, Jack has a huge reach." Last month, Posobiec targeted Mark Bray, a Rutgers historian, calling him a "domestic terrorist professor" on X. Because Bray studies anti-fascist movements, Posobiec accused him of belonging to antifa. "The day after the Posobiec tweet, I received a very direct death threat saying that someone was going to kill me in front of my students," Bray told Wired. Fearing for the safety of his family, Bray decided to leave the United States and move to Spain.



Posobiec is sufficiently unctuous to the correct people, he espouses the correct ideological positions to align himself with the administration, he triggers the libs, and he can rally the base. These are the things that matter to Trump, and Posobiec excels at them--as did Kirk. Each man has had a gift at influencing. And they both illustrate the paradox of what it means to be influential in MAGA world. Kirk's and Posobiec's nativist perspectives have strengthened the purchase of those ideas in the administration, but the two were ultimately advocating for things Trump had already said he wanted--closed borders, fewer migrants, economic nationalism. Posobiec is now among the most important figures in MAGA, but MAGA has always started and ended with Trump.
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MAGA's Group-Chat Problem

What is it about the president's supporters and group-texting that keeps resulting in fiascos?

by David A. Graham

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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.

With each new communication medium comes new opportunities for politicians to get themselves into trouble. Congress demanded that letters from envoys to the French government be turned over in the XYZ Affair, thwarting President John Adams's desire to maintain a tenuous peace with France. The leak of the Zimmermann telegram helped push the U.S. into World War I--the opposite of what its German author intended. And the tapes that President Richard Nixon used to record conversations in the Oval Office helped drive him out of it.

We live in what my colleague Faith Hill has pronounced the Age of the Group Chat, and so naturally enough, that's where this generation's politicos are stepping in it--particularly those in the MAGAverse. Yesterday, Paul Ingrassia--President Donald Trump's nominee to lead a whistleblower-protection office--withdrew from consideration following Politico's disclosure of texts to a group in which he used a racial slur and wrote, "I do have a Nazi streak in me from time to time." (Ingrassia's lawyer didn't outright deny the messages' authenticity, but suggested they could have been manipulated; he also said if they were real, they were "satirical.")

That came just days after another Politico article about messages in which Young Republican officials cracked wise about "gas chambers" and used the N-word. Meanwhile, Lindsey Halligan, an interim U.S. attorney overseeing politically motivated prosecutions, sent unsolicited texts to a Lawfare reporter in which she discussed grand-jury matters.

As astonishing as these all are, none of them rises to the level of the Signal chat that top Trump-administration officials used to discuss a bombing of Yemen--casually sharing highly sensitive information, and inadvertently including The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg. Reporting since then indicates that this was not the only instance of Defense officials using Signal--which, though encrypted, is not a totally secure platform--to discuss sensitive information; it's just the only one that included a journalist.

The basic problem here is a foolishness about what one puts in writing. These leaks show hubris about the reliability of communications systems: In the fateful chat on Signal, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote, "We are currently clean on OPSEC." They were not, and that is, as experts told The Atlantic, a serious security risk for the country.

When you're texting about your admiration for Hitler, the danger is less about national security and more about job security. There's no good place to call yourself a Nazi, but there are less risky ones. If you're doing it in person with your edgelord friends, at least you're not leaving a paper trail. Doing it where someone can easily screenshot your messages and send them to a reporter (two members of the Young Republican chat blamed internal rivalries for the leak) is much dumber. During the first Trump administration, my colleague Adam Serwer wrote about the Stringer Bell rule--don't take notes on a criminal conspiracy--and these ill-advised chats are a cousin: not illegal, but politically perilous.

Lots of people in politics, like the rest of us, say or write stupid things, so what is it about the specific combination of MAGA folks and group chats that keeps resulting in fiascos? I think one problem is that group chats aren't just a neutral medium--they're a style of conversation that fosters an eagerness to outdo one's friends. If what you and your friends are into is bigotry, as is evidently the case in these circles, you might try to say the most howlingly offensive thing.

Also to blame in these cases are immaturity and incompetence. In another text-message-related flap last week, a reporter asked White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt who it was that selected Budapest for a planned meeting between Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin. (The summit has since been called off.) "Your mom did," Leavitt, 28, replied. This is a joke--or it has the shape of a joke, even if it's not really funny--but the way you communicate with your friends is not especially useful for running the government, which Trump's inexperienced staffers find themselves in the unlikely position of doing.

Ingrassia is 30 years old--old enough to know right from wrong, but not seasoned enough to lead the Office of Special Counsel. Many of the people involved in the Signalgate chat are also far less qualified for their roles than typical holders (though Mike Waltz, the national security adviser who inadvertently added Goldberg, was one of the more traditionally qualified of the group). Halligan had never prosecuted a case when she was named to lead a very important U.S. Attorney's Office. Officials who are less experienced are more prone to sloppy mistakes.

Then again, how great are the risks? The Young Republicans chat led to a state senator's resignation and the end of two state chapters of the organization, but such accountability is the exception. Ingrassia was forced to withdraw, but his nomination was already in trouble, and as of now, he continues to hold a job at the White House as liaison to the Department of Homeland Security. (Having a "Nazi streak" is not a deal-breaker in this administration. The texts Politico reported are only barely more outrageous than what was already public, including Ingrassia's connections to the unabashed racist Nick Fuentes.) Or consider Waltz, who took "full responsibility" for the Signal fiasco. He was ousted as national security adviser, though apparently not over the breach, but rather because the president found him too hawkish. He was then nominated as ambassador to the United Nations and, amazingly, confirmed by the Senate.

Republican figures are texting as though they have impunity because by many measures, they do. Perversely, these stories may simply reinforce for some of them that everyone is texting the same things they are, and that they won't face major consequences for doing so. If they get caught, they don't need to apologize or change careers. They can just tap out a simple "lol, oops" and then return to what they were doing.

Related:

	Group-chat culture is out of control. (From 2023) 
 	Signalgate, Trump, and The Atlantic




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A "death train" is haunting South Florida.
 	Donald Trump's war on reality
 	Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown.




Today's News

	Late yesterday, the U.S. military struck another suspected drug-smuggling vessel in the eastern Pacific Ocean off the coast of Colombia, killing two people, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said. This marks the first known strike to take place in the Pacific since President Donald Trump started ordering attacks on boats believed to be carrying illegal drugs.
 	North Carolina's Republican-controlled legislature approved a new congressional map designed to give the GOP an additional House seat ahead of the 2026 midterms.
 	The White House continued demolishing much of the building's East Wing yesterday in order to construct Trump's new ballroom, sparking criticism over lack of transparency and damage to historic parts of the building. The Treasury Department, located next to the White House, told employees Monday evening not to take or share photos of the construction.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: "My car is becoming a brick." Andrew Moseman writes about the problem with EVs turning into smartphones.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Anna Moneymaker / Getty.



Holy Warrior

By Missy Ryan

Doug Wilson has a white beard and a round belly, and is therefore somewhat Santa-like in appearance. He does not seem at all like someone who delivers denunciations of homosexuality and women's suffrage, and who takes an ambivalent position on the subject of pre-Civil War slavery.
 On a recent Sunday morning, Wilson preached from the lectern at a conference center near Washington, D.C. The Idaho pastor's sermon was mostly an academic examination of Ephesians 3:1-6 and its offering of God's salvation. In this setting, at least, he skipped the hellfire rhetoric for which he's known, making no reference to his theocratic vision of America's future or his belief that the apocalypse described in the Book of Revelation already took place--and is enabling a project of global Christian conquest. Throughout the service, I couldn't help glancing from my spot in the back at a familiar figure seated with his family near the front, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump to DOJ: Pay up.
 	Moscow is planning to create its own USAID.
 	What an Iranian filmmaker learned in prison
 	OpenAI wants to cure cancer. So why did it make a web browser?
 	The David Frum Show: The triumphs and tragedies of the American Revolution




Culture Break


Jamil GS



Remember. D'Angelo's work was steeped in Black tradition, and never lost sight of the future, Vann R. Newkirk II writes.

Watch. After the Hunt (out now in theaters) seems to reckon with cancel culture, before revealing where its true interest lies, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 5:10 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025.

In the 1950s, the TV quiz show Twenty-One stumbled upon a viewership-boosting strategy that for a brief period of time would be all the rage: cheating. The program fixed winners and losers, coached contestants, and generally dabbled in malfeasance. Other shows followed suit, scandal ensued, and Congress--Congress!--got involved.

I'm relieved to say that this quiz operates beyond the revisions to the Communications Act of 1934, so I'll happily give you all the answers: They're right there in The Atlantic.

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

Wednesday, October 22, 2025

	According to the military adage, there are no atheists in what defensive fighting position?
 -- From Missy Ryan's "Holy Warrior"
 	What federal agency that recently offered a $50,000 bonus to new recruits is, alas, struggling to get those recruits to pass a 1.5-mile-run requirement?
 -- From Nick Miroff's "[REDACTED]'s 'Athletically Allergic' Recruits"
 	Florida's Brightline is only the second high-speed train in the United States--the first being the Amtrak-operated line in the Northeast Corridor known by what name?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's "A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida"




And by the way, did you know that in Edvard Munch's The Scream, it is not the face-clutching figure who is hollering, but rather the whole rest of the world around him? The man is trying to cover his ears to block out that universal yell--what Munch called in one inscription "the great scream throughout nature." Next up for reappraisal: ?

Until tomorrow!



Answers: 

	Foxholes. For all the supplication down in the trenches, Missy writes, rarely have commanders dictated religious terms to their troops; Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--and the growing Christian-nationalist church from which he appears to have gotten many of his ideas--are changing that. Read more.
 	ICE. Nick reports on how push-ups, sit-ups, and that run (which must be completed sub-14 minutes) are standing between Donald Trump and his deportation goals. More than a third of the new recruits have failed the agency's physical-fitness test, according to officials. Read more.
 	Acela. The Acela and the Brightline are different for a lot of reasons, including the Florida train's gloss and surpassing comfort, but the most crucial difference, Kaitlyn reports, is that the Brightline keeps hitting people. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, scroll down for more, 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 scintillating fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 21, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	Rudy Giuliani's son and Osama bin Laden's niece were among the guest hosts of the podcast War Room while what permanent host served four months in prison for refusing to cooperate with the congressional investigation into January 6?
 -- From Jonathan D. Karl's "[REDACTED] and the Murderers and Hitmen Who Became His 'Besties'"
 	What barnyard term is used to describe the easily generated and artistically valueless AI content that litters the internet?
 -- From Charlie Warzel's "A Tool That Crushes Creativity"
 	What is the name of the national legislature that contains parties including Likud, Blue and White, and Yesh Atid?
 -- From Yair Rosenberg's "Can Trump Contain [REDACTED]'s Hard Right?" 




And by the way, did you know that it's been well over a century since one pig did, in fact, fly? And for three and a half miles, at that? Granted, this was a ride-along in the airplane of Lord John Moore-Brabazon of Kent, a peer and aviation pioneer, but considering that the flight occurred in November 1909, it's still no small feat. (The pig was called Icarus II, and he fared rather better than his eponym.)



Answers: 

	Steve Bannon. Karl looks into Bannon's time in prison last year--what he learned there, whom he befriended, how he managed to wield his influence over MAGA world even from behind bars. Read more.
 	Slop. What with Donald Trump's fondness for spammy AI videos and the proliferation of social networks dedicated to soullessly generated content, we're living in "the golden age of slop," Charlie contends. "There is no realm of life that is unsloppable." Read more. 
 	The Knesset. Last week, Israel's Parliament hosted Trump for a speech celebrating the cease-fire in the war in Gaza, but, Yair writes, members of the legislature's far right feel jilted. Trump, he says, will have to restrain them if he is to bring peace to the region. Read more.




Monday, October 20, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What retailer recently announced that it will carry the weight-loss drug Ozempic at a discounted price of $499 a month--meaning you can get your GLP-1, a hot dog, and a fountain drink for $500.50?
 -- From Emily Oster's "Ozempic for All"
 	The cultural theorist Dominic Pettman defines what modern-relationship term as "abandonment with a contemporary garnish" (adding, "When we came up with texting, we also came up with not texting")?
 -- From Anna Holmes's "The Great [REDACTED] Paradox"
 	In the way that runners have Strava, birders have eBird, and readers have Goodreads, what hobbyists are most likely to use the app Ravelry?
 -- From Tyler Austin Harper's "The Unexpected Profundity of a Movie About Bird-Watching"




And by the way, did you know--speaking of hobbies--that when he wasn't writing contributions to the Western canon, the novelist Vladimir Nabokov kept himself busy observing and even discovering new species of butterflies? His lepidoptery fieldwork impelled full-time scientists to reconsider the classification of an entire genus.

That he also composed chess problems is thus hardly surprising. But before you go beating yourself up, consider what he didn't do much of: sleep.



Answers: 

	Costco. It's a sign that prices for these "near-miracle drugs" are falling and will keep falling, Oster writes--undercutting the argument that they're too costly to offer via Medicaid. Increasing the drugs' accessibility through Medicaid, she says, would save lives. Read more.
 	Ghosting. Holmes writes that Pettman's new book might offer a less upsetting way to think about the sudden cutoff of communication, though it will require growing a thicker skin. Read more.
 	Knitters. All of these hobby-specific apps have to some extent been gamified, with progress bars, unlockable achievements, or other metrics that Tyler worries are sucking the joy out of the hobbies themselves. Read more.
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OpenAI Wants to Cure Cancer. So Why Did It Make a Web Browser?

The AI giant has lost its imagination.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




According to Sam Altman, your web browser is outdated. "AI represents a rare, once-a-decade opportunity to rethink what a browser can be," OpenAI's CEO said yesterday when announcing the company's latest product: ChatGPT Atlas.



In this new AI-powered browser, ChatGPT becomes the central mechanism for surfing the internet. From any webpage in Atlas, you can click an "Ask ChatGPT" button to open a side conversation with the chatbot. Want cooking inspiration? Atlas can pull from recipes you've recently viewed through its "browser memories" feature--no need to personally dig up the NYT Cooking recipe you opened and closed last week. And as Altman and his colleagues were eager to show off while introducing Atlas yesterday, the browser has an "agent" mode, in which ChatGPT can use the web for you. For instance, it can, in theory, research and (with your permission) book a vacation.



Given all of these big promises, I was struck, when I tried Atlas for myself, by how much the experience simply felt like browsing the internet. Fire up the browser, and Atlas opens ChatGPT in a new tab--exactly what Chrome does with Google. (Atlas is built on Chromium, the same open-source browser project developed by Google that is the foundation for Google Chrome and Microsoft Edge.) Clicking on the "Ask ChatGPT" button in Atlas was akin to using any other browser and opening up ChatGPT. The browser memories are similar to the "memory" feature already built into ChatGPT. I have found agent mode, if impressive, extremely slow and buggy, and it has been a stand-alone feature in ChatGPT since this past summer. OpenAI's bold attempt to rethink how people use the internet boils down to a fairly ordinary web browser that eliminates the already-tiny amount of friction needed to navigate to ChatGPT.com.



The point is, fairly explicitly, to bring ChatGPT deeper into people's lives. An OpenAI spokesperson pointed me to a Substack post written by Fidji Simo, OpenAI's CEO of applications, announcing Atlas. The tool, Simo notes, "makes it easier for more people to tap into the potential of AI." Still, launching a web browser feels out of sync with the way OpenAI fashions itself as a revolutionary AI lab, not a traditional tech company. OpenAI is controlled by a nonprofit whose founding mission is to ensure that superpowerful AI "benefits all of humanity." Only a month ago, Altman said in an interview that OpenAI could one day use a large city's worth of electricity to power AI data centers that can "cure cancer" or "offer free education to everybody on Earth."



Since then, his company has launched Sora 2, an AI video-generating app with an interface almost identical to TikTok's; described a coming update to ChatGPT that will allow adults to create erotica; further teased an AI device made in collaboration with Apple's former top designer, Jony Ive; debuted Instant Checkout, which allows users to buy items directly within ChatGPT; and now launched a web browser that looks similar to Google Chrome.



OpenAI may have little choice but to undergo this commercial lurch. Yes, superintelligence may eventually bring the firm unimaginable riches. But for now, building extremely capable AI models is incredibly expensive--and, at the moment, incredibly unprofitable. OpenAI, according to reporting from The Information, lost billions of dollars in the first half of 2025 and expects cash burn to hit $115 billion by 2029. (OpenAI and The Atlantic have a corporate partnership.)



To fund further AI development, OpenAI is looking to old revenue streams in Silicon Valley: social-media apps, e-commerce, web browsers, personal devices. (Which map, more or less, to Meta, Amazon, Google, and Apple.) "We do mostly need the capital for build AI that can do science," Altman recently wrote on X about OpenAI's commercial endeavors, adding that it is "nice to show people cool new tech/products along the way, make them smile, and hopefully make some money given all that compute need." The rest of the AI industry has done the same. Google has been rapidly integrating its chatbot, Gemini, into many of its apps and services, including the Chrome browser. OpenAI's other top rival, Anthropic, is piloting a Chrome extension to integrate its own chatbot, Claude, into the browser. Apple and Meta, too, are integrating AI throughout their products. Earlier this month, Meta announced that it would run personalized ads drawing from users' chats with its AI tools.



But compared with some other AI companies, it's less clear how OpenAI will generate revenue from most of these endeavors. There are no ads in Sora, for instance, nor in the Atlas browser, although Altman said on a recent podcast that he is open to introducing them. The computational cost of generating lots of videos or processing people's daily web interactions could be tremendous. OpenAI does use some of your interactions inside of Atlas to improve future models (which users can opt into or out of for various types of data). The breadth and granularity of information available from how people search and navigate the web--data that Google, one of OpenAI's top competitors, already has access to--could be invaluable for developing future chatbots. Right now, Atlas's agent mode remains slow and, at times, frustrating; given many more user interactions to train on, future versions could become swift and convenient. OpenAI says that ChatGPT Atlas is intended to spread the benefits of AI; conveniently, this noble aim also involves hoovering up more data and setting up new potential revenue streams. Perhaps revolutionary AI lab and traditional tech giant were never all that distinct.



Several years ago, Altman said in an interview that "we have no idea how we may one day generate revenue" but that once OpenAI has built a "generally intelligent system, basically, we will ask it to figure out a way to generate an investment return." Until he builds that digital genie, Altman must instead look to his Silicon Valley forebears--all of their gadgets and apps and subscription fees and ads--to figure out how to run a profitable business. Even as Altman pitches a science-fictional future, his company is chained to products and business models from the recent technological past.
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The Triumphs and Tragedies of the American Revolution

Ken Burns joins David Frum to discuss how his new documentary captures both the triumphs and the tragedies of the nation's founding. Plus: Donald Trump's TikTok giveaway and Benjamin Nathans's <em>To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with an urgent warning about TikTok's looming deal with Trump-aligned insiders--a move David calls the "biggest giveaway since the days of the railway grants." He argues that the American media landscape has been quietly transformed, and political power has shifted from legacy outlets to algorithmic platforms loyal to the president.

Then David speaks with the filmmaker Ken Burns about his new documentary series on the American Revolution. Together, they explore the Revolution's competing legacies--liberty and exclusion, heroism and hypocrisy--and how its unresolved contradictions still shape the nation's identity. Burns reflects on the moral complexity of figures such as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, the forgotten role of Loyalists and Indigenous nations, and the Revolution's echoes in contemporary America.

Finally, David discusses Benjamin Nathans's Pulitzer Prize-winning book, To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause, an exploration of the Soviet dissident movement and the story of Alexander Esenin-Volpin, who defied tyranny by insisting that Soviet laws be obeyed exactly as written.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Ken Burns, the great American documentarian, producer most recently of a remarkable series on the American Revolution. We are so pleased and honored to welcome Ken Burns to The David Frum Show.

My book this week will be a very relevant history of the Soviet dissident movement by Benjamin Nathans called To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause. This may seem like a chapter from the history of a bygone regime, but the lessons that I want to single out for discussion this week are very applicable to the United States in the 2020s.



Before getting to either of those topics, I wanna open with some preliminary thoughts about some recent events in the news. I hope you are all following these proceedings with the plans to sell TikTok to a group of American advisers. This is supposed to happen, according to law, by December 16. There have been a number of deadlines, each of them postponed again and again by executive order.

In 2024, Congress passed a law requiring TikTok to be divested from its Chinese ownership to an American group. The law was signed by President [Joe] Biden, and it was approved by the Supreme Court as being a legal exercise of congressional authority. When Donald Trump won the election, he showed some displeasure about the law. TikTok had been very favorable to Donald Trump's cause in the 2024 election. He owed them a big debt of gratitude. He didn't wanna transform them, and he wasn't much interested in complying with a Biden-era law. But it is the law, and there were some opportunities here. And so Trump began to push back the deadlines repeatedly, later and later and later; the latest pushback is to December 16. But it looks like a deal is going to happen, and a group of hand-selected insiders are about to purchase 80 percent of the U.S. operations of TikTok from the Chinese company. A lot of this is very murky, but reports in The Wall Street Journal and other financial papers that quote unnamed senior administration officials suggest that the price is going to be about $14 billion.

Now, I'm gonna start with the financial aspect of this. TikTok U.S. throws off about $10 billion a year, and most conventional estimates would suggest that that would mean that the company should be worth $50 or $80 billion, or possibly even more. There will be no public auction--these insiders have been chosen, apparently, for their loyalty to President Trump. It looks like it's going to be the biggest giveaway since the days of the railway grants. But in those days, at least you got a railway for your money. In this case, the company already exists; all that's happening is a select group of insiders are going to receive a massive windfall.

Now, Donald Trump will presumably want something back--and I've written about this story in more detail in the print Atlantic, and if you want all the details, you should go there. But one can expect that the TikTok algorithm, owned by a group of people who owe tens of billions of dollars of thank-you to Donald Trump, will continue to favor Donald Trump's views, maybe even more outrageously than they do now. And this brings us to a challenge to our understanding that is going to be difficult for those of us of a certain age.

Now, if your mind goes back to America as it used to be--and in MAGA world, you hear this a lot--you have this idea of "the media"; there's this thing called "the media." And they are supposedly very liberal. And when you press people, What do you mean by "the media"? They usually answer something like The New York Times, CNN, maybe the broadcast evening news--CBS, NBC, ABC--because those were the companies that used to be the most powerful companies in America when they were young.

It used to be that the people who had the ability to decide what is news and what is not news, to make a discussion stick, to force politicians to answer, it was a sort of short list, thinking about the year 1975--again, the networks; major national papers: New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal; local news affiliates in major markets like Chicago, Los Angeles, and Houston; and major local papers like The Atlanta Constitution, the Chicago Tribune, and others; maybe Time magazine. These were all institutions that both produced and distributed their own content, they were primarily either text-based or television-based, and they had a kind of a shared outlook. They're not as liberal as all that, but they were broadly supportive of the foreign policy of the United States and the government of the United States, and they lean liberal, especially on issues of civil rights and civil liberties. That's the media landscape that many people grew up with and that many people imagine is still there.

But when you think about What does media mean in the year 2025?, I don't think there's any way to get around the fact that, by far, the single most powerful media company in the country today is TikTok. Even though TikTok doesn't produce its content--its algorithm decides what you see--it might as well be producing it. It picks and chooses among thousands of entrants, and it directs streams of revenue to the people who are chosen. TikTok is the--apparently among those under 30--it is the single most-relied-upon source of information.

What else would be powerful? Well, other kinds of new media platforms like Instagram and Facebook, owned by Meta; YouTube, owned by Alphabet. Again, they don't produce the content, but they decide what is seen. Now, there's some people who do produce content who are important: Fox News, watched by the president of the United States; and some consortiums of local TV stations, local TV affiliates, like those owned by Sinclair.

But we live in a new media environment, in which the media, as they exist in popular rhetoric and popular remembrance of older folks, are just not that important anymore. And the people who are important are companies that a lot of Americans are not in the habit of thinking of as the media, especially not TikTok. But these new media powerhouses, they are very different from the old. They are much more beholden on government for special favors. You may remember that story from the very beginning of the Trump administration when Amazon paid for the life rights for a Melania Trump documentary the reported sum of something like $40 million. It looks like this was just a straight gift for the family of the president to leave Amazon alone. Other media companies have paid their ransoms: CBS and ABC News and others have paid $16, $15 million ransoms to be let out of litigation that in the case of ABC was likely to lose, in the case of CBS was certain to lose. And CNN is under similar kinds of pressure. The New York Times has been put under similar kinds of pressure.

The new media, the platforms of today, are much more dependent on government and owned by people who are political allies of President Trump. We have moved imperceptibly from a world of sort of institutionalist, establishment-minded liberal media to post-institutional, very beholden to government, very pro-Trump media, and we don't see it because we are not in the habit of recognizing these media companies as media companies. But as you try to understand the information diet of your fellow Americans, if you are someone who is watching The David Frum Show and reading The Atlantic, you are consuming a media of a very different quality and kind and form than that which is consumed by most of your fellow citizens. And while, congratulations, you've got a much healthier media diet than they do, there are a lot of them, and they matter, and they vote. So to understand what is coming, you need to understand how this media is being shaped.

And you also need to understand that the people who are governing this country--Donald Trump and his circle--have a very clear view of the new media that matters. You should be aware of it, as well as the president and the people who are benefiting from his largesse. You should be aware of it, and you should act and think accordingly.

And now my discussion with Ken Burns.

[Music]

Frum: For millions of people in the United States and around the world, Ken Burns is the preeminent guide and teacher of the American nation's history. Since his first feature documentary in 1981 on the building of the Brooklyn Bridge, Burns has told the story of baseball, the Vietnam War, jazz, and the Civil War.

To tell his stories, Burns invented a new cinematic technique that transforms still photographs and seemingly static interviews into moving pictures. Now Burns has brought his method and his insight to the American Revolution in time for the 250th anniversary of 1776. I'm honored to welcome Ken Burns to The David Frum Show. Ken, thank you so much for joining me today.

Ken Burns: Oh, David, it's my honor. Thank you for having me.

Frum: Now, I have to warn you at the beginning: I'm gonna have a somewhat different perspective on this from some of the people you've talked to. I spend much of the year in a part of Ontario settled by refugees from the American Revolution.

Burns: And it's probably one of my ancestors--Eldad Tupper might be there amongst the gravestones in your cemetery, so I'm a little bit more comfortable.

Frum: All right. I literally live on a road called Loyalist Parkway.

Burns: (Laughs.) Perfect.

Frum: So I wanna ask the first question, and forgive me if this is a little long 'cause I wanna set the table for you about where I'd like to go. There are, prevailing in American society today, two main versions of the Revolution story, and let's call them the triumphalist and the tragic.

The triumphalist says American patriots rose up to defend their liberties against the tyrannical British Crown. They fought, at first, against enormous odds but with [growing] confidence and capacity and strength. They won a series of battles. They converted a ragtag group of militias into an army. They defeated the British on the battlefield using European techniques--they beat the British at their own game--and established a new nation of rights and liberties. That's the triumphalist story.

And then there's the tragic story, which is this revolution originated in mass surveillance and citizen-upon-citizen terror, that it was everywhere--it was a civil war that divided the nation, with people driven into exile. And it was a revolution that created terrible victims in Indigenous populations and enslaved people, and that ultimately resulted not in a new nation of liberty, but in a slave republic that continued slavery 30 years after the people against whom they revolted abolished slavery.

Now, as I watched all the episodes of your series, you give voice to both the triumphalist and the tragic version in a kind of balance. And here's the question: My perception--and tell me if this is wrong--is, as a viewer, is that while your head is with the tragic version, your heart is with the triumphalist version.

Burns: Oh, what an interesting interpretation. I would say that it's both; the head and the heart are invested in both things. In order to do good history, and that is to say, not take what I would say would be the lazy, academic--in academics, you would call it the historiography filter: the triumphal or sort of tragic filter that you would add to it--and be umpires calling balls and strikes.

It requires a passionate love of the game, but not with a thumb on any scale. And that is a discipline we have all tried to adhere to, and the we is not royal. It's my co-directors, Sarah Botstein and David Schmidt; very notably Geoffrey Ward, who I've been collaborating with for 45 years, who wrote the script; a number of really talented editors and people who've been digging with us to find the maps, to find the documents, to find the drawings, the paintings, to do the live cinematography--all of that is going on.

So to me, continuing the baseball metaphor, if you're just gonna reduce Babe Ruth to hitting home runs, that's one way to do it. You can also just say he struck out a lot, and that's also true. But you can also just show the balls and strikes, and also that Babe Ruth only comes up once every nine times at bat. And so you have suddenly, as [Abraham] Lincoln would say in 1862, you've disenthralled yourself from the old sort of narrative that had to decide. And you don't have to do that.

You have to say, "Without George Washington, we don't have a country." But this is a deeply flawed, rash riding out on the battlefields, risking his life and the cause in several instances--Kip's Bay and Princeton and Monmouth, notably. And he also makes two gigantic--at least two gigantic tactical mistakes on the battlefield: in the largest battle, Long Island, where he leaves his left flank exposed; and in another huge battle, Brandywine, where he leaves his right flank exposed. And he should have known better; he's a surveyor, as Rick Atkinson says in the film.

But it's also true--and I think this is the problem, that we live in a place in which we are so wedded, addicted, devoted to binaries, right? It's either one thing or another. And the novelist Richard Powers said the best arguments--which are, of course, binaries--the best arguments in the world won't change a single person's point of view. "The only thing that can do that," he said, "is a good story."

So a good story suggests that it's able to contain contradictions within it, that there can be undertow. On our editing-room wall, we've had for years--that I put up--a neon sign in lowercase cursive that says It's complicated. There's not a filmmaker in the world that doesn't wanna leave a thing that's working alone, but we've spent our entire professional lives destabilizing stuff that already works in favor [of] the great tension between the facts and art, that somehow we still had to ring art out of being adherent to the facts of this thing.

So all of those things that you mentioned are true. The only thing I would say is that it's even more of a kind of a Grand Canyon of sedimentary layers. It's a revolution--and first of all, it's an argument between British people over rights. It's then a revolution. It's then also a bloody civil war, which we don't really want to admit to ourselves. The Loyalists aren't bad people--they'd be called today conservatives--those people who think, quite correctly, that the best form of government on Earth is the British constitutional monarchy and Who are these crazy people who have been opening my mail for a few years and are gonna do that? Two ministers, as you noted and as I'm sure you saw in Episode 1, are looking and said, You wanna be ruled by one tyrant 3,000 miles away or 3,000 tyrants not a mile away?And then it's also, in addition to a civil war--and much more of a civil war than our actual Civil War was: lots of civilian deaths in the Revolution, not so much in the American Civil War--it's a world war. So that we do it with European techniques, but George Washington hasn't got any idea how to operate a siege. He's turning to his French--they've not only sent money and materiel and ships, but they've sent a general and thousands of troops. And it's [Jean-Baptiste Donatien de Vimeur, comte de] Rochambeau who knows how to conduct a siege, and Washington is completely at his mercy of how to do it.

So I love the complexity of this, the undertow of this. And it doesn't, at the end of the day--to go back to my heart, David--it doesn't diminish. In fact, it only enlarges the power of the ideas. The Ecclesiastes, which is the Old Testament, says, What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there's nothing new under the sun. But the Revolution is something new under the sun.

Frum: Lemme pause you there with something, because--just in deference to my Loyalist neighbors in Ontario--I don't think it's right to say that they were conservatives. Because of my neighbors, I've been interested in the subject and I said, Who were they? And the best predictor of who became a Loyalist was whether you were afraid of your neighbors.

So in the North, where most--especially in New England--where most of your neighbors were Congregationalists and Baptists and Methodists, the Anglicans became Loyalists. In the South, where most of your neighbors were Anglicans, the Congregationalists, Methodists, and Baptists became Loyalists. Up the Hudson Valley, if you were a Dutch farmer who had learned English, you probably went with the Patriots; if you were a Dutch farmer who had not learned English, you probably stayed loyal to the Crown. In areas where they were Huguenots, French Protestants, if they had learned English, they were probably Patriots; if they had not learned English, they were probably loyal to the Crown. If you were in a society where the elites had a lot of consensus, like Virginia, then the elites became Patriots. If you were in a place like New York where the elites did not have a lot of consensus, then the elites tended to--and so on. And everywhere and always, Indians and Blacks were Loyalists.

Burns: Right, well, that's--right. Exactly.

Frum: What this is more about is breaking a tie--a check on the power of local majorities at the cost of local minorities. And that is, regarded by everyone, that's the cause. It's not modern people versus conservative people; it's people who feel they will be empowered if the Crown is taken away versus people who feel they will be made more vulnerable if the Crown is taken away.

Burns: Yes. Yeah, I agree, and I'm sorry because I'm guilty of the same reductionism. By doing that, I've been trying to understand why we had not set up the simple binaries of This person is good or This person is bad. We follow John Peters, who is a Loyalist from Vermont, who's the leading man of his community, who's sent by his community in a not-yet-existent Vermont, a politically existent Vermont, to the Continental Congress and goes, Wait a sec-- the first one--I don't subscribe to this. And he's arrested four times on the way back home and starts, eventually--driven from his home and his family driven from his home--starts a regiment of Loyalists and comes back down to fight in [John] Burgoyne's ill-fated Saratoga campaign.

Frum: Yeah. One of the things I was struck by--and again, this is one of your binaries--there's been a long-running argument in American history whether 1776 or 1787 is the crucial year: the year of the Revolution or the year of the Constitution. And it used to be argued that the Constitution was actually a kind of counterrevolution.

Now, that argument's gone out of fashion--I think it's sort of true. And one of the things I was struck by is that you discuss the 1780s in the last 10 minutes of the final episode. But I often wonder if a lot of our assessment of the Revolution is because of the successful counterrevolution of the 1780s, and if that hadn't happened, the Revolution might look a little different. I'm thinking of [what] a friend of the American Revolution, Edmund Burke, said of the French Revolution: "The effect of liberty to individuals is that they may do what they please; we ought to see what it will please them to do, before we risk congratulations."

The American Revolution achieved stabilization and success. It wasn't obvious on the day of Yorktown or on the day of the treaty in 1783 that it would lead to a stable country; that only became clear after 1787.

Burns: That's correct. It's a wonderful point. We were talking before we got started about my Civil War series, and in ways, almost all of the Civil War and how we understand it is shaped by the period after the Civil War, which we call Reconstruction, which has been invented by one group to be this horrible tragedy and invented by another group to be the first experiment in civil rights and its collapse athe tragedy. And whatever it is, it [ushered] in a period of white supremacy.

So it's very hard to abandon a narrative, and it was very important to us, who thought we weren't gonna go racing for the exits once Yorktown happened and the surrender took place, but to understand the way in which the failures of the [Articles] of Confederation, replaced by the Constitution and then the government, was a way to understand the ongoing tensions of how we would configure ourselves for generations to come, as well as sort out the winners, if you will, and the losers. The Native Americans being the worst losers, Black Americans, women, the French, and then the British being the least losers, and of course, the white American males being the winners of the whole shebang.

So it's a tough narrative choice to make, but I agree with you, absolutely. And what I like is we did a film a few years ago on Benjamin Franklin and spent much more time in the Constitutional Convention, much more time arguing over some of this stuff, and felt not so much that I didn't have to do it, but in this case, having won at Yorktown, I've got about 40 minutes before I'm gonna run the credits. I mean, and we don't think of it that way; we just look to see what can fit and what you can do, and we hinted at, like the vermouth in a very dry martini, the excellent point that you've made.

Frum: Yeah. Well, your point about Black Americans being the losers, one of the things you, in the, again, final episode, you talk about very--if I'd known this, I'd forgotten it, and maybe I never knew it--was the extraordinary sea lift evacuation that the British did at the end of the war. Tens of thousands of people in 18th century--this is something that you associate with the United States in the 20th century, but the British did a refugee evacuation on tens of thousands of people, some to the Caribbean, some to Nova Scotia. A few made it their own way to what is now Ontario. Some went back to Britain. But the Americans said, Okay, you have permission to evacuate your refugees, but we have a condition: No Black people--no Black people to whom someone has a claim of property. And that's part of the peace deal, that the Black people who stayed loyal to you must be abandoned to us.

Burns: Right. And [Henry] Clinton, who was then the military leader of all the King's forces in North America, said, No, we made promises. And it actually works out--in a very ironic thing, I was just in Fraunces Tavern in Lower Manhattan just the other day, and there's a room in there where they got together, and they decided--they had two lists of Negroes, as they were called--and what happens is families are torn apart because the mother can prove that she's been in the service of this officer or this Loyalist for this long, and so they're the property and can go, but the child cannot. And so there are heartrending moments at dockside when families are literally being pulled apart.

Frum: Yeah, you have a heartrending painting of one of those scenes, with a child being pulled one way by a man in a tricorn hat and the mother in another way--a woman who went to, I think, Bermuda or Bahamas and had to leave behind her stolen daughter.

Burns: Yeah, Judith Jackson. And it's just one--like William Blake [said, the idea that] you could find the world in a grain of sand in Judith Jackson's story holds true. And there's several other people that we are able to identify, if we don't have a contemporary image or even a later image, by the signatures on a line, by the roll, by wherever they appear, by a gravestone, that proves their existence and adds to the complexity of the story.

Frum: Now, the Northern states use the occasion of the Revolution to write constitutions that prohibit slavery. Or, I should say, the New England state--New York doesn't get around to abolishing slavery, I think, until the 1820s or '30s, something like that. But New England and Pennsylvania abolish slavery--

Burns: That's correct--first.

Frum: So the Revolution has a kind of--people take their words seriously. But in other parts of the country, the Revolution seems to fasten the slave system even more intensely.

Burns: Yes. Yeah, and so there's a wonderful comment--when I was making my film about Benjamin Franklin, I had the good fortune of interviewing the late historian Bernard Bailyn, and sort of baiting and switching at the end, I said, We've also been working on this film about the Revolution. Would you let me talk [to you about it]? So he actually said something that we used in the Franklin film and then used again here, that he said that before the Revolution, people didn't talk about slavery that much. There were some people who gave voice to its evils, but it wasn't [central]. But the second the Revolution happened--because it's often the planters themselves, the large slave owners, who are using the idea that the King is enslaving them--that the hypocrisy comes out, that then the question of slavery. And because you've broken out these British rights to now big natural rights, that all men are created equal--as Yuval Levin says, it's not men are equal; it's all--that you've opened the door and we're gonna drive a truck through it, however long--four score and nine years or 144 years--before women get to vote, or whatever it's going to be, it's going to happen. And so then slavery is always in discussion. And the people who are hearing the liberty talk, as Jane Kamensky says, they're as alive, if not more alive, to the possibilities of freedom than anyone else. So you have destabilized a lot of arguments.

But you're absolutely right: Slavery's making the British Empire tons of money. We say 13 colonies; there are 26 colonies. We are the least profitable. The 13 in the Caribbean, because they have sometimes 90 percent slave population--Jamaica, Barbados--they're the most profitable of all the far-flung sort of revenue streams of the British Empire. And so there's hypocrisy in Lord Dunmore offering--who owns his own human beings--freedom to just the enslaved people of rebels and not to Loyalists. It's an incredibly complex dynamic that we wanted to kind of represent.

But yes, I think what happens is that when you have suddenly opened the door to these Enlightenment thoughts that transcend the argument here, it's gonna be gone. It's gonna take longer for the people who are making a lot of money to do that. And in fact, it gets re-entrenched because even, I mean, you could say that [Thomas] Jefferson and Washington are anti-slavery; they know it's wrong. And Annette Gordon-Reed has this wonderful thing--well, how could Thomas Jefferson know something was wrong and still do it? And she goes, Well, that's a question for all of us, not letting Jefferson off the hook, but putting the rest of us on the hook. But by the time you have an abolitionist movement in the early part of the 19th century, then the enslavers are digging in and saying, No, no, no, this is inferior--not that Jefferson didn't write about that in the Notes on the State of Virginia--these are inferior people. They need to be taken care of. And so you're scrambling around for arguments that are, of course, even more specious than before.

Frum: Well, this is one of the notes of complexity you strike. If I recall right, the last Founding Father we hear from in the whole series is Benjamin Rush.

Burns: That's correct.

Frum: The doctor from Pennsylvania, who is, I think, the only member of the Revolutionary generation who is convinced of the full moral and intellectual equality of the races. There are many abolitionists, like [Alexander] Hamilton and Franklin, but they were not so certain about equality. Rush was.

But to make it complicated, Rush was also a medical crank, who killed--

Burns: That's right.

Frum: --hundreds of people--

Burns: Experimenting, yeah.

Frum: Yeah, with purging and bleeding and was--I mean, I shouldn't call him a crackpot, because these were fairly common ideas at his time--but people were beginning to have doubts, and he was with the medical reactionaries who said, No, when someone has yellow fever, you take a razor to their arm and release some blood, and that'll fix 'em. Oh, that one died too. Oh, well.

Burns: Yeah, I know. It's unbelievable--and I have another ancestor, Gerardus Clarkson, who, with Rush, helped found the first medical college, hopefully to learn better, in Pennsylvania, from that insanity.

Frum: Well, I wanna ask you something about--and this is the most unfair, most provoking kind of question--but about the things you didn't talk about.

Burns: Yeah.

Frum: So one of the things that has been a fixture of American history for 200 years has been the comparison of the American Revolution to the French Revolution: Why did the American Revolution work, and why did the French Revolution seemingly, at least in the opinion of most Americans, not work? But a thing Americans are not interested in is, what I would've thought is the much more salient question, of why did the American Revolution work when the contemporary South American revolutions did not work? That people are ready to compare Washington to the heroes of French liberty; they're not so willing to compare Washington to [Simon] Bolivar.

Burns: To Bolivar, right.

Frum: And I've got some thoughts on this, but I'd like to hear--how do you integrate the Latin, or I should say, because in Mexico, the revolution actually failed until the last minute, but in South America, the revolutionaries succeeded, but they left behind enduring instability, unjust societies. How do you understand the difference when it happened in North America and South America?

Burns: Well, I think this is a really important thing. The first thing to understand is that, unlike your world, which is the intellectual pursuit of these ideas and the history that undergirds it, is a kind of additive process; what I'm involved in is a subtractive one. I'm talking to you from New Hampshire. We make maple syrup. It takes 40 gallons of sap to make one gallon of syrup. So we're actually collecting the stuff and then pulling away: What can our story contain? And so we'd love to go off, press that Benjamin Rush button, which you can't do at the very last moment, when you're hearing somebody say the American war is over, but the American Revolution is still going on, and go into Benjamin Rush and all of the cuckooness that you described.

At the same time, as we acknowledge a few minutes before that, that the American Revolution is going to set in motion revolutions for the next 200-plus years around the world:, first in Europe, then in the Caribbean and South America, and in Asia and Africa. We're talking about all of that, but we're not at that stage; just like at the end of the Civil War series, we could hint at this progress, this thing that was going to be called Reconstruction, but we couldn't delve into it. And so, to me--I'm now working, by the way, if this is in any satisfactory a sop to you, David--I've been working, thinking about for decades and now working on a film called Emancipation to Exodus, which is exactly that: self-emancipating slaves through the Civil War to the Reconstruction, its collapse, finally to the Great Migration. And so we'll be going back and answering a fundamental question not dissimilar to the one you just asked me. And who knows, maybe we'll be able to say this American project ought to extend beyond the borders of just one of the Americas.

Frum: Can I test a theory on you?

Burns: Yeah, sure.

Frum: I have a thought about why Washington succeeded and Bolivar failed, and I'd like to know what you, with your great study of the subject, what you think about it. And again, bracket Mexico--in Mexico, the Spaniards actually won. And the Mexican case, the way I compare it, is that imagine that the British completely beat the Americans and executed Washington, Jefferson, Hamilton, and Franklin: firing squads, hanging, they were all--

Burns: Drawn and quartered, yeah.

Frum: --all dead. And the Spanish hero who defeated them all was General Benedict Arnold, and he becomes the leader of the country. And then he turns against the British and crowns himself Emperor Benedict I and declares the independence of America under his imperial rule. That's the story of Mexican independence. (Laughs.)

Burns: Yeah, right.

Frum: But going farther south--[Agustin] de Iturbide is the name of the guy who did it--going farther south, here's my theory and tell me what you think of this. In the United States, certainly in the North and even in the South, the white American population was big enough. They were able to lock the Indigenous people and the slaves out of politics. And they were military factors, but they were not really political factors, and they were completely locked out. And when the British tried to make use of them, that only consolidated Patriot feeling more against the British.

Burns: That's a very good point, yes.

Frum: In South America, the populations were not, so you couldn't lock the Indigenous and the slaves out of politics; you had to bring them in in some way. And Bolivar ends up bringing them in. And the result is he turns a political revolution into a social revolution--and a revolution that is not just against Spanish rule while preserving the structures of Spanish society, but it's something that turns into a slave revolt at the same time that then the new powerholders try to suppress. And the story of South America has been: When you pull the Spanish out, you uncork the bottle. And then repressive forces try to put the cork in, and they're never able to succeed, and the oppressed forces are never able to push the cork back out again fully either, and that's why it remains so stable. And that's the difference, is that the United States, it remained a quarrel within the Americans of European descent, and they were able to lock the others out and thus to prevent the political revolution from turning into--it was something of a social revolution but not a very big one, whereas in South America, it was a huge one.

Burns: Yeah. I'm not sure I'd buy into just the terminology of "lock the others out," but I agree with you. I think that's very, very smart. [Winston] Churchill, looking back at it, said we could only do two things. We could only handle union; we couldn't handle slavery, right? So that the Revolution was making a simple choice. And I think what we did do, David, and it doesn't answer your question directly, but I think it places the sort of foundation on which our narrative progresses not on the grade-school taxes and representation--which is obviously a big, huge part of it, and not to take anything away from those motivations--but about Indian land, all the way through. And so you have, very much pride of place, put Canassatego and his celebrations of the land that they have and the worry that the white people don't understand their relationship to the land and his confidence in the power of his Confederacy, a union--remember he says, Never fall out one with the other; he's sort of telling us, Don't have a civil war. And by the end of the sixth episode, we've brought a civil war to the Haudenosaunee, the Iroquois Confederacy, which destroys them, in the name of grabbing land in upstate New York and northern Pennsylvania.

So all the way through, even from our opening topic sentence of the introduction: It's not just a clash between Englishmen over Indian land, taxes, and representation. There was something that I insisted on because I think that's the way to understand it, because you have Native peoples living in separate and distinct nations, that are like the difference between France and Prussia, who have formed alliances, that have fallen out of those alliances, and we treat them as them. And we have both assimilated and co-existing Native Americans within the land we've already spent the last 150 years securing--we're gonna spend the next 150 years taking the rest of it.

And by the way, we do not start that Congress and call it the Eastern Seaboard Congress or the Eastern Seaboard Army in which we are placing you, George Washington, in charge of; we're calling it a Continental Army. We know where we're going. So I think the heart of this is less--and I don't know enough about Latin or South America to be able to argue in any real way--but to say the conquering has taken place. Here, we're just all about uncorking potentiality. And that's the whole thing, that we see this as an empire in the making. And George Washington, in the '80s, as things are beginning to unravel because the Articles of Confederation are so toothless, he's saying--and there's Shays's Rebellion--he says he's worried about drowning "our rising empire in blood." They know what they got. And they got, in the Treaty of Paris, everything to the Mississippi, and they want everything beyond that too.

Frum: Well, the financial stabilization of the Union depends on the Indian land. Once Congress is formed, how does the United States pay its bills from the world?

Burns: Exactly.

Frum: Land sales.

Burns: And you have a states-rights guy in Thomas Jefferson who makes the greatest land deal in the history of the world, which is aghast. I'm not even sure Alexander Hamilton would've had the guts to say, Yep. And he buys--you know, doubling the size of the United States with the Louisiana Purchase.

I think we have to recenter Native American land in this story, and that's what makes it different from a France and makes it different from a Haiti and makes it different from South American examples that you bring up, which I wanna plead ignorant--

Frum: Okay, I'm sorry. I told you it was a dirty trick to ask you about something--

Burns: No, no, no. I'm fascinated. You're now gonna send me down that rabbit hole. (Laughs.)

Frum: I wanted to take it back to the story of your head and your heart because you have the American flag over your left shoulder.

Burns: This is actually--may I just say something to you that will help you understand all of my dancing, whatever I do to dance on your next question? That is a Navajo blanket. Does that change the dynamics? That is not an American [flag]. It is a representation of the American flag--it is neither a flag nor even a quilt, which I collect and are all over, but it is a blanket by the Navajo people. And it, to me--

Frum: So now you're intensifying the contradiction that I was about to ask you about, which is you say goodbye to the viewer and you make your peace with the story by saying--you've talked about the heroism and the valor of those who fought, you talked about how those who fought came from the bottom of society: at the beginning they had property, but by the end of the war, the professional Continental Army is an army of propertyless men; the Minutemen were not. But all through the many hours we've spent with you, you have entertained or invited us or introduced us to many qualms and doubts about what's happening, but you end by saying, I'm going to give you a vision of the future of how this will all turn out that vindicates what happened. But as you are sorting this out, as an historian but also a storyteller--to the extent those are different--how do we make sense of we have our feelings about 1781 and 1783 decided by outcomes that no one in 1781 or 1783 could know or have any confidence in, even if they had visions of what the future might be?

Burns: I don't know the answer to that. I know that I felt that, because we had been so assiduous in trying to maintain all the complexities that we've described in our conversation, that I still had a sense that this was the most consequential revolution in history. That, as I've been saying out on the road--much to the chagrin, I assume, of some of my colleagues, who are too polite to speak up--that I thought it was the most important event since the birth of Christ in all of world history, and I'm willing to sort of go there and defend it; I think it's a way to wake people up to think about it. That there's something deeply patriotic, in a good way--and reclaiming the word patriotism from the scoundrels--and Samuel Johnson said, "Lost souls escape their loss of control in patriotism."

There's a way in which I wanted to reclaim a sophisticated--and it meant that for all the yes-buts that the film is constantly throwing up in terms--those last moments, the 40 minutes after Yorktown, are filled with a lot of the contradictions and the losses. It felt important to at least say in a way, Didn't we throw something forward? Couldn't we have a place where we could agree that everyone--and I've been out on the road, David, for months and months and months, and I have said the same thing to Joe Rogan as I said to the New York Times Editorial Board, as I said to inner-city kids in Detroit, and kids from Chicagoland area, and audiences in the evenings everywhere around the country. Because I think that there's a place to have purchase, particularly in this divided time, that if you wanna be clear-eyed about not [the] cure, but just getting better, you need to, as any professional would do when a person's in crisis, you go back and find out: "Who are your parents? Where'd you grow up? What'd you do? So what's your origin story?" And that you begin to reassemble your narrative in a much more positive, healthy way.

So having told a more complete [story], calling balls and strikes--and there's some unbelievable balls and strikes, as well as some grand-slam home runs--that I wanted to give it back to the hopefulness of, like Jefferson said to [John] Adams, "I like the dreams of the future better than the history of the past." "And so we shall go on, puzzled and prospering beyond example in the history of men"--"puzzled and prospering." It's not in our film; I've used it in a couple of other films, couldn't just do it again. But it's really the sense that there is some embedded hopefulness in this story that I wish also to not be extinguished, that I don't want to, in your original binary, sort of subscribe to the triumphal, nor do I wish to subscribe to the sad story.

Frum: There's a spirit of history that says that, as [Leopold] von Ranke said, that history is just what happened. But in reality, what actually happens is history is a resource in which people search for what they need. So you've referenced Lincoln a couple of times. So in Lincoln's youth, when the Constitution enshrined slavery, which he did not like, but the rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence seemed to condemn slavery, Lincoln said, 1776, good; 1787, defective, and We have to revert from the Constitution to the Declaration. And he made a hero out of Jefferson in a way that actually didn't make a lot of sense, but--

Burns: No, no, no. (Laughs.) Because he was running, probably, the greatest Federalist government of all time.

Frum: But it made emotional sense. So in that era, Lincoln said--and those of his ilk in the 1830s, 1840s--1776, good; 1787, bad. The historians of the 1950s, fresh from the McCarthy period, said, Wait a moment. You let loose the politics of every day--you're going to let loose a lot of paranoia and conspiracy theory and a lot of--like, a lot of the people who fought in 1776, what they thought they were fighting for was to stop [King] George III from turning America Catholic. And that was crazy, but that's what they went to war to do. They thought there was a Catholic conspiracy against the liberties of Americans. And so the historians of the 1950s often said, 1787, good; 1776, a little more troubling.

And so it goes in different historical periods. And I was thinking, when I was watching your conversation with my editor Jeff Goldberg, I'm old enough to remember the 1976 bicentennial and the mood of 1976 was the United States had been through Vietnam, Watergate, the worst recession since the Great Depression, at that time, and America said, We need cheering up. We need a feel-good version of 1776 to cheer us up in the tougher days of 1976. And I remember at the time thinking, What's the mood going to be in 50 years? And I live to see it. And the mood is--I think we're back in the mood of the 1950s, where a lot of people are saying, We are not so confident anymore about what happens when you say, Let's, loose the spirit, so let's dissolve the bonds of authority; let's dissolve the bonds of knowledge. If you wanna go out into your pulpit in the backwoods and say, George III has a plot to make America Catholic, that it turns out all right. And we may be in a moment where it looks and feels more like 1958 than 1976.

Burns: The other evening, at the National Constitution Center, I was speaking with Yuval Levin onstage, and he was saying the founders--who were trying to reverse engineer an autocrat in their designs of the document, in the writing of the code in the summer of 1787--wouldn't be surprised to come back and find that somebody wanted to take more power. That would not surprise them. What would surprise them was the acquiescence of what is Article One, which is the legislative branch. And that's Article One; it's not Article Two--that's the executive branch. And so I think that we're gonna be constantly moving. It's a kind of centering process.

And for storytellers, it's not so much we're reading the moment--because we can't, David. I began this when Barack Obama had 13 months to go in his presidency, and we've gone through lots of what Mark Twain would call rhymes throughout. When the wife of the German general who's with Burgoyne is coming over, she's worried about Americans eating cats. If, for some thing, we'd come out last fall, this would be like a gigantic, Oh, Ken Burns, you did this because we're talking about Springfield, Ohio, and J. D. Vance, and everybody's talking about illegal immigrants eating cats. That would've been a big rhyme. I think it'll pass by this fall with hardly a kerfuffle. But there'll be other things that were in the film, you know, years ago that are going to just rhyme in spectacular fashions. I don't know. But I have felt, my whole professional life, the movement.

I mean, even Gordon Wood, in the middle of our declaration sentence, said Lincoln knew this--he said, "All honor to Jefferson." That's the beginning of taking it away from the Constitution. And I could go back, and one of the things I'm working on with this Emancipation to Exodus project is: People do believe that the Constitution is a racist document. Actually, it's people like Frederick Douglass and Lincoln who decide, You know what, it's not actually, and here's how we're going to use it. And the leverage of that is, I wouldn't say, equally as important in a big conversation of head and heart as Lincoln quoting Jefferson at the Gettysburg Address, which is the Declaration 2.0: We really do mean that all men are created equal. He's replacing the original catechism with a slight adjustment to it. I do think it's as much the underlying, undergirding constitutional things that even Frederick Douglass can find purchase within the original Constitution to make his arguments about human freedom and equality.

Frum: Yeah. When you say the Constitution's a racist document, it's a document in which slavery is sort of the embedding problem.

Burns: Yeah, I'm not saying I'm saying it--I'm saying that the interpretation, as you correctly said, in the early 19th century, was for many that the Constitution was flawed, and therefore, we should go back further and resurrect Jefferson and the Declaration.

Frum: And we've created, then, this imagined history where the Constitution as you have it now is the same document as it was in 1787.

Burns: Right. (Laughs.)

Frum: And it really isn't. But they were solving a problem, which is how did they reassert the authority of the central government? How did they fund it? And when we talked about land sales, I mean, even before Louisiana, that one of the things that is a provocation of the Revolution, as you say at the beginning, is the Quebec Act of 1774, which basically assigns Ohio and greater Ohio to the province of Quebec with a view to stopping--Quebec has a royal governor, and so you can stop, or try to stop more effectively, migration westward across the Appalachians into the Ohio Valley. It's probably doomed never to work because the British were never going to pay the cost of actually policing it. But it wasn't an impediment; it was certainly--

Burns: And it was also an internal thing. It's more local consumption. They're trying to also pacify the Catholic population of this new state that they've absorbed because of the Seven Years' War, what we call the French and Indian War. And it's really the 1763 demarcation that you can't go over it 'cause we can't afford to protect you.

And so that's why many Native tribes think--because the British have beat the French and because they're supposedly keeping their own people from crossing the border--why more Native Americans went in with the British than went in with the Patriots and same for Black people, because they just saw perhaps more daylight in a British ambiguous position on slavery than on an unambiguous position on slavery that the Patriots had.

Frum: But unlike the lands west of the Mississippi, which will be homesteaded in the 1860s, where you can just basically--you show up; you start farming; it's yours--the lands east of the Mississippi were sold. And they were sold for cash. And that was how the new government paid the Revolutionary debt, paid its bills, paid its army, at last. And that was the problem that consumed the people of 1787, which is, "How do you pay the debts?" Which [is] one thing that South American governments were never able to do, and that set them on many of their paths, and that the new Republic of Haiti was unable to do--

Burns: I think it's because they didn't have in front of them the kind of tabula rasa, the blank canvas, ahead of them that was going to be not just the Manifest Destiny, but it was the place where we were gonna be able to create the income necessary to keep things running.

Frum: Well, so then this is where I will end with your generous time, but to go back to your head-and-heart question: Are you with Lincoln as a man of 1776, or are you with the historians of the 1950s as a man of 1787?

Burns: All right, I am going to drive you crazy, David, because I'm gonna say neither and both. So in his message to Congress in 1862, he says, "Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history. The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation," right? And a few seconds later, he says, The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. As our case is new, we must think anew, we must act anew, we must disenthrall ourselves, and then we can save our country.

In the second inauguration, he says, If you are, I'm willing to go 500 years with this business, right? Every drop of blood drawn by the lash will be replaced by one drawn by the sword--as Old Testament as you can get. And then he pivots and goes, With malice towards none, with charity for all. So I am--in the fact that the American project seems to be hinging, I wouldn't even say, between head and heart but between these polarities of a sort of vigorous prosecution and an understanding of how much the past informs where we are now and a sense that the point is right here, and there's a kind of New Testament generosity that you have. So I buy into all of it, and I'm just trying to, in Whitmanesque ways, you know, do I contradict myself? Yes. And I contain multitudes, and so I've tried to represent--it's not so much me that contains multitudes; I've tried to represent the multitudes that yell from either side of the brain or from the head and the heart in the American project.

Frum: As you say this, maybe you are resolving another binary that we have about you, which is one of the questions about Ken Burns, and maybe the one that students of your work will struggle with the most, is: Are you first and foremost an historian, or are you first and foremost an artist?

Burns: I am a storyteller, and so--

Frum: And historians hate contradictions, and artists love them.

Burns: Yeah. No, no, no, you need to have them. Wynton Marsalis, one of the great artists that I know--dear, dear friend, we're like brothers--said, in jazz, "sometimes a thing and the opposite of a thing are true at the same time."

Like, if you are trying to superimpose the historiography of one particular view of the Revolution or of the Civil War, it doesn't fit at all. And yet, you know, [John] Keats said of Shakespeare that Shakespeare had "negative capability," which is a wonderful phrase. That was the ability to hold in tension a person's strengths and their weaknesses, and to postpone the decision about it for as long as you can, because that was closer to the realities of our own world, in which the people closest to us remain inscrutable to us. And that, I think, is the role of art.

And so storytelling, with my It's complicated sign, is the winner, but it also has to be subservient, if you can believe that, to the facts of the past. We cannot mess with what happened. It's Daniel Patrick Moynihan--there's an opinion to art somewhere, I suppose, and people are entitled to that, but not to their own set of facts. And so I've spent my entire professional life trying to figure out how to fit that square peg into that round hole and still come out with a narrative that doesn't throw it out and isn't also sort of treacly triumphant at the same time, in the case of the Revolution.

Frum: Ken Burns, thank you so much for your time today. It's been such a pleasure and honor to talk to you, and what a remarkable legacy you have given to Americans in this coming 250th-anniversary year.

Burns: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Ken Burns for joining me today on The David Frum Show. I wanna add a special thank-you to listeners and viewers of The David Frum Show. You'll remember that, in August, I requested participation in a survey about what you like and what you don't like, what changes, what suggestions you have for the program. Six thousand people responded to that survey, and we are--all of us at The Atlantic--overwhelmed, astonished, grateful to each and every one of you. Thank you so much. It has been so helpful, so informative. We benefit so much, and we are so appreciative of the enthusiasm that so many listeners and viewers feel for this program. Thank you.

As mentioned, the book I will discuss this week is Benjamin Nathans's To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause, Princeton 2024. To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause is a history of the Soviet dissident movement in the 1960s and 1970s. To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause won the Pulitzer Prize in 2025, and I am honored to have served on the jury that recommended the book for the prize. It is amply deserving of it. It's a very substantial book, and it may be more about the Soviet dissident movement than everyone will wanna read all the way through. But there's a part of the book that I think is very bearing on present American problems. The book introduces us almost at the very start to an individual named Alexander Vopin, who was--sorry, beg your pardon, Alexander [Esenin-]Volpin--who was the inspiration, the first breakthrough of the modern Soviet dissident movement.

Volpin was born in 1924 in the Soviet Union. He graduated from Moscow State University in 1949 in mathematics, and he immediately encountered trouble with the regime. He wanted to live like a free human being and wouldn't accept that that was not allowed. He was sentenced to prisons. He was sentenced to mental institutions. He was eventually released after the death of Stalin in 1953. But he never relented in his struggle for his individual right. But he based all of his opposition, all of his struggle, on a startling insight that struck people as one of those things that's so brilliant that it's crazy, so crazy that it might be brilliant.

Volpin began by pointing out that the 1936 Stalin constitution of the Soviet Union granted large rights to Soviet citizens: rights of freedom of speech, rights of due process. Now, of course, everyone understood that these words were meaningless, empty, that the regime utterly ignored the laws it pretended to be bound by. Volpin insisted, But what if we acted as if the laws meant something? What if we treated the laws as if they were real? He explained to his friends, Soviet laws--and here are his words--"ought to be understood in exactly the way they are written and not as they are interpreted by the government, and the government ought to fulfill those laws to the letter."

So he would be arrested for handing out a leaflet or criticizing the government in a poem, and he would argue his rights under the Soviet constitution. Soviet courts didn't know what to make of it. No one had been so insane as to argue that the Soviet constitution gave anybody any rights--they all knew it was a dead letter--but he would be in court insisting otherwise. And the Stalin terror was over, and the regime was trying to become, if not more legal, then more predictable. And sometimes he'd win because, after all, it was the law, and the courts were not quite prepared to say the law didn't count for anything.

Volpin explained to his allies and comrades, who looked at him at first as if he were crazy, he would insist, What would happen if we acted on the assumption that the laws are binding, if we acted on the assumption that our rights are real? And again, in Volpin's words, If one person did it, he would become a martyr; if two people did it, they would be labeled an enemy organization; if thousands of people did it, they would be a hostile movement; but if everyone did it, the state would have to become less oppressive.

I think there's a lesson here for Americans. Now, I don't want to make any comparison between the Soviet Union, even after Stalin, to the United States of today. But the United States is moving in directions in which laws mean less and less, in which the authorities flat-out say they're not bound by law; due process doesn't mean anything. The laws are in trouble--they are shaking in the United States. And one of the great dangers to the freedom of citizens is that we will act worldly, we will act wise, and say, Well, we all know they ignore the law. Volpin reminds us: They only can get away with ignoring the law if people acquiesce in the ignoring of the law. But if everyone did it, the state would have to become less oppressive.

So it's important, even as you know in your mind that the laws mean less and less in the United States, important to act in your heart as if the laws meant everything and to commit your personal political work to the premise that the laws are binding, that your rights are real, even as you confront an authority that seems determined to shrink the laws and take away rights.

Alexander [Esenin-]Volpin went in and out of prisons. In 1972, he was released to the United States. In those days, the United States did stand for freedom, and he lived a long life--he lived to age 91--and he died in the spring of 2016. Mercifully, he had a full life and died before he saw the United States begin to descend in its own path to unfreedom. He was spared that sight. I don't know what he would've thought of it. Well, I do know what he would've thought about it--he would've said to us, as he told his Soviet fellow citizens, Laws ought to be understood in exactly the way [they are] written and not as they are interpreted by the government, and the government ought to fulfill those laws to the letter. If one person did it, he would become a martyr; if everyone did it, the state would have to become less oppressive. Let's everyone do it.

Thank you so much [for= listening today--or watching, if you watch on YouTube--The David Frum Show. Thank you for joining me. As ever, the best way to support this program and the work of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. You might also want to consider subscribing to a David Frum alert on The Atlantic site; that will let you know whenever I post a new article on the site. And I will, of course, return next week with another episode of The David Frum Show. Thanks for joining. Bye-bye.

[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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Trump Is Trying--And Failing--To Shield MAGA From the Shutdown

The administration has tried to hurt only "Democrat things." It's not that easy.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Each time President Donald Trump--nominally the leader for the entire country--has been asked about the government shutdown, he has replied with the rhetorical equivalent of a shrug, claiming that the situation is hurting "Democrat things" and that he is protecting the paychecks and priorities of his supporters. "The Democrats are getting killed on the shutdown because we're closing up programs that are Democrat programs that we were opposed to," he told reporters last Tuesday. "We're not closing up Republican programs, because we think they work."

Those words are backed by actions. The president has taken extraordinary steps over the past three weeks to weaponize the closure of the government, steering federal funds to shield his chosen beneficiaries from the shutdown's harms even as he opportunistically damages the interests of his opponents. But despite Trump's efforts, he has failed to split the shutdown into a red-blue binary of winners and losers. His MAGA base has already been affected by the shutdown, his denials notwithstanding--and the pain for the president's supporters will increase significantly if the lapse in government funding continues into November.

Read: The Project 2025 shutdown is here

Farmers, a key constituency for Trump, are among those getting hurt. The Department of Agriculture halted crucial farm aid just as planning for the 2026 planting season was getting under way. Furloughs and mass layoffs, meanwhile, have decimated a small-business-lending program popular in rural communities. Federal subsidies keeping small-town airports afloat are scheduled to run out within days. And despite what Trump might suggest, the majority of the federal employees who are currently going without a paycheck live outside of the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area. Trump-friendly West Virginia, for instance, has among the highest number of government workers per capita in the country. "No matter how these programs are labeled by the administration, the cuts that are happening hurt everyone," Abigail Andre, the executive director of the Impact Project, which has been tracking federal workers' fates during Trump's second term, told me. "It's difficult to argue that you can cabin off certain parts of the country from impact effectively for very long."

It's true that Trump has been able to blunt some of the real-world ramifications of the shutdown for wide swaths of the public. Troops--whom the president sees as a key part of his political base--were supposed to miss their paychecks for the first time last week, but Trump ordered funds to be repurposed to cover the cost of their salaries. He did the same for members of the FBI, immigration agents, and other federal law-enforcement officers. He has steered money from tariff revenue to continue funding for the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children--commonly known as WIC--and ordered certain military celebrations to continue as planned. The administration is also looking for ways to pay air-traffic controllers, Politico reported. The moves, perhaps ironically, may be helping lengthen the shutdown by taking some of the pressure off of lawmakers to end the impasse.

But the longer the shutdown drags on, the more certain groups are going to require special treatment--and the more Trump's supporters will get hit as collateral damage. The administration has said it plans to "batten down the hatches and ride out the Democrats' intransigence." That strategy is making some of the president's allies nervous. Republicans are privately clamoring for additional carve-outs or bailouts to shield their constituents from the growing impact of a closed government--and are more publicly acknowledging that the expiring health-care subsidies at the core of the shutdown fight will also hurt their voters. All of this could force Trump, who has so far been something of a bit player in the shutdown drama, to take on a more central role in the inevitable dealmaking necessary to reopen the government.

On October 17, Arkansas lawmakers passed a resolution saying farmers were "in need of strong leadership from President Donald J. Trump" and Congress to prevent the imminent closures of thousands of local farms. "This is going to affect the state of Arkansas in a very mighty way," State Representative DeAnn Vaught, a Republican and farmer who introduced the resolution, told her fellow legislators before the vote. She likened the situation to "a tsunami coming." The government shutdown arrived as farmers were already suffering from low commodity prices, Trump's trade war, increased tariffs, and the expiration of the Farm Bill, several industry experts told me. Nearly half of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's staff has been furloughed, and local offices that help farmers access capital and other assistance have been closed since early October. Trump has promised to provide a bailout for farmers using billions of dollars collected from tariffs, but USDA officials have said plans for aid are on hold while the government is closed. Yesterday, Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins said her agency would be reversing course and restarting several aid programs beginning Thursday. But industry leaders have predicted that up to a third of farms in Arkansas could be forced out of business before next year's harvest without more federal intervention in the form of a multibillion-dollar bailout. Farmers in other states are facing similar pressures.

"The biggest worry of farms that see themselves as eligible for a trade-related bailout is that the delay may make it difficult to get the money," Vincent Smith, a professor in agricultural economics at Montana State University, told me.

Chris Gibbs, who grows corn, soybeans, and other crops in Shelby County, Ohio, told me he was waiting for the government to reopen so that he could apply for a commodity loan at his local Farm Service Agency. The office has been closed since October 1. The program's website says this is because of the "Radical Left Democrat Shutdown" and that Trump "wants to keep the government open and support those who feed, fuel, and clothe the American people." Rollins wrote on X yesterday that those offices would reopen on Thursday at Trump's direction, providing more than $3 billion in assistance. The people who will be staffing the offices, many rural voters themselves, will continue to miss paychecks as they return to work.

Read: Americans are about to feel the government shutdown

"Special thanks to our great USDA employees who continue to work without pay to serve our farmers and ranchers," Rollins wrote.

Gibbs, a former Republican and longtime USDA official who now chairs his local Democratic Party, said he opposes Trump's tariff-and-bailout policies but acknowledged that many farms "are under extreme pressure" and need help as they approach another planting season with tumbling prices for soybeans, corn, and wheat. China, a crucial market for American crops, has reduced its purchases in response to Trump's trade war.

"We're going to lose some farmers," Gibbs told me.

Even as his voters face hardship, Trump has made light of the shutdown, posting memes of Democrats in sombreros and depicting his director of the Office of Management and Budget, Russell Vought, as the grim reaper. Throughout the shutdown, Vought has been cast by the administration in the role of a shadowy and brutally effective operator empowered to direct the trauma of a government closure exclusively toward Democratic priorities.

Vought has sought to live up to Trump's hype, taking to X to announce freezes and cancellations of more than $35 billion for projects in Democrat-led states and pledging to enact upwards of 10,000 permanent layoffs during the shutdown. But his push to target blue states--including by halting $18 billion worth of infrastructure upgrades for Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer's hometown of New York--has not been as seamless as Trump may have envisioned.

When Vought announced that "nearly $8 billion in Green New Scam funding to fuel the Left's climate agenda is being cancelled," he listed 16 states--all of which voted against Trump in 2024. The post did not mention Montana, which was set to receive part of a $1 billion grant to help produce hydrogen fuel--a grant that was canceled by Vought's announcement. Republican Governor Greg Gianforte had been among the backers of the project, saying in 2023 that it "would create good-paying Montana jobs."

Just last month, local leaders in Mineral County, Montana--where Trump won more than 70 percent of the vote last year--had celebrated the proposed project as a potential boon to the community. The town of St. Regis had lost one of its largest employers, a sawmill, in 2021, and the hydrogen project was set to replace some of those jobs, State Senator Denley Loge, a Republican who represents the area, told me. Vought's cancellation announcement was devastating for a rural community already struggling from the shutdown, he said.

"Western Montana--especially the county we're in--is pretty economically depressed, and this might have been just a little bit of a boost," Loge said of the hydrogen project. "It's disappointing, because we were finally thinking we were making some momentum."

Several of the other 321 energy projects that were canceled are located in congressional districts represented by Republicans. White House officials have maintained that Democrats are to blame for any collateral damage from the shutdown. They have repeatedly pushed Schumer and other Democratic senators to vote to reopen the government before any negotiations over health care can begin. "The Trump Administration is working day and night to mitigate the pain Democrats are causing, and even that is upsetting the left--with many Democrats criticizing the President's effort to pay the troops and fund food assistance for women and children," White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in a statement.

It's not clear whether that sentiment will be sufficient for Republican lawmakers who are hearing from a growing number of their impacted constituents as the shutdown stretches into its fourth week. "Government shutdowns have tangible, painful consequences for real people," Senator Shelley Moore Capito, a Republican from West Virginia, wrote on October 7 in a local op-ed, highlighting the state's large concentration of federal employees. High-poverty states such as West Virginia rely disproportionately on government aid, including food stamps and other programs that are set to run out of money as soon as next month.

Some Americans might find buying a house or accessing scarce forms of transportation more difficult because of the shutdown. The National Flood Insurance Program is currently dormant, disrupting potential home sales along the Gulf Coast. Republican lawmakers have clashed over a stand-alone bill to reauthorize the program amid the shutdown, Politico reported. The Essential Air Service, a subsidy program that supports airlines operating out of small-town airports, is set to run out of emergency funds by November 2. Senator Lisa Murkowski, a Republican from Alaska, where the service helps connect remote communities that are inaccessible by road, said she has been reaching out to the Trump administration to relay how detrimental any disruption would be for her constituents. Even Congress--which is uniquely positioned to end the shutdown--is feeling it. Members are still getting paid (the House hasn't taken a vote since September 19), but many of their staffers missed a paycheck for the first time on Monday.

The administration's moves to lay off thousands have not fallen neatly along partisan lines. On October 10, the entire staff of the Community Development Financial Institutions Fund, a small-business lending program popular in underserved areas, received layoff notices. The CDFI Fund typically would be disbursing grants to small nonprofits and banks around this time of year, providing capital that would disproportionately flow to borrowers in rural America, industry leaders told me. Eight of the 10 congressional districts that received the most CDFI-supported funds are represented by Republicans, according to a recent analysis by the Urban Institute. (CDFI Fund staff also help support key pillars of Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, including a revamped version of Opportunity Zones designed to boost rural communities.)

Read: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

One CEO of a local lender, speaking on condition of anonymity due to fear of retribution by the White House, told me that community banks "serving small towns in rural America" will ultimately be forced to close because of the Trump administration's layoffs.

"It's going to be brutal," he told me.

For his part, Trump has said little about the impact of the shutdown on his supporters, instead telling Fox Business recently that the lapse in funding had given him "the right to cut programs that Republicans never wanted," including "giveaways" and "welfare programs." But those programs are a lifeline to the very people who helped Trump get into office--which makes his minimization of the shutdown an unsustainable position, Andre, of the Impact Project, told me.

"People across the country may not all notice right away, but the most vulnerable among us probably feel that pinch already," she said. "And the longer it goes on, the more of us will be impacted."
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The U.S. Tactic That Russia Is Using to Hoard Power

As a Ukrainian, I've seen firsthand how Russia has learned to emulate American soft power for authoritarian ends.

by Tetiana Kotelnykova

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




For decades, USAID was one of the greatest tools America had to promote democratic values in Russia. The agency extended humanitarian assistance while fostering political reform, and in doing so endeared the United States to Russians even as it undercut the Kremlin's authoritarian ambitions. It was a supreme example of soft power: working "through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion," as the political scientist Joseph S. Nye Jr. defined the term. Then, in 2012, the Kremlin expelled USAID, a decision that seemed to confirm just how effective it had been.

So effective, in fact, that Moscow has now decided to create its own version. The Trump administration shut down USAID on July 1; one week later, a Russian-government official revealed that the regime planned to establish a development agency modeled on the one Washington had just dismantled.

Russia senses an opportunity. Under Donald Trump, America has lost both the will and institutional capacity to counter authoritarianism abroad, and Moscow is already exploiting the vacuum that the president has left behind. Indeed, it has been using soft power for more than a decade to centralize its authority, sanitize its image, and accelerate its imperialist aims.

As a Ukrainian, I have seen firsthand how the Kremlin emulates Washington's tactics, wielding them to undermine the same values they were meant to protect. Its plan to replicate USAID suggests that Moscow's mimicry is only just beginning. The age of Russian soft power is here.

No country studied America's use of soft power more closely than the Soviet Union. Its first lesson came early in the Cold War. In 1950, the CIA launched a covert operation in West Berlin called the Congress for Cultural Freedom, which looked innocuous on paper: The group would invite scholars, artists, and journalists for conferences, exhibits, and concerts. But these events served distinctly geopolitical aims. They offered attendees a place to participate in public exchanges beyond the censorship of the Soviet regime. Over time, the congress fostered a transnational network of culturally influential elites who favored liberal democracy over communism and Marxism. The CIA's involvement came to light in 1967--but not before the congress had helped seed an anti-communist faction among the Russian intelligentsia and helped erode the Kremlin's ideological hold over the U.S.S.R.

Unlike the Congress for Cultural Freedom, USAID never kept its mission a secret. The agency was founded in 1961 explicitly to promote democracy, prosperity, and stability overseas. In practice, this meant building institutions that supported democratic and civil-society initiatives as well as directing aid across dozens of countries. But USAID had clear limits: It could help educate voters or monitor elections, but the agency's guidelines prohibited biased interventions such as endorsing a candidate or offering assistance to only one party.

Read: The cruel attack on USAID

In the 1980s, America broadened its use of soft power in the Soviet Union and elsewhere. Congress established the National Endowment for Democracy, a nonprofit whose range of political functions exceeded USAID's: training political activists, facilitating democratic transitions, endorsing candidates. In Poland, for example, the NED provided nearly $2.5 million to the Solidarity movement, the independent trade union that opposed the country's Soviet-backed government. But the nonprofit did so discreetly, using the International Rescue Committee, a humanitarian organization, as a conduit for the funds.

American soft power achieved some of its most dramatic successes with the so-called color revolutions, a wave of democratization that swept former Soviet states. These included Georgia's Rose Revolution in 2003, Ukraine's Orange Revolution in 2004-05, Kyrgyzstan's Tulip Revolution in 2005, and, later, Ukraine's Euromaidan in 2013-14. Each was bolstered by American foundations such as the Open Society Foundations and state-linked organizations including USAID, the National Democratic Institute, and the International Republican Institute. In Ukraine, the NED provided major financial support to Ukrainska Pravda, an independent online newspaper that amplified government dissent during the Orange Revolution. Meanwhile, USAID funded the U.S.-Ukraine Foundation, which in turn funded local opposition groups.

For its part, Moscow saw America's use of soft power as brazen political interference--even a threat to its rule. In a 2007 speech at the Munich Security Conference, Russian President Vladimir Putin condemned America's use of soft power, arguing that it was creating a world in which "no one feels safe." Rather than eschewing soft power, though, Russia began amassing its own. A few months after Putin's speech, the Kremlin established the Russkiy Mir Foundation to promote Russian language and culture abroad. The Alexander Gorchakov Public Diplomacy Fund followed a few years later, financing study trips to Russia and hosting international conferences with journalists, activists, and scholars. The initiative looked a lot like the Congress for Cultural Freedom, but reverse engineered to expand the Kremlin's authority rather than diminish it.

As Moscow extended soft power abroad, the regime grew more concerned about other countries exerting it within Russia. In 2011, mass protests broke out in response to parliamentary elections that showed signs of vote-rigging. The Kremlin promptly decried the demonstrations as foreign-financed plots. (USAID and other groups had supported election monitors that found indications of fraud, but no evidence suggests that Western-funded agencies played a role in organizing the protests.) One year later, the regime began designating NGOs as "foreign agents" if they engaged in political activities and received outside funding. Putin claimed that such NGOs had taken in more than $1 billion from foreign sources, offering the figure as ostensible proof of Western meddling.

Amid this crackdown, Russia's Foreign Ministry ordered USAID to leave. By its final year, the agency was operating in Russia with a $50 million budget, 60 percent of which was "allocated for the promotion of democracy and civil society," according to one analysis.

Maany Peyvan: At USAID, I prioritized the wrong argument

Soft power officially entered Moscow's foreign-policy lexicon in 2013. In a strategy document that year, Moscow enshrined it as an "integral component of modern international politics" and a "comprehensive toolkit for addressing foreign-policy objectives," even as the same document warned of soft power's "destructive and unlawful use" in manipulating public opinion and destabilizing states.

Soon after, Putin decided that soft power should be an integral component of domestic politics too. In 2017, his regime established the Presidential Grants Fund, the central mechanism through which the state finances NGOs inside Russia. It was presented to the public as a way to promote grassroots initiatives that foster civil society. But in reality, it has prioritized groups that advance the Kremlin's priorities by, say, offering nationalistic education. Putin created the Presidential Fund for Cultural Initiatives four years later, which finances exhibitions, festivals, and art that rehabilitate Moscow's image both at home and abroad. No matter how "destructive" soft power was in the hands of foreign leaders, Putin decided it could be productive in his own.

Russia readily admits that it copies America's soft-power strategy. Indeed, the Kremlin has seemed to suggest that it was pressed to do so. In 2022, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said that any "attempts to interfere" in Russia's internal affairs must be met with a commensurate response. "We have something to say," he continued. "We are not shy. We have answers to the false concepts and arguments promoted by Western soft power."

I have seen Russia's "answers" for myself. In 2014, Russia-backed separatists seized control of Horlivka, my hometown in eastern Ukraine. Authorities quickly banned Ukrainian symbols and dismantled local institutions, then established cultural events such as literary contests, festivals, and concerts aimed to attract Ukrainian youth. At first, my friends and I thought these happenings were benign, even fun. But Russia had designed them to get us to stop identifying as Ukrainians and embrace our new "motherland." Teenagers competed in musical contests that required them to perform songs expressing devotion to Russia. Boys participated in tournaments that tested their martial prowess, glorifying the idea of fighting on behalf of Putin.

Soon these programs were the only public events on offer. They became bound up with the few happy memories I have from the period after the occupation; even my attempts to escape the war--seeing a concert, going to a festival--pointed me back to Russia.

Since the full-scale invasion in 2022 and the occupation of new territories, Russia has ramped up its soft-power campaign in Ukraine. The Presidential Fund for Cultural Initiatives has funneled some $500 million into other countries to subsidize Russian propaganda. Much of this has shown up in Ukraine. In parts of the Zaporizhzhia region, the Kremlin sponsored an event earlier this year that used crafts, music, and literature associated with Russian folk holidays to instill in Ukrainians a "sense of belonging" with their new occupiers. Organizers of another event in the region sought to integrate Ukraine's "liberated territories into a unified cultural and educational space" by staging productions that showcased Russia's "spiritual and historical" identity. Last year in Donetsk, one program invited children as young as 7 to participate in a dance concert whose goals included the "dissemination of ethnocultural identity."

Now Russia is flexing this muscle well beyond Ukraine. It exerts much of its soft-power  work through the Russkiy Mir Foundation, which tries to cast Russia to the world as an enlightened ally rather than a regressive tyrant. In Beijing, Russian and Chinese students gathered this summer to commemorate the "heroic deeds of their ancestors" in World War II. In Istanbul, locals visited the headquarters of the Russian Geographical Society to see an exhibition "highlighting Russia's rich natural and cultural heritage." In Barcelona, the Russian Academy of Music hosts concerts and competitions celebrating Russia's musical tradition.

As of 2022, the Russkiy Mir Foundation reported running 96 centers across 45 countries that promote Russian language and culture through exhibitions, lectures, and academic partnerships. The foundation organized nearly 2,000 events that year, in addition to operating a television channel, radio station, and magazine--all of which serve to sanitize the country's international image. Meanwhile, the Gorchakov fund works closer to home, sponsoring academic gatherings and Russian-language programs in former Soviet states.

Exactly how a Russian version of USAID would fit into these existing initiatives is unclear, given how little is known about the proposed agency. But recent history suggests that its mission would have less to do with proffering aid than with complementing the Kremlin's liberal use of brute force. When the Russian legislator Sergey Mironov was asked about the agency, he replied, "Soft power works effectively only when it is a glove worn over an iron fist."

Such an agency could allow the Kremlin to project substantially more power abroad, not least by unifying the many fragmented efforts currently run by various ministries and state-affiliated actors. More than anything, though, a centralized development agency would help Russia position itself as an alternative to America--or, more precisely, its replacement. Moscow has a chance to present itself as a protector to the many nations that the U.S. once supported but has since abandoned. That's an opportunity Russia isn't going to waste.
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Trump to DOJ: Pay Up

The goal is not just dictatorial power, but ostentatious performance.

by Quinta Jurecic

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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

Donald Trump is a skilled extortionist. Since winning the 2024 presidential election, he has secured $16 million from Paramount to settle a baseless lawsuit over a 60 Minutes interview with then-candidate Kamala Harris; pocketed another $16 million from ABC after suing the company for defamation; and scooped up almost $60 million combined from the tech giants Meta, Alphabet, and X to resolve lawsuits over his social-media bans following the insurrection on January 6, 2021. Now he is extorting a new target: the federal government itself.

The New York Times reported yesterday that Trump has filed paperwork claiming that the Justice Department owes him roughly $230 million in taxpayer funds--damages that he claims are due to him in compensation for the federal investigations into his conduct related to the January 6 insurrection and his improper hoarding of classified documents at Mar-a-Lago. The corruption is so obvious that even the president himself seemed to acknowledge it when questioned by journalists about the Times's reporting. "I'm the one that makes the decision and that decision would have to go across my desk," Trump said, "and it's awfully strange to make a decision where I'm paying myself."

Casey Michel: America has never seen corruption like this

Trump is not, in the immediate instance, "the one that makes the decision." That will be up to Justice Department leadership--specifically, under DOJ's procedures, the department's No. 2 or No. 3, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche or Associate Attorney General Stan Woodward. Blanche led Trump's criminal defense against the prosecutions for which Trump is now demanding payment. Woodward has represented a number of Trump aides, including Trump's co-defendant in the Mar-a-Lago case, Walt Nauta, and the current FBI director, Kash Patel.

Trump's apparent confidence that he will be able to secure the money speaks to the degree of control he has secured over the Justice Department. He is, fundamentally, instructing his subordinates to place an enormous chunk of public funds into his own bank account. Technically, perhaps Blanche or Woodward could recuse themselves from the proceedings or even decline to hand over the cash; in practice, it is hard to imagine this happening without Trump firing them. This direct command by the president over the Justice Department is bolstered by a vision of presidential power known as the "unitary executive," under which all executive power flows from the president himself. The notion that Trump could simply tell the Justice Department to pay up, and that the department would have to do so, seems bizarre--but it shares an outlandish through line with the administration's expansive view of consolidated presidential authority over the executive branch.

The corruption of the situation is so gaudy that an ethics expert quoted by the Times more or less said that expert commentary wasn't even necessary. "The ethical conflict is just so basic and fundamental, you don't need a law professor to explain it," Bennett L. Gershman, a law professor, told the Times.

To make matters even more absurd, Trump appeared to suggest yesterday that he would use the Justice Department money to fund pet projects. "If I get money from our country, I'll do something nice with it," the president told reporters in the Oval Office, "like give it to charity, or give it to the White House where we restore the White House." He then went on to discuss his current effort to construct a White House ballroom, a project that has already resulted in the demolition of a significant portion of the East Wing without having gone through standard approval processes for White House construction. Trump's ballroom is reportedly funded by private donors, including settlement money from his lawsuit against Alphabet--a scheme that certainly violates the spirit, if not the letter, of the Antideficiency Act, which prohibits the executive from spending money without congressional approval.

If Trump were to push the Justice Department into handing over money for his private use, and then turn around and pour that money into building a ballroom for which Congress has not appropriated funds, this would essentially constitute a looting of public funds as a means of evading the separation of powers--and all so that he could rebuild parts of the White House according to his specifications. It is, in that sense, consistent with his monarchical self-image. Although his control over the Justice Department is enabled in part by theories of a unitary executive, his selfishness splinters this vision of unity by pitting the desires of the man against the office's responsibilities to the public. Reflecting on his demand for money in front of reporters, Trump sounded almost philosophical: "I'm suing myself."

Lev Menand: The Supreme Court made a bad bet

"Usually when dictators loot the treasury, they have the wisdom to do it quietly," Vox's Zack Beauchamp wrote on social media after the New York Times story broke. Here, though, the extravagance of Trump's attempted theft may itself be part of the point. The goal is not just dictatorial power, but the ostentatious performance of dictatorial power as a middle finger to critics. Trump's particular brand of authoritarianism feeds on outrage, like a naughty child gleeful over just how much he can get away with.

The catch, as Beauchamp has written, is that contemporary authoritarians tend to be more successful when they erode democracy more subtly, before anyone has a chance to notice. Trump's flaunting of his corruption undercuts that strategy. As of now, the public still has the means to reject this campaign of theft. The midterm elections, after all, are only a year away.
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Winners of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2025

A collection of some of this year's winning and honored images, selected from more than 60,000 entries

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 22 Oct 2025


Ghost Town Visitor. Winner, Urban Wildlife. A brown hyena wanders among the skeletal remains of a long-abandoned diamond mining town in South Africa. ((c) Wim van den Heever / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Caught in the Headlights. Winner, Natural Artistry. Simone Baumeister shows an orb weaver spider on its web on a pedestrian bridge, silhouetted by lights from the cars below. ((c) Simone Baumeister / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Synchronised Fishing. Winner, Behavior: Birds. Qingrong Yang perfects photographic timing to show a ladyfish snatching its prey from right under this little egret's beak. Location: Yundang Lake, Fujian Province, China. ((c) Qingrong Yang / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Frolicking Frogs. Winner, Behavior: Amphibians and Reptiles. Quentin Martinez discovered a gathering of lesser tree frogs in a breeding event. Location: Kaw Mountain, French Guiana. ((c) Quentin Martinez / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Cat Amongst the Flamingos. Winner, Behavior: Mammals. Dennis Stogsdill witnessed a caracal hunting a lesser flamingo in the Serengeti National Park, Tanzania. ((c) Dennis Stogsdill / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Alpine Dawn. Winner, 11-14 Years. Lubin Godin found himself in mist-shrouded mountains with silhouetted ibex. Godin spotted the Alpine ibex resting above a sea of clouds during an early morning ascent. As the mist rose and the sun broke over the crags, he retraced his steps to capture this ethereal moment before fog thickened and the light faded. Location: Col de la Colombiere, Haute-Savoie, France. ((c) Lubin Godin / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Orphan of the Road. Highly Commended, Photojournalism Impact Award Winner 2025. Fernando Faciole watched an orphaned giant anteater pup follow its caregiver after an evening feed at a rehabilitation center. Faciole wanted to highlight the consequences of road collisions, a leading cause of the decline in giant anteater numbers in Brazil. This pup's mother was killed by a vehicle, and the hope is that it will be released back into the wild after being encouraged to develop crucial survival skills by its caregiver. ((c) Fernando Faciole / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Deadly Allure. Winner, Plants and Fungi. Chien Lee used an ultraviolet light to reveal the fluorescent world of an insect-attracting pitcher plant in Kuching, Sarawak, Borneo, Malaysia. ((c) Chien Lee / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Sole Survivor. A selection from from the portfolio Watchful Moments by Luca Lorenz, Winner, Rising Star Award. Lorenz had been watching a tree hole where this Eurasian pygmy owl and its mate were nesting. When one disappeared, the other continued feeding the chicks. On this day, the remaining bird returned clutching the chicks' breakfast in its claws, and called for its mate, but there was no reply. ((c) Luca Lorenz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Seal Serenity. A selection from from the portfolio Watchful Moments by Luca Lorenz, Winner, Rising Star Award. When the heavens opened, Lorenz was out with his camera. He minimized the lens aperture to ensure the full expanse of the sea was in focus and framed an inquisitive harbor seal enjoying the patter of the rain. ((c) Luca Lorenz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Mad Hatterpillar. Winner, Behavior: Invertebrates. Georgina Steytler showcases the strange headgear of a gum-leaf skeletonizer caterpillar. This caterpillar's unusual headgear is made up of old head capsules, each retained with every molt. The resulting tower is believed to help deflect attacks by predators. Location: Torndirrup National Park, Western Australia, Australia. ((c) Georgina Steytler / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Dawn Watch. A selection from from the portfolio Watchful Moments by Luca Lorenz, Winner, Rising Star Award. Lorenz was lying flat on the dewy grass for a better perspective of one of this park's ubiquitous blackbirds when four deer emerged from the mist and stopped to assess the situation. ((c) Luca Lorenz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)



Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.
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What an Iranian Filmmaker Learned In Prison

Jafar Panahi discusses his most daring work yet.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




For more than a decade, after the government of Iran deemed his work "propaganda against the system," the filmmaker Jafar Panahi was banned from making films or leaving the country. He spent some of that time in prison and under house arrest, but he still found ways to produce art--including the 2011 documentary This Is Not a Film, which was recorded in his Tehran apartment and smuggled into the Cannes film festival on a flash drive. The ban has since been lifted; even so, Panahi chose to make his latest film, It Was Just an Accident, in secret, without an official permit. This month, he showed the thriller at the New York Film Festival. 

Much of Iran's clandestine cinema, including some of Panahi's earlier works, is didactic, focused on valorizing the victims of the regime's injustices. But It Was Just an Accident turns the camera inward, toward the pugnacious debates that pit Iranians against one another.

Set in contemporary Tehran, It Was Just an Accident tackles a conundrum familiar to dissidents and revolutionaries. A former political prisoner chances upon a man he suspects is the interrogator who tortured him in prison. (He was blindfolded at the time but thinks he recognizes the squeak of the man's artificial leg.) He takes the man hostage, then, panicking about his decision, gathers a group of former inmates. As they drive around in a van with the man, they fight about whether they have the right guy and, if so, what they should do with him. The question becomes more urgent when they encounter the man's young daughter and very pregnant wife.

Read: Silenced at home, Iranian filmmaker finds eager audience in France

When we met up in New York, Panahi told me that the film grew out of the seven months that he spent in Evin Prison in 2022 and 2023, as Iran was roiled by protests under the slogan "Woman, Life, Freedom." What began as an outcry against the hijab mandate quickly grew into a movement challenging the country's clerical rule. Iranians began to debate whether violence should be used against the regime, and to ask how various opposition groups could build coalitions with one another.

The dissidents in the film disagree not just over the treatment of their captive and his family but also over how they should be living. The young, hotheaded Hamid, who has been unable to find a well-paying job since being released from prison, sees himself as risking everything for the cause, and he shames the others for pursuing careers and getting on with their lives. He keeps reminding them that "we are at war." The others, led by Hamid's ex-girlfriend Shiva, an artist who makes a living as a wedding photographer, believe that their prisoner should be given the chance to defend himself. (Hamid wants to simply off him and bury him in the desert.)

"Each of the characters represents something I saw either in prison or in the society at large," Panahi told me. "I wanted each tendency to have its own representative, whether the nonviolent ones or the pro-violence ones. If you didn't have someone like Hamid in the film, it would be all a lie."

Panahi is a household name in Iran, one of the regime's most prominent critics; earlier this year, he called for a stop to the Iran-Israel war and asked the country's leadership to step aside and make space for a democratic transition. But he is adamant that his work is not political. "Political films are partisan and divide people into good or bad," he told me. "I am a social filmmaker, and in social films, there is no absolute good or bad. You don't judge. The audience decides."

Read: 'This war is not helping us'

Still, it's clear where Panahi's sympathies lie. Hamid's character is a stark warning against extremism in social movements. Instead of finding ways to unite with his van mates against their common foe, he keeps bickering with them. Hamid accuses Ali, the only member of the group who is not a former political prisoner (he's tagging along with his fiancee), of belonging to the "gray stratum"--the term for Iranians who are not aligned with the regime but who are too afraid to join the opposition. During an onstage talk with Martin Scorsese at the New York Film Festival, Panahi said he was concerned with the question of whether the "cycle of violence" would continue in Iran even if the Islamic Republic came to an end.

A few years ago, Panahi was imprisoned with the Iranian sociologist Saeed Madani, who taught his fellow inmates classes on the history of nonviolent resistance movements. When prison authorities barred Madani from teaching in his cell, he resorted to leading walking classes. Strolling in the prison courtyard with Panahi and others, including the Oscar-nominated filmmaker Mohammad Rasoulof, Madani preached the principles of nonviolence. The scene is surreal to imagine, like something straight out of a Panahi movie.

Panahi had been imprisoned before; he spent a few months in Evin Prison in 2010. When we spoke, he relayed a conversation from back then with an interrogator who'd asked why he made the films he did. "I told him I made what I saw in society. For instance, even though I couldn't see his face, all this conversation would probably make it into a film," Panahi said. Indeed, the conversation inspired a scene in his 2015 film, Taxi, which featured Panahi as a driver interacting with a cross section of Iranian society. In the scene, Panahi trades grisly interrogation stories with the activist and fellow former political prisoner Nasrin Sotoudeh. Shot entirely in a car so that he could avoid the authorities, the film won him the Golden Bear at the Berlinale.

Panahi is one of the most decorated filmmakers alive, having won the top awards at the three major European festivals. Only three other directors have achieved the same. It Was Just an Accident won the Palme d'Or at Cannes in May. (In his acceptance speech, Panahi called on Iranians to get over their differences so that they could "get to freedom sooner.") France has chosen the film as its candidate for Best International Feature Film at next year's Oscars. (The film was eligible to be France's pick because a French production company helped finance it.)

Panahi has won this international acclaim while telling only Iranian stories set in Iran. For years, however, he has hoped to adapt a novel by the Iranian writer Ahmad Dehghan that is set partly during the 1980s Iran-Iraq War and is about the futility of conflict; because of the scale of the story, Panahi would have to film it abroad. He envisions a retelling that wouldn't reference any particular location and that would feel universal. "I always think I haven't made my best film yet, and I think this might be it," he told me.

Read: Anything could happen in Iran

This was Panahi's first visit to the United States since 2000, and he was shocked by what he encountered. "I've seen people whispering because they think someone might be listening. I see a fear in this society that I can't believe," he told me. He worried that Americans won't stand up for their rights, because unlike Europeans, they don't have a generous social safety net to fall back on. "They'll fire them if they speak out," he said. He recognizes the signs of encroaching autocracy. "We in Iran live in a future that others might yet come to see," he said.

But Panahi remains hopeful. "Regimes like Iran's can't last," he told me. "History proves this. They won't last. So we need to worry about what comes next."

"Without hope, you can't make films," he said.
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A Novel That Understands Where Romance Is Going

Claire-Louise Bennett's new novel trades romantic fatalism for something odder and pricklier.

by Rhian Sasseen

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Over the past few decades, one particular question has played out across numerous books, films, and essays: Can men and women be friends? That debate can seem awfully quaint. The concern has now hardened into a much gloomier one: Can men and women even get along? Recently, the retrograde gender politics of the right have influenced young men through podcasts, websites, and other "manosphere" content. Meanwhile, the increase in education and economic autonomy for women has shifted dating norms and expectations, and many people (regardless of gender) are disappointed by app-based courtship. These developments have, for some people, called into question the future of heterosexuality itself.

Into the fray slips the British-born writer Claire-Louise Bennett with her third book, Big Kiss, Bye-Bye. Set in the period after a breakup, the novel contains moments of sharp analysis that appear, at times, to endorse this fatalistic vision, termed "heteropessimism" by the writer Asa Seresin in an influential 2019 essay. Heteropessimism is an attitude, Seresin wrote, "usually expressed in the form of regret, embarrassment, or hopelessness about straight experience." It has animated a number of works examining heterosexual relationships in recent years, including novels such as Sarah Manguso's Liars, essays appearing in publications such as The New York Times and The Paris Review, and pop songs from musicians such as Sabrina Carpenter.

Read: The slow, quiet demise of American romance

Bennett is a writer of great linguistic inventiveness; her previous books, the short-story collection Pond and the novel Checkout 19, use surprising wordplay to evoke their narrators' unique ways of interacting with the world. Big Kiss, Bye-Bye offers something else, too: a subtle riposte against gender pessimism. Its protagonist--unnamed, like those in Pond and Checkout 19--is a writer who has recently ended a doomed affair with an older man, Xavier. So far, this sounds familiar. But Bennett is up to something odder and pricklier.

The plot, like those of Bennett's other books, can meander; at times it is confusingly opaque. The narrator has a post-breakup correspondence with Xavier and exchanges emails with her former high-school English teacher, Terence Stone, who has recently reached out to compliment her writing. She also recalls sexual encounters with a former--and perhaps different?--lover. Scenes slide from the first to the third person, as though the narrator is dramatizing her own story for the reader's consumption. Early in the novel, she contemplates an imminent move to the countryside. (The location isn't entirely clear, but it seems to be in Ireland, where Bennett lives.) "I will be glad when it's all done," she writes. "I can't get on with anything. Time feels abstract. The days indistinct. It could be any month at all. It's very windy tonight."

As in Bennett's other works, vagueness manifests in the book's sentences, which have a habit of interrupting themselves, thoughts popping in and out with the regularity of a real-life interior monologue. In the book's sex scenes, however, the opposite occurs: Two bodies grasping at each other create coherence. "Wrapped my leg about his body, dug my heel into the small of his back," Bennett writes in a sentence that leads to one of the more accurate depictions of sex from a female perspective that I've read in fiction: "Go in, I said, and go in deep. Go in and get as much of me as you can." This is as much a dare, a provocation, as it is a sigh of release or a moment of submission. Sex in this book, as in life, is rarely a one-dimensional experience.

About halfway through, the novel interrupts itself again, the prose turning essayistic as the narrator contemplates the final scene of the film The Piano Teacher, during which Erika Kohut--the masochistic piano teacher of the title--stabs herself in public following the end of a humiliating affair with her younger student, Walter. "This is a symbolic act, not a fatal one," Bennett writes. It is done "in order to save herself--it is as if she is lancing a mutinous boil. It represents a transition, a leaving behind of voyeurism and fantasy, and an unflinching readiness to move into another more integrated realm." It feels significant that this film, as well as the novel it's based on, by the Nobel Prize-winning author Elfriede Jelinek, has recently enjoyed something of a revival in popularity in English-speaking literary circles, in part because of its bleak view of relationships between men and women. When the narrator watches The Piano Teacher's final scene, she goes through a kind of symbolic transition too, attempting to get out of her head and move into a more "integrated" domain.

This domain appears to involve more action and less monologue, which is where the novel moves as well. The narrator joins her friend Maeve for a hike up a local hill. As they walk, they discuss then-President Joe Biden and "the hypocrisy of US foreign policy," as well as what the narrator terms "America's deep conservatism and their ongoing fear of socialism." The narrator tells Maeve "about how the CIA, or maybe it was the FBI, funded major exhibitions of abstract expressionist artwork in Europe at the beginning of the Cold War." Their talking points are almost parodically cliched, however true they might be. As the two women continue their walk, their conversation maintains its focus on the United States, as they discuss "Roe versus Wade and Ernest Hemingway," until they come across an American couple also hiking up the hill.

The narrator and her friend seem slightly embarrassed at the possibility of being overheard--seeing the couple perhaps reminds them that Americans are not simply an idea on a page or in a newspaper headline, but actual people. The couple turns out to be blandly inoffensive, and after their brief encounter, the two women change their topic of conversation, moving on to dating and the narrator's experience using dating apps. "Texting and stuff is a complete waste of time," the narrator muses.

Read: An all-female society, pushed to extremes

The focus of this very long scene is notable. Even on this hill in Ireland, current events in the U.S. are an inescapable part of everyday conversation. And it's not just the news--the United States' political and cultural obsessions, including fixations on tradwives and girlbosses, the manosphere, and, yes, heteropessimism, are heatedly discussed around the globe on social media. But out in the real world, the sudden appearance of an American couple demonstrates how abstract these conversations can become. Bennett's book seems to question whether scrutinizing every new gendered archetype or behavior, in the disembodied way social media encourages, is productive. What happened, simply, to living? To experiencing life itself?

An actual relationship, Bennett seems to argue in Big Kiss, Bye-Bye, matters more than the sociopolitical environment it exists in. She is better for having broken up with Xavier. But she is allowed to mourn the person, and the relationship--the companionship, his sweetness. Bennett's novel probes the ways our experiences of love and sex are simultaneously influenced by both generalities and particularities: by societal trends and by ourselves as individuals. Our intimacies are connected to politics, and yet are also profoundly more specific, more real. "We are in the dark," Bennett writes of the shadowy, wordless experience of two people connecting. "We are together in the dark."
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Donald Trump's War on Reality

A deepfake president molds perception to serve his own interests.

by Franklin Foer

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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

Donald Trump's rise tracks the decline of that thing we once agreed to call reality. He cemented his place in the popular imagination with the advent of reality television, a genre that promised authenticity, even as the supposedly unscripted scenes were carefully manipulated by producers. On The Apprentice, which debuted in 2004, Trump was the embodiment of a culture just beginning to blur the line between what was real and what merely looked like it was.

In his second term as president, Trump--now with the help of artificial intelligence--is completing the revolution that made him. Over the weekend, he posted a video of himself piloting a fighter jet that dumps excrement on protesters. The clip was cartoonish, meant to amuse his followers and outrage his adversaries. This might seem like an ephemeral bit of trollish fun, but it is an example of an alarming pattern. Trump is provoking an epistemic collapse--cultivating the sense that every shard of once-dependable evidence is suspect. He is ushering in an era of distrust and confusion, in which the president molds perception to serve his own interests.

The deepfake is the most disconcerting frontier of the AI revolution. Fabricated clips are rendered with such precision that they can make anyone appear to say or do anything. This technology stands to upend a basic assumption of modern life. For more than a century, humans have treated film as the ultimate proof of reality, the mechanical witness that doesn't lie. Deepfakes exploit the instinct to trust what we see, counterfeits capable of warping emotion and implanting lies.

Fueled by his own delusions of grandeur--and the dark fantasies of revenge that animate him--Trump delights in doctored videos. During his first term, he tweeted footage spliced to exaggerate Nancy Pelosi's verbal stumbles. In his 2024 campaign, he shared an AI-generated image that suggested that Taylor Swift had endorsed him. And last month, he posted a fake clip of Chuck Schumer declaring, "Nobody likes Democrats anymore. We have no voters left because of all of our woke, trans bullshit."

The president of the United States has legitimized deepfakes as a tool of political communication. His followers have taken the cue. Last week, the campaign arm of Senate Republicans released an AI-produced ad depicting Schumer speaking words that had appeared in a press report--not in any actual footage.

As deepfakes become the common currency of social media, citizens will justifiably begin to harbor doubts about any piece of video they encounter. But those doubts won't yield discernment. They will simply provide another justification for the confirmation of ideological bias. Partisans will accept video footage when it upholds their preconceptions; when it does not, dismissing it as potentially manipulated will become standard practice.

Jessica Yellin: The awkward adolescence of a media revolution

Members of Trump's administration are already deploying this tactic. Earlier this week, Politico revealed text messages attributed to Paul Ingrassia, the president's choice to lead the Office of Special Counsel, in which the nominee admitted to having a "Nazi streak" and unleashed a torrent of racist vituperation. (Ingrassia ultimately withdrew his nomination.) When confronted with the messages, his lawyer didn't deny their authenticity outright but instead implied that they might have been fabricated by AI.

That claim is baseless, but the strategy isn't. The public has largely lost faith in traditional arbiters of truth--mainstream media, religion, academia--and many citizens have cocooned themselves in the comfort of filter bubbles. Now they've begun to disagree about the most basic facts of shared existence, including the outcomes of an election.

At the beginning of the century, when The New York Times reported the scandalous behavior of a politician, leadership of both political parties would assume the allegation's truth, even if Republicans might have grouched about the paper's liberal bias. When the government released an employment report, the nation roundly regarded it as an objective reading of the economic weather.

But Trump is attempting to dismantle those institutional underpinnings of reality. In the 20th century, the federal government became the nation's most trusted producer of facts. It tracked the economy, the spread of disease, and countless other indicators that allowed businesses to plan and citizens to make informed choices. Trump is shattering that tradition of disinterested empiricism, bending even the information generated by the government to his will. That's why he has fired officials--such as the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics--who are in charge of producing objective data, and moved to replace them with loyalists. Agencies once meant to measure reality now risk becoming instruments that manufacture it.

Nancy A. Youssef: The last days of the Pentagon Press Corps

Trump is also taking steps to stifle the traditional media, which, however imperfectly, still strives to offer an objective account of events. Leveraging the government's power to reject mergers, he pressured Paramount, CBS's parent company, into settling a spurious lawsuit over an episode of 60 Minutes. His administration has sent a message to corporate media that an adversarial stance toward the president will carry financial risk. At the Pentagon, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth has imposed such onerous restrictions on the press corps that reporters have effectively been expelled from the building, an effort to prevent them from producing the kind of independent reporting that might puncture the administration's self-serving version of events.

Years ago, Trump's most prominent ally in Silicon Valley offered a prophetic vision of this world. Elon Musk has entertained the idea that human existence is really just a computer simulation--a virtual realm so convincingly rendered that everything becomes malleable, that reshaping the world is merely a matter of rewriting a few lines of code. To adherents, this vision is not a nightmare but a kind of liberation. Truth can always be revised. Manipulation is the most basic fact of life. And Trump has assumed the role of the master programmer.
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Holy Warrior

Pete Hegseth is bringing his fundamentalist interpretation of Christianity into the Pentagon.

by Missy Ryan

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Doug Wilson has a white beard and a round belly, and is therefore somewhat Santa-like in appearance. He does not seem at all like someone who delivers denunciations of homosexuality and women's suffrage, and who takes an ambivalent position on the subject of pre-Civil War slavery.



On a recent Sunday morning, Wilson preached from the lectern at a conference center near Washington, D.C. The Idaho pastor's sermon was mostly an academic examination of Ephesians 3:1-6 and its offering of God's salvation. In this setting, at least, he skipped the hellfire rhetoric for which he's known, making no reference to his theocratic vision of America's future or his belief that the apocalypse described in the Book of Revelation already took place--and is enabling a project of global Christian conquest. Throughout the service, I couldn't help glancing from my spot in the back at a familiar figure seated with his family near the front, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.



Although Wilson's Christ-or-chaos approach to spirituality is interesting enough, the reason I'd come that morning is that I had wanted to better understand what Hegseth saw in him. Like Wilson, Hegseth--the "secretary of war," according to a recent declaration by Trump--has called for restoring a Christian ethos to American life, reversing the secularization of state institutions, and barring women from certain combat roles. But unlike the 72-year-old preacher, Hegseth heads a force of 3 million service members and civilians whose mission--a secular mission--is to keep the nation secure.



When the liturgy ended, Pentagon security officers flanked the room, and church officials politely but firmly steered me and the handful of other reporters out of the building so that we couldn't see whether Hegseth and Wilson spoke. (Wilson wrote on his blog that they did.) When I asked Kingsley Wilson, the Pentagon press secretary, whether Hegseth shares the pastor's beliefs, she was dismissive. "Despite the Left's efforts to remove our Christian heritage from our great nation," she replied in an email, "Secretary Hegseth is among those who embrace it." Hegseth wouldn't speak with me to elaborate.



Eliot A. Cohen: Pete Hegseth is living the dream



In an administration that is already heavy-handed in invoking Christian ideas and imagery in government work, Hegseth has gone further than anyone else. The belief that God has picked a political side is widely shared within Trump's circle of advisers. Mass deportations, the expansion of presidential power, and, especially after Charlie Kirk's murder, a desire for vengeance against perceived enemies are all, in their telling, divinely ordained. "I was saved by God to make America great again," the thrice-married, non-churchgoing president has said.



All of this is a departure from how previous U.S. presidents and military leaders have understood the intersection of faith and duty for generations. Although America's armed forces have always made space for religion, going back to the Battle of Bunker Hill, that place is a circumscribed one, entrusted primarily to several thousand chaplains responsible for attending to troops of their own faith and facilitating observance by those of other traditions. Prayers may be abundant in foxholes, but commanders typically do not dictate matters of spirituality.



Hegseth has swerved dramatically from that precedent. In addition to being the highest-profile member of the administration who belongs to the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, or CREC, an Idaho-based denomination that identifies as Christian nationalist, he has made Christianity a conspicuous part of his official duties. He leads regular Pentagon prayer sessions, posts often on social media about his faith (he posted a verse from Psalm 27--"The Lord is the stronghold of my life, whom shall I fear?"--in September), and describes the military's mission in explicitly biblical terms. In one recent podcast appearance, he identified "spiritual readiness" as a core part of the military mission. "That's why wherever we can, we invoke the name of God; we invoke the name of Jesus Christ," he said. "We want that spoken and talked about inside our formations." In the hours after the killing of Kirk, the Turning Point USA founder, Hegseth asked a group of troops in Washington to recite the Lord's Prayer with him. Later, Hegseth posted a video setting that recitation to imagery of missiles streaking across the sky, warships streaming in formation, and troops advancing on unseen enemies.



The men and women who have volunteered to serve are noticing the difference. In conversations with roughly 20 people, including current and former service members and people who know Hegseth, I heard again and again about the defense secretary's sharp deviation from Pentagon tradition when it comes to matters of faith. They noticed, for example, when he reposted a CNN segment in August that showed Doug Wilson, along with other church leaders, calling for women to be stripped of the right to vote and affirming his belief that some master-slave relationships were characterized by affection. (Later, when reporters asked about the segment, Hegseth's press secretary said that "of course" Hegseth believes women should be able to vote. She described Hegseth as a proud CREC member and said he "very much appreciates many of Mr. Wilson's writings and teachings.")



Former Republican Senator Chuck Hagel, a churchgoing Episcopalian, told me that when he served as President Barack Obama's defense secretary, he was careful not to talk publicly about his own beliefs. His maxim was that Defense Department personnel--from riflemen to top brass--cannot advocate for their own political or religious views as part of their official duties without risking corrosive divisions in the force. There is too much at stake in the military, including the freedoms that service members swear oaths to protect. "It is very dangerous, very wrong, to start down that road," Hagel told me, "because that road leads you to a lot of places you don't want to go."



Growing up in Minnesota, Hegseth attended First Baptist Church on Sunday mornings and Bible study on Wednesday nights. His father was a public-school teacher. His mother, Penny, lobbied Hegseth's school when she disagreed with what Hegseth has since described as a "values-free" curriculum, leading to young Pete being put in study hall when certain lessons were taught. Hegseth has repeatedly talked about a religion class during his senior year at Princeton when, by his recollection, a professor informed students that Jesus had been buried in a shallow grave and eaten by dogs, an idea that horrified and offended him. (The instructor, Elaine Pagels, a historian of religion, told me that she may have mentioned this idea in the class, but only as a notion put forward by another scholar. "That particular theory is not mine, nor do I agree with it, as I would have made abundantly clear," Pagels said. "Mr. Hegseth is wrong to attribute it to me.")



Hegseth, in his later telling, retained a "Christian veneer but a secular core" into adulthood. Multiple people who knew Hegseth in his 20s and 30s said he was not outwardly religious in any noteworthy way. "He clearly had religious beliefs and was serious about them, but it was not a central part of his life," one person who knew him for many years told me.



That changed after 2017, during a period in which his second marriage ended--like his first marriage, the relationship collapsed after his infidelity--and he had a child with his now-wife, Jennifer, a colleague at Fox News. Early that year, he had been stung when Trump passed him over to lead the Department of Veterans Affairs. He was drinking heavily and had been accused of sexual assault by a woman with whom he had a sexual encounter shortly after the birth of his child with Jennifer. (Hegseth has said the encounter was consensual, and a prosecutor declined to press charges, but Hegseth paid the accuser a $50,000 settlement.) Ties with his family were strained; his mother berated him as a man who "belittles, lies, cheats, sleeps around, and uses women for his own power and ego" in a 2018 email. "His life was falling apart at the seams," said one person who knows Hegseth and, like others who spoke candidly with me about their recollections of Hegseth's life, requested anonymity. The same year, he and Jennifer became involved in Colts Neck Community Church in New Jersey. This was the place where, as Hegseth later put it in an interview with the magazine Nashville Christian Family, "the message of Christ really went the 12 inches from head to heart." Hegseth has credited two people, Jennifer and Jesus Christ, for pulling him out of his tumult. "Without those two J's, I wouldn't be sitting here right now," he told a podcaster last year. He soon came to believe that he was on a specific spiritual and civic mission.



That mission is articulated in his 2020 book, American Crusade. In it, Hegseth decries what he sees as a left-wing plot to eradicate faith, and especially Christianity, from American life. He leans on references to God by the Founding Fathers as a way to argue that the separation of Church and state is merely "leftist folklore that, after years of indoctrination, has become orthodoxy." And he blames secularists for being on a "seek-and-destroy mission" against America's Christians.



Like others in the MAGAverse, Hegesth has embraced a war-on-Christmas-style narrative in which Christians are persecuted by mainstream society; he often pins blame on state or educational institutions. In a 2022 segment on Fox News, Hegseth used a Sharpie to write return to sender on his Harvard Kennedy School master's diploma, in response to Harvard's appointment of a self-described atheist and humanist as its chief chaplain.



Read: The war on Christmas is winning



The Ivy League made for an easy target, but Hegseth has been even more preoccupied with America's public elementary and secondary schools, and their part in what he's described as the "16,000-hour war," a reference to the amount of time kids spend in the classroom from kindergarten through 12th grade. Hegseth has repeatedly complained of secular brainwashing, what he sees as a progressive plot to undermine Western civilization. By 2020, at least one of Hegseth's school-age children was enrolled in a classical Christian school, part of a network of institutions closely affiliated with the CREC. The schools instruct students using a biblical lens, teaching Latin and ancient Greek and emphasizing virtue and manners. Rather than the school encouraging self-expression in art classes, children reproduce classic works from Western history; instead of evolution, students learn biblical creationism. As one school leader in the network said in a promotional video: "Every moment of every day is structured around the one simple concept: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge." In his 2022 book, Battle for the American Mind, Hegseth describes the growing network of schools as part of an insurgent, countercultural movement: "We are outnumbered, and outgunned, but we are not yet defeated."



Hegseth calls on Christians to embrace the "radical reorientation" of their lives around their children's education, urging parents to get a second job or forgo vacations so they can put their kids in Classical Christian Education schools or, as a fallback, homeschool. As he put it in a podcast appearance last year: "Why would you roll the dice on the souls of your own kids?"



Resolved not to make that gamble, Hegseth and his wife relocated their family during the Biden administration from New Jersey to a town near Nashville so their children could attend a nearby classical academy. It was there that Hegseth got to know the pastor of a local CREC church, Brooks Potteiger. After Hegseth became defense secretary, he asked Potteiger to preside at the first of the monthly prayer services Hegseth now leads at the Pentagon. Potteiger, square-jawed and bearded, reminded the troops and staff assembled in the Pentagon auditorium that Jesus has "final say" over all worldly matters--including nuclear-armed missiles. In that setting, he made no mention of his more controversial positions, including the idea that men ought to exercise "headship" over their wives as part of a "glorious and inevitable" return to biblical-style patriarchy. Outside of the Pentagon, Potteiger has advocated for men-only gyms (the sight of women exercising being too tempting) and says that women shouldn't be allowed to preach, both because they are prone to gossip and because they don't possess the same theological heft as men. Women just don't have that "certain gravitas" that men do, he has said on his podcast. Potteiger gave the example of a female drill sergeant: "I don't know if there's a more against-nature picture you can have than a woman screaming into the face of a man to try to bring down and bring him into submission."


Pastor Doug Wilson speaks at the National Conservatism Conference in Washington D.C. (Dominic Gwinn / AFP / Getty)



People who have worked with Hegseth told me that, for all of the bluster in his social-media posts, books, and podcast appearances, religion seldom came up behind closed doors in his early months at the Pentagon; one former official described a "frat boy" atmosphere more than anything else. But his faith wasn't absent either: Several people told me that he's talked about having prayed over personnel decisions and once called for a group prayer before an air strike. They also said that Hegseth has more frequently turned to God when he is around his colleagues at the Pentagon as he has faced greater criticism of his performance. This was particularly the case, they said, after he inadvertently shared highly sensitive plans for bombing Yemen with a group chat that included the editor in chief of this magazine. That episode intensified doubt about his judgment and triggered a probe by the Pentagon's inspector general. (One person who knows Hegseth told me he thought the defense secretary would be happy that I was writing this story, because it would play into a narrative that he is being persecuted for his convictions, not derided for his performance: "He can then turn around and say, 'All this stuff happening to me is because I'm an out and proud Protestant Christian.'")



Peter Wehner: Fully MAGA-fied Christianity



Hegseth has invoked George Washington as a kindred spirit, citing the possibly apocryphal story of a man coming upon him praying alone in the forest at Valley Forge. "That guy right there said a few prayers before he set out to try to establish a new nation," Hegseth told a podcaster this month, signaling to a portrait of Washington that hangs in his office overlooking the Potomac. But Washington was famously private in his faith, and rather than infusing the American government in its infancy with his beliefs, he stood for religious freedom.



Hegseth, meanwhile, has found many ways to trumpet his faith. His challenge coin, a memento that military and defense leaders pass out to many subordinates or other people they meet, features a Jerusalem, or Crusader's, cross--the same one Hegseth has tattooed on his chest. In 15 years of covering the military, I've never seen any other challenge coin that features religious iconography. At least one person who knows Hegseth says his shows of religiosity are notable for another reason, too: "For me, there's a major contradiction in observing what he preaches or tweets and what he actually practices," this person said, pointing to Hegseth's abrupt dismissals of experienced officers as an example. "You can't be a God-fearing Christian man and treat people the way he does in the DOD."



One man who heartily approves of Hegseth's approach is Doug Wilson, whose Church espouses a "dominionist" theology, meaning that Jesus should exert dominion over all aspects of humanity, including government and public spaces. When I interviewed Wilson recently by Zoom, he described a central complaint: "Too many Christians think that their faith is to be this privatized event, behind their eyeballs and between their ears," Wilson told me. Not so the CREC. Wilson describes a 250-year timeframe to achieve the Church's ideal Christian state, one that would turn back the clock on the legalization of homosexuality, gay marriage, abortion, and everything else he considers the "clown world" of modern American life.



Wilson, a former submariner who grew up in a minister's family near the Naval Academy in Annapolis, eventually wound up in Moscow, Idaho. It was there, in the 1970s, that he built the church that would become the CREC empire. Today, his model is South Carolina in the early days of America, a society whose constructs he admires for reasons including its requirement that officeholders be Protestant Christian men. Wilson believes that America should be a kind of theocracy, not a secular democracy. If he had his way, clerics would not control the government, he says, but Christianity would infuse everything: law, architecture, even dentistry. Immigration by non-Christians would be limited to protect America's biblical character, and only Christians would hold office. Non-Christians would be permitted to practice their faiths but with diminished rights, and never in the public sphere. Or, as he's previously put it: "yes to church bells, no to minarets."



And mostly no to women in positions of power--though Wilson says that he would have made an exception for Margaret Thatcher. In his ideal America, divorce would be rare, permitted only under a handful of circumstances--such as infidelity or abandonment--and sodomy and same-sex marriage would be recriminalized. Although Wilson told me that women's right to vote isn't at the top of his list of concerns, the CREC calls for "household voting" in which only the man at the head of each family casts a ballot. (Other Church elders explicitly call for repealing the Nineteenth Amendment.)



Wilson's movement remains small--the CREC counts roughly 150 churches nationally; the Catholic Church has nearly 20,000--but it isn't just a network of churches. The CREC's profile has been supercharged by its publishing house, its affiliated federation of schools, and now its connection to the man leading the most fearsome military on the planet. Wilson delights in his role as a provocateur, and on social media he shares videos that show him using a flamethrower to incinerate giant cutouts of princesses from Disney (whose executives "have an evil agenda") or wearing a Mr. Rogers-esque cardigan before setting fire to a model town like the one tended by the children's-TV star. ("Burn whatever bridges you need to burn," he says before setting fire to a miniature railroad trestle.) Hegseth, too, has singled out Disney in the culture wars; last year he said he had barred his family from watching the company's programming, which he has lambasted for references to climate change and for "gender-bending heroism."



On many military-related matters, Wilson's views track those of Hegseth: In Wilson's telling, women have no place on submarines or in other close-quarters combat roles. "A nation which defends herself with women in combat no longer deserves to be defended," he said in one address. In certain areas, however, Wilson sees things differently than Hegseth does: Wilson insists, for instance, that the Uniform Code of Military Justice must be upheld. Hegseth, meanwhile, has boasted about telling subordinates to ignore rules of engagement and has derided military JAG Corps lawyers as "jagoffs." During Trump's first term, Hegseth used his perch at Fox to lobby the president to show leniency toward troops accused of war crimes.



But any differences seem small compared with the mission that both Hegseth and Wilson say they are on: advancing an expansive, sometimes militant version of Christianity that is evident across all aspects of public life. Unlike the majority of evangelical denominations, the CREC is what's known as a post-millennial church. Rather than awaiting an end-of-days cataclysm that could arrive at any moment, to be followed by Jesus's triumphant return, CREC faithful believe that the traumatic events cited in the Book of Revelation already occurred (in 70 C.E., when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem). They anticipate instead Christianity's eventual global triumph, ushering in a new "golden era" for humanity and, sometime later, Jesus's return. It's a notion that provides plenty of time to advance an earthly project that looks a lot like the one advocated by Trump and his MAGA adherents.



Last summer the CREC opened a new church in Washington, D.C., blocks from the U.S. Capitol, in a rowhouse owned by the MAGA-run political nonprofit Conservative Partnership Initiative. I visited on a recent Sunday and found a handful of protesters outside of the building in red robes and hoods reminiscent of The Handmaid's Tale. Upstairs, families in Sunday best bustled between rows of folding chairs as the service got started. The children present were remarkably well behaved during the 90-minute liturgy. On one back wall, someone had tacked up the Appeal to Heaven flag--the Revolutionary War-era flag that MAGA's "Stop the Steal" crowd embraced following Trump's 2020 defeat. As someone who has attended more Catholic masses than I can count, the service felt mostly familiar--with some glaring exceptions. Throughout the proceedings, I heard the occasional political reference, the sort of thing that would sound more natural coming from Fox News than from a pulpit. One minister referred to "plotting globalists" and called for the "restoration and reformation of the nation's capital."



As I was reporting this story, I listened to dozens of interviews, speeches, podcast appearances, and Fox segments from Hegseth over the past decade. In those remarks and in his books, Hegseth espouses many of the CREC beliefs about the centrality of religion, the ills of secularism, and how America has lost its way. I have never heard him publicly embrace the church's most radical teachings on diminishing women's legal rights, outlawing homosexuality, or advocating for an antebellum ideal.



From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump



But Hegseth's agenda at the Pentagon maps neatly onto some of those broader CREC positions. Since taking office in January, Hegseth has overseen efforts to erase tens of thousands of references to the heroism of service members who are not white men and attempted to force out transgender troops. He has also fired numerous senior officers who are either women or people of color without explaining why. And although Hegseth has walked back his past assertions that women shouldn't be in the military, he has simultaneously initiated a process that many see as a backdoor attempt to get women out of certain jobs. As one senior female officer put it to me, Hegseth is "sending a very clear message: 'I don't want women to serve.'" At the very least, he is changing the culture. Several women in the military told me that they've noticed more looseness among their male colleagues in recent months, and in particular a willingness to disparage the idea of women serving in certain roles. Some service members who aren't Christian have similarly felt out of place under Hegseth's leadership.


 Rabbi Harold Robinson, a retired rear admiral and Jewish chaplain who also served as chairman of the National Conference on Ministry to the Armed Forces, told me that he's deeply worried that Hegseth is chipping away at the sense of cohesion among service members, which has up until now been one of the U.S. military's greatest strengths. During his 36 years of service, Robinson said, he never paused to wonder about the political or religious affiliation of the men and women who served with him. "All I had to worry about was, 'Does he have my back? And do I have his back?'" Robinson told me. "When I can't do that anymore, then the institution is weaker."
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When One Word Changes an Entire Film

<em>After the Hunt</em> seems to reckon with cancel culture, before revealing where its true interest lies.

by Shirley Li

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




The following contains spoilers for After the Hunt.

After the Hunt, the latest film from the director Luca Guadagnino, seems designed to inspire debates about "cancel culture." Set in 2019 amid the #MeToo movement, the movie follows a group of academics in Yale's philosophy department who are embroiled in a sexual-assault scandal. The characters are perfectly comfortable discussing morality. But as soon as they're made to confront their personal beliefs, philosophy becomes, as Guadagnino put it in an interview at the New York Film Festival, something of a "special effect"--the fuel that can turn any conversation incendiary.

The movie, now in theaters, hinges on a provocative event: Maggie (played by The Bear's Ayo Edebiri) accuses a popular professor, Hank (Andrew Garfield), of sexual assault. Hank's colleague, the enigmatic Alma (Julia Roberts), is subsequently caught between the two--the student who worships her, and one of her closest friends. The most daring scene, though, arrives right at the end: In a brief epilogue, Alma reunites with Maggie five years after the allegation dissolved their relationship. The women are uninterested in relitigating what happened. Instead, they insist upon their own happiness: Alma has recovered from the drama; she's now a dean at Yale. Maggie, too, is thriving--engaged, with a giant ring she shows off to her former mentor. After their conversation wraps, the camera lingers on Alma until Guadagnino, from somewhere off-screen, calls out, "Cut!"

The director's voice breaks the fourth wall with as much subtlety as a character waking up to say that everything was merely a dream. The moment is jarring, and implies that everything that happened on-screen until then shouldn't be taken too seriously. Some critics have interpreted the ending as a glib last-minute twist that threatens to neutralize the story's potency and dismisses the seriousness of the movie's premise. Among the other complaints: There seems to be no point, beyond pure button-pushing, to using a Woody Allen-style typeface in the opening credits, thereby referencing a real-life disgraced figure. The script is blanketed in sweeping claims found in online discourse about sex and gender, but it ultimately has little to say about cancel culture. Perhaps its message is meant to be deliberately ambiguous--or maybe there's no message at all.

Read: A #MeToo movie devoid of sensationalism

Yet Guadagnino's decision to insert himself into the movie's final beat is revealing, in that it clarifies more about After the Hunt than anything that precedes it. The scene illuminates the story's preoccupation not with the post-#MeToo world but with performance, hints of which can be found throughout the film. An early sequence finds Alma and Hank theatrically debating, before a collection of awed students, whether any of the philosophers they study led a wholly moral life. Inside Alma's home, her husband, Frederik (Michael Stuhlbarg), acts the part of the dutiful spouse when guests come over, baking a tart for Alma's colleagues; alone, he falls asleep to porn. Alma visits the dean of humanities to talk about Maggie's accusation, but they don't discuss how the assault may have happened--or the fact that Maggie just attended Alma's boozy, intimate dinner party, which encouraged a fair amount of boundary-blurring. Instead, the dean worries about how the situation will come off to the rest of the academic community. "Against all odds," he says, "I've found myself in the business of optics, not substance."

Studied mannerisms inform every relationship in the film. The movie questions whether anyone is telling the truth: whether Maggie falsely accused Hank in order to deflect how she plagiarized her dissertation, whether Hank's pitiful self-deprecation is an act belying a disturbingly aggressive demeanor, and even whether Alma actually cares about her students. But truths go ignored, the film argues, when everyone prefers inventing realities for themselves. Consider the fantastical visual language Guadagnino deploys--he frequently captures characters via their reflections, including a moment in which Hank is positioned in front of a pair of intersecting mirrored walls; his gesticulating makes him look like a many-tentacled beast. Alma, who seems to almost always be hiding behind a mask, fades from her couch at one point via a bit of camera trickery, like she's a ghost.

After the Hunt, in other words, is not what it initially seems like it might be: a film that examines changing cultural mores. Rather, it's a cynical movie in which characters carefully position themselves for maximum validation. This need to be seen as morally good poisons them all--the more Alma stands up for Maggie in public while doubting her in private, the more Alma's health deteriorates. The more Frederik keeps up a facade of warmth in his marriage, the more he descends into cruelty. After the Hunt pointedly avoids showing the faculty's deliberations on Hank's firing--the titular hunt, if you will--in favor of examining how each of its characters, indifferent to what actually happened, insists on being perceived as correct.

Read: How colleges foretold the #MeToo movement

Guadagnino, in interviews since the film's debut at the Venice Film Festival, in August, has waved off critiques that the film is hollow. He has resisted the notion that After the Hunt is a "movie about #MeToo," calling the label "a bit of a lazy way to describe it." And, he's noted, the choice to insert his own voice into the story's final seconds is nothing but a way to remind the audience that the film is, well, a film. "Once we say 'Cut,' we invite the audience to think that this is a movie," he said at the New York Film Festival. "We wanted to entertain them."

After the Hunt does entertain. The production design impressively transforms a London soundstage into New Haven, the plot is fabulously convoluted, and Roberts is particularly compelling to watch, clearly relishing the opportunity to deliver a slippery performance. The film around her is equally slick, using as its backdrop a moment in recent history when people in power felt under the microscope. It never peers through that microscope itself, but in its final moment--"Cut!"--After the Hunt invites the viewer to do so instead.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/10/after-the-hunt-luca-guadagnino-ending-scene/684644/?utm_source=feed
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        Trump Is Trying--And Failing--To Shield MAGA From the Shutdown
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        Each time President Donald Trump--nominally the leader for the entire country--has been asked about the government shutdown, he has replied with the rhetorical equivalent of a shrug, claiming that the situation is hurting "Democrat things" and that he is protecting the paychecks and priorities of his supporters. "The Democrats are getting killed on the shutdown because we're closing up programs that are Democrat programs that we were opposed to," he told reporters last Tuesday. "We're not closing u...

      

      
        You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong
        Ian Bogost

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."That's enough screen time for today," you tell your kid, urging them to turn off the video-game console or iPad. As for what they should do instead, you are not quite sure. And what about you? If only you could put down your phone and listen to your spouse, or read a book, or embrace the sensation of your own existence, then surely you would be a happier, better person.But this is wrong. Screen time is not a...

      

      
        The Appeal of the Campus Right
        Julia Steinberg

        College campuses today have a reputation for being hostile to right-leaning students. As a recent graduate who became a conservative in college, I can't say I entirely agree. Yes, we're outnumbered, and yes, our ideas often get disregarded. Being a conservative might be socially disadvantageous. But if you want to know where the real political energy is on campuses, it's on the right.The recent killing of Charlie Kirk, and the flood of interest in his organization, Turning Point USA, has drawn at...

      

      
        Jeremy Strong Is Ready to Let Go, Just a Little Bit
        David Sims

        Jeremy Strong has, of late, been prone to transformation on-screen. In last year's The Apprentice, he became a late-in-life Roy Cohn, the venomous mentor to Donald Trump--all bluster with a thick Bronx accent and short temper. He earned plaudits for his dedication to sinking into the role, and his first Oscar nomination. Next year, he'll play Mark Zuckerberg--older and cannier--in Aaron Sorkin's sequel to The Social Network. In each case, Strong told me over a recent coffee, he pored over public foo...

      

      
        What True Wealth Looks Like
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.Many stressed-out people are attracted to eastern meditation, believing that it will give them relief from their "monkey mind" and lower their anxiety about life. Unfortunately, the monkey usually wins because people find the mental focus required for meditation devilishly hard. On a trip last year to India, I asked a Buddhist teacher why Westerners struggle so much with the practice. "You won't ...

      

      
        Trump's Partisan Redistribution of Wealth
        Annie Lowrey

        The federal shutdown is dragging into its fourth week with no end in sight. TSA workers are not getting paid for screening airport passengers' bags for contraband. National parks are asking tourists for donations. Prospective homebuyers are struggling to secure flood insurance. Start-ups are idling, figuring out if they can go public.As much of America stalls and sputters, President Donald Trump is forging ahead on a plan to remake the government's budget without Congress's assent. His administra...

      

      
        China Gets Tough on Trump
        Michael Schuman

        Donald Trump has always talked tough about China. He returned to the White House in January gunning for a renewed trade war and demanding that Beijing suppress the illicit fentanyl trade, which kills tens of thousands of Americans each year. What he seems not to have planned for is the response: China is getting tough on Trump.  Earlier this month, Beijing announced that it was tightening export controls on rare-earth metals. These elements are indispensable for manufacturing semiconductors, weap...

      

      
        My Students Use AI. So What?
        John McWhorter

        My tween-age daughters make me proud in countless ways, but I am still adjusting to the fact that they are not bookworms. I'm pretty sure that two generations ago, they would have been more like I was: always with their nose in some volume, looking up only to cross the street or to guide a fork on their plates. But today, even in our book-crammed home, where their father is often in a cozy reading chair, their eyes are more likely to be glued to a screen.But then, as often as not, what I'm doing ...

      

      
        A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        Photographs and videos by Aleksey KondratyevUpdated at 1:55 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The Brightline is a beautiful train. Ultra-quiet and decorated with streaks of highlighter yellow, it carries passengers between Miami and Orlando, sometimes moving as fast as 125 miles per hour. It restores glamour to the humble railroad: During your ride, if you wish, you can order a half bottle of Veuve Clicquot for $59;...

      

      
        MAGA's Next Top Influencer
        Ali Breland

        Two days after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, his signature podcast was back on the air. To honor Kirk's memory, four of his closest colleagues hosted an episode of The Charlie Kirk Show. They gathered inside his old studio at Turning Point USA's headquarters, keeping an empty chair for Kirk. Directly to the right sat Jack Posobiec, a conservative influencer. "I know the seat looks empty, but it's not," Posobiec said. "Because in a way, Charlie is the only thing we're all thinking about right now...

      

      
        This Movie Makes Nuclear War Feel Disturbingly Possible
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsIn Kathryn Bigelow's new movie, A House of Dynamite, the clock is ticking. The film's fictional president of the United States has less than 20 minutes and very little information to decide whether or not to retaliate against a nuclear missile, launched at the United States, from an unknown source. The story is, of course, fiction, but as with Bigelow's other war movies, it feels disturbingly plausible. During the Cold Wa...

      

      
        Philip Pullman's Anti-Escapist Fantasy
        Lev Grossman

        Philip Pullman's young-adult fantasy classic The Golden Compass was published in 1995, two years before Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone. Both are wildly popular, but only J. K. Rowling's series inspired a theme park. Even after 30 years, during which The Golden Compass became a trilogy, His Dark Materials, which begat a second trilogy, The Book of Dust--collectively selling something like 50 million copies--Pullman's books retain an idiosyncratic spikiness. Rowling's work has a glossy, optimized feel;...

      

      
        Holy Warrior
        Missy Ryan

        Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.Doug Wilson has a white beard and a round belly, and is therefore somewhat Santa-like in appearance. He does not seem at all like someone who delivers denunciations of homosexuality and women's suffrage, and who takes an ambivalent position on the subject of pre-Civil War slavery.On a recent Sunday morning, Wilson preached from the lectern at a conference center near Washington, D.C. The Idaho pastor's sermon was mostly an academic examinati...

      

      
        OpenAI Wants to Cure Cancer. So Why Did It Make a Web Browser?
        Matteo Wong

        According to Sam Altman, your web browser is outdated. "AI represents a rare, once-a-decade opportunity to rethink what a browser can be," OpenAI's CEO said yesterday when announcing the company's latest product: ChatGPT Atlas.In this new AI-powered browser, ChatGPT becomes the central mechanism for surfing the internet. From any webpage in Atlas, you can click an "Ask ChatGPT" button to open a side conversation with the chatbot. Want cooking inspiration? Atlas can pull from recipes you've recent...

      

      
        Donald Trump's War on Reality
        Franklin Foer

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Donald Trump's rise tracks the decline of that thing we once agreed to call reality. He cemented his place in the popular imagination with the advent of reality television, a genre that promised authenticity, even as the supposedly unscripted scenes were carefully manipulated by producers. On The Apprentice, which debuted in 2004, Trump was the embodiment of a culture just beginning to blur the line between...

      

      
        No Appointments, No Nurses, No Private Insurance Needed
        Helen Ouyang

        Sign up for Being Human, our newsletter that explores wellness culture, human behavior, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.On a road in Aurora, Colorado, lined with used-car dealers and pawnshops sits a tan, low-rise building called Mango House. Inside, among international-food stalls and ethnic-clothing shops, is a family-medicine clinic that serves a largely refugee and immigrant community. Improbably, the clinic makes enough money to sustain itself and pay staf...

      

      
        Trump to DOJ: Pay Up
        Quinta Jurecic

        Sign up for Trump's Return, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump presidency.Donald Trump is a skilled extortionist. Since winning the 2024 presidential election, he has secured $16 million from Paramount to settle a baseless lawsuit over a 60 Minutes interview with then-candidate Kamala Harris; pocketed another $16 million from ABC after suing the company for defamation; and scooped up almost $60 million combined from the tech giants Meta, Alphabet, and X to resolve lawsuits over h...

      

      
        MAGA's Group-Chat Problem
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.With each new communication medium comes new opportunities for politicians to get themselves into trouble. Congress demanded that letters from envoys to the French government be turned over in the XYZ Affair, thwarting President John Adams's desire to maintain a tenuous peace with France. The leak of th...

      

      
        The Worst Art Thief in America
        Shirley Li

        The director Kelly Reichardt encourages stillness. Her style--long takes and low stakes, often punctuated by unhurried silences--forces viewers to slow down, to immerse themselves in the atmosphere being created on-screen. Her movies can resemble landscape paintings, like those by the artist Arthur Dove. His work is featured in The Mastermind, her latest film, which mirrors the tableaus its protagonist covets: textured, abstract studies of reality that reveal their true potency over time.James Blai...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 5:10 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025.In the 1950s, the TV quiz show Twenty-One stumbled upon a viewership-boosting strategy that for a brief period of time would be all the rage: cheating. The program fixed winners and losers, coached contestants, and generally dabbled in malfeasance. Other shows followed suit, scandal ensued, and Congress--Congress!--got involved.I'm relieved to say that this quiz operates beyond the revisions to the Communications Act of 1934, so I'll ha...

      

      
        The Triumphs and Tragedies of the American Revolution
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with an urgent warning about TikTok's looming deal with Trump-aligned insiders--a move David calls the "biggest giveaway since the days of the railway grants." He argues that the American media landscape has been quietly transformed, and political power has shifted from legacy outlets to algorithmic platforms loyal to the president.Then David speaks with the film...

      

      
        The U.S. Tactic That Russia Is Using to Hoard Power
        Tetiana Kotelnykova

        For decades, USAID was one of the greatest tools America had to promote democratic values in Russia. The agency extended humanitarian assistance while fostering political reform, and in doing so endeared the United States to Russians even as it undercut the Kremlin's authoritarian ambitions. It was a supreme example of soft power: working "through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion," as the political scientist Joseph S. Nye Jr. defined the term. Then, in 2012, the Kremlin expelled USA...

      

      
        Winners of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2025
        Alan Taylor

        (c) Wim van den Heever / Wildlife Photographer of the YearGhost Town Visitor. Winner, Urban Wildlife. A brown hyena wanders among the skeletal remains of a long-abandoned diamond mining town in South Africa.(c) Simone Baumeister / Wildlife Photographer of the YearCaught in the Headlights. Winner, Natural Artistry. Simone Baumeister shows an orb weaver spider on its web on a pedestrian bridge, silhouetted by lights from the cars below.(c) Qingrong Yang / Wildlife Photographer of the YearSynchronised Fis...
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Trump Is Trying--And Failing--To Shield MAGA From the Shutdown

The administration has tried to hurt only "Democrat things." It's not that easy.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Each time President Donald Trump--nominally the leader for the entire country--has been asked about the government shutdown, he has replied with the rhetorical equivalent of a shrug, claiming that the situation is hurting "Democrat things" and that he is protecting the paychecks and priorities of his supporters. "The Democrats are getting killed on the shutdown because we're closing up programs that are Democrat programs that we were opposed to," he told reporters last Tuesday. "We're not closing up Republican programs, because we think they work."

Those words are backed by actions. The president has taken extraordinary steps over the past three weeks to weaponize the closure of the government, steering federal funds to shield his chosen beneficiaries from the shutdown's harms even as he opportunistically damages the interests of his opponents. But despite Trump's efforts, he has failed to split the shutdown into a red-blue binary of winners and losers. His MAGA base has already been affected by the shutdown, his denials notwithstanding--and the pain for the president's supporters will increase significantly if the lapse in government funding continues into November.

Read: The Project 2025 shutdown is here

Farmers, a key constituency for Trump, are among those getting hurt. The Department of Agriculture halted crucial farm aid just as planning for the 2026 planting season was getting under way. Furloughs and mass layoffs, meanwhile, have decimated a small-business-lending program popular in rural communities. Federal subsidies keeping small-town airports afloat are scheduled to run out within days. And despite what Trump might suggest, the majority of the federal employees who are currently going without a paycheck live outside of the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area. Trump-friendly West Virginia, for instance, has among the highest number of government workers per capita in the country. "No matter how these programs are labeled by the administration, the cuts that are happening hurt everyone," Abigail Andre, the executive director of the Impact Project, which has been tracking federal workers' fates during Trump's second term, told me. "It's difficult to argue that you can cabin off certain parts of the country from impact effectively for very long."

It's true that Trump has been able to blunt some of the real-world ramifications of the shutdown for wide swaths of the public. Troops--whom the president sees as a key part of his political base--were supposed to miss their paychecks for the first time last week, but Trump ordered funds to be repurposed to cover the cost of their salaries. He did the same for members of the FBI, immigration agents, and other federal law-enforcement officers. He has steered money from tariff revenue to continue funding for the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children--commonly known as WIC--and ordered certain military celebrations to continue as planned. The administration is also looking for ways to pay air-traffic controllers, Politico reported. The moves, perhaps ironically, may be helping lengthen the shutdown by taking some of the pressure off of lawmakers to end the impasse.

But the longer the shutdown drags on, the more certain groups are going to require special treatment--and the more Trump's supporters will get hit as collateral damage. The administration has said it plans to "batten down the hatches and ride out the Democrats' intransigence." That strategy is making some of the president's allies nervous. Republicans are privately clamoring for additional carve-outs or bailouts to shield their constituents from the growing impact of a closed government--and are more publicly acknowledging that the expiring health-care subsidies at the core of the shutdown fight will also hurt their voters. All of this could force Trump, who has so far been something of a bit player in the shutdown drama, to take on a more central role in the inevitable dealmaking necessary to reopen the government.

On October 17, Arkansas lawmakers passed a resolution saying farmers were "in need of strong leadership from President Donald J. Trump" and Congress to prevent the imminent closures of thousands of local farms. "This is going to affect the state of Arkansas in a very mighty way," State Representative DeAnn Vaught, a Republican and farmer who introduced the resolution, told her fellow legislators before the vote. She likened the situation to "a tsunami coming." The government shutdown arrived as farmers were already suffering from low commodity prices, Trump's trade war, increased tariffs, and the expiration of the Farm Bill, several industry experts told me. Nearly half of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's staff has been furloughed, and local offices that help farmers access capital and other assistance have been closed since early October. Trump has promised to provide a bailout for farmers using billions of dollars collected from tariffs, but USDA officials have said plans for aid are on hold while the government is closed. Yesterday, Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins said her agency would be reversing course and restarting several aid programs beginning Thursday. But industry leaders have predicted that up to a third of farms in Arkansas could be forced out of business before next year's harvest without more federal intervention in the form of a multibillion-dollar bailout. Farmers in other states are facing similar pressures.

"The biggest worry of farms that see themselves as eligible for a trade-related bailout is that the delay may make it difficult to get the money," Vincent Smith, a professor in agricultural economics at Montana State University, told me.

Chris Gibbs, who grows corn, soybeans, and other crops in Shelby County, Ohio, told me he was waiting for the government to reopen so that he could apply for a commodity loan at his local Farm Service Agency. The office has been closed since October 1. The program's website says this is because of the "Radical Left Democrat Shutdown" and that Trump "wants to keep the government open and support those who feed, fuel, and clothe the American people." Rollins wrote on X yesterday that those offices would reopen on Thursday at Trump's direction, providing more than $3 billion in assistance. The people who will be staffing the offices, many rural voters themselves, will continue to miss paychecks as they return to work.

Read: Americans are about to feel the government shutdown

"Special thanks to our great USDA employees who continue to work without pay to serve our farmers and ranchers," Rollins wrote.

Gibbs, a former Republican and longtime USDA official who now chairs his local Democratic Party, said he opposes Trump's tariff-and-bailout policies but acknowledged that many farms "are under extreme pressure" and need help as they approach another planting season with tumbling prices for soybeans, corn, and wheat. China, a crucial market for American crops, has reduced its purchases in response to Trump's trade war.

"We're going to lose some farmers," Gibbs told me.

Even as his voters face hardship, Trump has made light of the shutdown, posting memes of Democrats in sombreros and depicting his director of the Office of Management and Budget, Russell Vought, as the grim reaper. Throughout the shutdown, Vought has been cast by the administration in the role of a shadowy and brutally effective operator empowered to direct the trauma of a government closure exclusively toward Democratic priorities.

Vought has sought to live up to Trump's hype, taking to X to announce freezes and cancellations of more than $35 billion for projects in Democrat-led states and pledging to enact upwards of 10,000 permanent layoffs during the shutdown. But his push to target blue states--including by halting $18 billion worth of infrastructure upgrades for Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer's hometown of New York--has not been as seamless as Trump may have envisioned.

When Vought announced that "nearly $8 billion in Green New Scam funding to fuel the Left's climate agenda is being cancelled," he listed 16 states--all of which voted against Trump in 2024. The post did not mention Montana, which was set to receive part of a $1 billion grant to help produce hydrogen fuel--a grant that was canceled by Vought's announcement. Republican Governor Greg Gianforte had been among the backers of the project, saying in 2023 that it "would create good-paying Montana jobs."

Just last month, local leaders in Mineral County, Montana--where Trump won more than 70 percent of the vote last year--had celebrated the proposed project as a potential boon to the community. The town of St. Regis had lost one of its largest employers, a sawmill, in 2021, and the hydrogen project was set to replace some of those jobs, State Senator Denley Loge, a Republican who represents the area, told me. Vought's cancellation announcement was devastating for a rural community already struggling from the shutdown, he said.

"Western Montana--especially the county we're in--is pretty economically depressed, and this might have been just a little bit of a boost," Loge said of the hydrogen project. "It's disappointing, because we were finally thinking we were making some momentum."

Several of the other 321 energy projects that were canceled are located in congressional districts represented by Republicans. White House officials have maintained that Democrats are to blame for any collateral damage from the shutdown. They have repeatedly pushed Schumer and other Democratic senators to vote to reopen the government before any negotiations over health care can begin. "The Trump Administration is working day and night to mitigate the pain Democrats are causing, and even that is upsetting the left--with many Democrats criticizing the President's effort to pay the troops and fund food assistance for women and children," White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in a statement.

It's not clear whether that sentiment will be sufficient for Republican lawmakers who are hearing from a growing number of their impacted constituents as the shutdown stretches into its fourth week. "Government shutdowns have tangible, painful consequences for real people," Senator Shelley Moore Capito, a Republican from West Virginia, wrote on October 7 in a local op-ed, highlighting the state's large concentration of federal employees. High-poverty states such as West Virginia rely disproportionately on government aid, including food stamps and other programs that are set to run out of money as soon as next month.

Some Americans might find buying a house or accessing scarce forms of transportation more difficult because of the shutdown. The National Flood Insurance Program is currently dormant, disrupting potential home sales along the Gulf Coast. Republican lawmakers have clashed over a stand-alone bill to reauthorize the program amid the shutdown, Politico reported. The Essential Air Service, a subsidy program that supports airlines operating out of small-town airports, is set to run out of emergency funds by November 2. Senator Lisa Murkowski, a Republican from Alaska, where the service helps connect remote communities that are inaccessible by road, said she has been reaching out to the Trump administration to relay how detrimental any disruption would be for her constituents. Even Congress--which is uniquely positioned to end the shutdown--is feeling it. Members are still getting paid (the House hasn't taken a vote since September 19), but many of their staffers missed a paycheck for the first time on Monday.

The administration's moves to lay off thousands have not fallen neatly along partisan lines. On October 10, the entire staff of the Community Development Financial Institutions Fund, a small-business lending program popular in underserved areas, received layoff notices. The CDFI Fund typically would be disbursing grants to small nonprofits and banks around this time of year, providing capital that would disproportionately flow to borrowers in rural America, industry leaders told me. Eight of the 10 congressional districts that received the most CDFI-supported funds are represented by Republicans, according to a recent analysis by the Urban Institute. (CDFI Fund staff also help support key pillars of Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, including a revamped version of Opportunity Zones designed to boost rural communities.)

Read: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

One CEO of a local lender, speaking on condition of anonymity due to fear of retribution by the White House, told me that community banks "serving small towns in rural America" will ultimately be forced to close because of the Trump administration's layoffs.

"It's going to be brutal," he told me.

For his part, Trump has said little about the impact of the shutdown on his supporters, instead telling Fox Business recently that the lapse in funding had given him "the right to cut programs that Republicans never wanted," including "giveaways" and "welfare programs." But those programs are a lifeline to the very people who helped Trump get into office--which makes his minimization of the shutdown an unsustainable position, Andre, of the Impact Project, told me.

"People across the country may not all notice right away, but the most vulnerable among us probably feel that pinch already," she said. "And the longer it goes on, the more of us will be impacted."
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You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong

The first step to recovery is acceptance of this fact.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




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

"That's enough screen time for today," you tell your kid, urging them to turn off the video-game console or iPad. As for what they should do instead, you are not quite sure. And what about you? If only you could put down your phone and listen to your spouse, or read a book, or embrace the sensation of your own existence, then surely you would be a happier, better person.

But this is wrong. Screen time is not a metric to optimize downward, but a name for the frenzy of existence in an age defined by screens. You may try to limit the time that you or your children spend with screens, and this may bring you minor triumphs. But you cannot rein in screen time itself, for screen time is the speed of life today. To recognize that fact--and to understand how it happened--is a small, important step toward salvation.

Long before screen time was a brand name for self-loathing--long before it had given rise to smartphone apps that were supposed to cleanse your soul of backlit sin--the notion had to be invented. This happened in the summer of 1991, when Mother Jones published an issue called "We Hate Kids." Its cover featured Bart and Lisa Simpson, characters then but two years old; tucked away inside was an essay by the writer Tom Engelhardt called "Primal Screen." "The screen offers only itself as an organizing principle for children's experience," it said. Television shows didn't just tell stories; they showed characters such as Garfield watching television themselves, sometimes obsessively. MTV, then scarcely more than a decade old, famously put literal televisions on-screen and on set. Kids were watching "screens within screens within screens," Engelhardt wrote, and they were doing it a lot: Even six-month-old babies were getting "an average hour and a half of screen time a day; the typical older child, about four hours."

Televisions had already been around for decades, and people had lamented their existence from the start. The nickname "boob tube" first appeared in the 1950s. Screen panics of various kinds arose and subsided every decade thereafter. In 1984, the American Academy of Pediatrics warned parents that television might have ill effects on childhood development. Reaffirming the idea in 1990, the AAP reported that American children were spending more time watching television than any other activity, apart from sleeping. Time spent with TV was concerning, it said, because passive viewing of the screen "may displace more active experience of the world."

But any measure of time spent in front of screens did not--and still does not--explain the changing nature of this experience. For Engelhardt, the problem screen time named was not merely one of duration but one of pace. The endless, frenzied display of screened images proceeds "as if chased by some implacable force," he wrote, and "it is that pace that drives the child." Time in the age of screens was rapidly changing, brazenly commercializing, exploding into bits and then getting distributed across multiple venues and devices. By the early '90s, many American households had multiple televisions, along with VCRs and video-game consoles, and kids carried Game Boys when they went outside. Engelhardt observed that different sorts of screens, including cinema, television, and games, were getting linked together in what would later be described as "franchise media." Merchandising was a side effect of this infectious spread, an invitation and a demand to consume the trappings of the images that screens emitted.

Read: I tried to limit my screen time

In the 34 years since Engelhardt's essay, the outbreak of screens has increased in scale many times over. So has the pace of activity on those screens as the inescapability of screen life became entrenched. Engelhardt probably used a word processor to write his essay in 1991, but the experience would have been quiet and solitary. Today, I write this one on a different sort of screen: a windowed computer operating system. Even as I work, I will receive reminders about my appointments, various requests from friends and family, constant emails, and dozens of notifications from the other apps and services I use. Today's screens within screens within screens are shredding my attention into bits.

Television foreshadowed this situation. Over the past few decades, all TV has become more like MTV. Commercial-free streamers offer no natural breaks for a viewer's attention. Even standard news programming is as noisy and disjointed as the output of a Bloomberg terminal. But just using a television now demands a faster pace. Channels have been replaced by streaming services, each of which has its own menu screen with an individual visual language and interaction paradigm. Selecting a show may result in the involuntary viewing of multiple, in-line trailers. And then, once you've settled on a program, you probably also tap at and scroll on the smartphone in your hand while watching, whether to respond to work messages or shop for home goods or argue on social media or crush candy. If you go to the gym, you might watch a trainer or a YouTube video on the screen atop your stationary bike. You might even operate your motor vehicle (at your peril) by touching screens. The car I bought recently asks drivers to sign in to its screen with a profile, as if the vehicle were just another Netflix. Its hybrid engine adds yet one more screen to my instrument panel for monitoring electrification. When I go to fill up the tank, the gas pump has a screen, too, hawking services that might also take place on screens.

In this context of screen omnipresence, to measure the amount of time you spend looking at a screen is simply to ask how much time you spend awake and cogent, for almost everything you do now requires a screen to do it. (If you wear a watch or a ring at night for sleep tracking, your slumber will be reclaimed by a screen, too.) The fallacy of screen time holds that measuring a ubiquitous phenomenon provides information that allows for control of that phenomenon--that keeping records of a chronic state will give rise to certain habits of self-healing.

This won't really help you to adopt new habits, for two reasons. First, because general-purpose computing made screens so widespread that many worthwhile activities take place on them. You are almost certainly reading this article on a screen! My Washington University in St. Louis colleague Phillip Maciak, who wrote a book called Avidly Reads Screen Time, points to the obviously beneficial practice of using screens to text or video-call friends and family. The raw quantity of time one spends in the thrall of screens says almost nothing about the value of the time spent.

Read: What did people do before smartphones?

Measuring screen time for self-improvement also fails because few, if any, activities even exist outside of screen time. Nature has been conquered by cellular coverage. Bars and restaurants were already riddled with screens before everyone at the table also clutched one in their hand. Psychologists and educators are calling for bans on smartphones at schools, but many schools have already replaced chalkboards with computer-controlled smartboards, or distributed Chromebooks or iPads to every student. Even bowling alleys--the fantasy site for mid-century, prosocial communion, thanks to the political scientist Robert Putnam's Bowling Alone--require programming and then operating screens to keep score.

What to do, then, about screen time? The fact is, you cannot participate fully in contemporary life without devoting a substantial amount of time to the screen. Even if you try to pare back your screen time to some bare minimum for engagement with the world today, whatever quantity remains will still be chaotic and attention-shattering by nature. You might rationally take steps to protect your children from that situation while their identity (and brain) is still forming, but those efforts will only delay the inevitable. Every kid will be thrust into the frenzy of screen life at some point during their adolescence, or else they will fail to enter contemporary adulthood.

Screen time is a systemic issue, so an individual response--your screen-time monitoring, your screen-time mitigation--will likely be of little use. Past experience suggests that this problem will resolve itself at historical scale instead. After all, in the early days of literacy, reading--now perhaps the paradigmatic example of a non-screen-time activity--was considered ominous; people reading silently to themselves might have seemed demented. Even in the 19th century, the novel was considered a dangerous medium, one that would trap people--especially impressionable young women--in the thrall of isolation and fantasy. (Today, a couple of centuries later, people instead complain that young adults no longer have the attention span for isolationist fantasy.)

It's hard to fathom now, but Marshall McLuhan, who became famous in the 1960s for the idea that media forms shape perception, saw the screen as an antidote to the poison of the book. McLuhan appreciated television for its lo-fi ambience that activated many senses all at once. As such, he thought that screens would help usher in a new age, a "global village" in which multisensory media would connect people in small scale, ad hoc ways, replacing the top-down, authoritative forms of media that preceded them, such as books.

The world ended up getting the global village McLuhan had predicted, albeit not in exactly the way he had predicted it. In particular, screens mated to computers, the most flexible machines ever invented. Together, the two amended all previous media forms. The computer-with-a-screen subsumed those media, and it did so at the pace of screen time, that is, with increasing speed and swelling fragmentation.

Will screen time ever slow? Can it ever be controlled? Tom Engelhardt thought such an end was inevitable--if for no other reason than sheer exhaustion. His object lesson was Pee-wee Herman, a "bizarrely hyperactive" screen-time-accelerated counterpoint to Mr. Rogers. Surely, Engelhardt suggested, the limits of the human body and brain could not sustain such extreme energy, not for long. His conclusion was wrong back then, half a lifetime ago: The hyperactive energy of the television age has persisted--and then spread into every corner of contemporary life. Perhaps someday the age of screens will end, at the hand of some unthinkable novelty or civilization-ending calamity. But until that happens, tracking use of screens--let alone trying to curtail it--will have little meaning. For now, at least, you are doomed to live at screen time.
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The Appeal of the Campus Right

It's not about Donald Trump.

by Julia Steinberg

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




College campuses today have a reputation for being hostile to right-leaning students. As a recent graduate who became a conservative in college, I can't say I entirely agree. Yes, we're outnumbered, and yes, our ideas often get disregarded. Being a conservative might be socially disadvantageous. But if you want to know where the real political energy is on campuses, it's on the right.

The recent killing of Charlie Kirk, and the flood of interest in his organization, Turning Point USA, has drawn attention to college students' appetite for conservative ideas. I was not particularly inspired by Kirk in my personal ideological transformation as a student at Stanford University; Turning Point didn't have much of a presence on campus while I was there. But one principle he stood for--the celebration of debate, of a marketplace of ideas--is what first appealed to me about the right.

I arrived at Stanford in the fall of 2021 as a progressive from Los Angeles, where most of my peers and I had thought of conservatives as, essentially, evil. At a club fair, I signed up for the Stanford Young Democratic Socialists of America, as well as the leftist magazine, The Stanford Sphere. I hoped to live in one of Stanford's co-op houses, communal living spaces largely focused on left-leaning activism.

Read: The war at Stanford

As the school year got under way, however, I began to notice something that grated on me. Debates in the classroom, whether about socialism or Plato or the Quran, felt highly delicate, as if everyone was afraid of offending everyone else. Rather than "I disagree with so-and-so," it was more socially acceptable to say "piggybacking on so-and-so's point," even if there was a disagreement. When I finally found someone willing to have an extended intellectual debate with me--my problem-set partner for a logic course--I was interested to learn that he was a staff writer at the Stanford Review, the conservative publication on campus. He invited me to a meeting during winter quarter, and, mostly out of curiosity, I decided to attend.

What I saw there was the opposite of what I'd found in my classes: Students were encouraged to disagree with one another. At each meeting, students had to present--and defend--the articles they were working on; then the group would debate three topics, such as how the U.S. should respond to the war in Ukraine and whether Silicon Valley's relevance was waning. I kept going back to Review meetings, but I didn't tell many of my friends--I didn't want to be judged. Because of COVID restrictions, clubs at Stanford could meet in person only if they gathered outside. Each Monday night, I bundled up in thermal tights, gloves, and a heavy coat and slipped out of my dorm room.

When I pitched my first article for the Review--an essay arguing, partly based on my own experience, that COVID restrictions were shifting Stanford students to the right--I got helpful pushback on the idea from my peers at the publication. How could COVID, rather than administrative bloat or the unrest in the summer of 2020, be the causal mechanism? And were Stanford students even moving to the right? I went ahead with the article, and found, as I wrote, that the give-and-take during my presentation had prepared me to anticipate and address opposing arguments. I joined the staff of the Review during my freshman spring, started identifying as a conservative as a sophomore, and served as editor in chief of the publication during my senior year.

I am hardly the first person to change his or her political views in college. I'm also hardly the first person to find conservatism on Stanford's campus. The Stanford Review was founded in 1987 by Peter Thiel and Norman Book, both undergraduates at the time, as part of a larger movement that opposed the removal of a required "Western Culture" course from the curriculum. Many of my Review friends shared a similar trajectory to mine: They came into college as liberals and, seeking a place for debate, turned to conservative spaces on campus. Then they were persuaded by the conservative ideas themselves.

Read: Peter Thiel is taking a break from democracy

Or some subset of those ideas. What outsiders might not understand is that, at least in my experience, the appeal of conservatism on campus today isn't really about Donald Trump or Trumpism, or any other set of ideological beliefs. At the level of national politics, the GOP is full of Trump loyalists who refuse to break from the party line (even as some of Trump's prominent followers outside government have broken with him on certain issues). But at Stanford, the conservative culture was full of diversity and contradiction. The Review staff included MAGA diehards, traditional Catholics, anti-Trump neoconservatives, isolationists, anti-identity-politics liberals, Luddites, and (in my case) techno-capitalists, all challenging one another's ideas. Some of us voted for Trump; some of us did not. Still, most of us were excited when he won; there were two well-attended pro-Trump Election Night watch parties at Stanford. Since January 20, however, reactions have been mixed. Intellectually, Trump is far from the focal point of the conservative movement at Stanford.

What's driving it instead is a hunger for discourse. Throughout my senior year, I had coffee with students interested in writing for the Review. I would ask, "Why are you a conservative?" or, at the very least, "Why are you interested in writing for a conservative publication?" A few mentioned the riots that had destabilized American cities in 2020. Several mentioned COVID lockdowns and having to do school online. They told me about cancel culture among their peers. Underlying all this was a sense that the progressivism crowding the halls of their high schools was stifling. In that environment, questioning ideas seemed dangerous--and alluring. Preachy, judgmental authority has never sat well with young people. The young people of today see that authority in the establishment left, not the right.

At Stanford, this translated to a vibrant conservative scene and a lackluster liberal one. In my time there, the leftist magazine I had wanted to join as a freshman went defunct. (A new version, The Stanford Philistine, emerged, but its articles are anonymous and the last one was published in February.) Earlier this year, the school announced that two of the co-ops would be partially converted into regular housing because of lack of student interest. Meanwhile, many Review meetings during my tenure ran out of chairs. So did meetings of the underground conservative debate society. The David Network conference in Washington, D.C., which targets conservatives at elite colleges, drew 142 Stanford students in 2025 (and more than 900 total attendees); two years earlier, only about 60 students from Stanford had attended.

Stanford overall is still very liberal: 96 percent of political donations from Stanford-affiliated individuals in the 2024 election cycle went to Democrats, according to a Stanford Daily analysis of OpenSecrets data. The university doesn't publish data about its students' political leanings. But the Marriage Pact, a questionnaire-based matchmaking service started in 2017 by two Stanford students, asked more than 4,700 students about their politics last year. The group's numbers showed that freshman males were the most conservative group on campus; women were more liberal than men, but freshman females were more conservative than other women.

Derek Thompson: COVID pushed a generation of young people to the right

This tracks with trends across the country. Younger members of Gen Z are more conservative than older Gen Zs, and voters ages 18 to 29 drifted toward Trump in the election last year. At least anecdotally, other elite colleges are seeing new signs of conservatism on campus. The Harvard Salient, a conservative journal, went defunct in 2012 but was revived in 2021. A friend of mine in Yale's Conservative Party told me that last year's freshman cohort had 20 students, compared with the usual five to 10. (The group itself wouldn't confirm those numbers to me but said that the party had seen a "decent uptick in interest and involvement" over the past few years.)

Since this school year started, I've heard from Review staffers about how eager many freshmen are to join the publication and debate ideas. The first Review meeting was standing-room only. I expect that the Review will need a larger space soon. As a new generation of young conservatives has gone through college, we've realized that being forced to defend our ideas makes them stronger. For now, the marketplace of ideas has been abandoned by the left and turned into a thriving black market on the right. And the thing about black markets is that they are very difficult to shut down.
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Jeremy Strong Is Ready to Let Go, Just a Little Bit

The famously intense actor found relief in his latest film, after a spate of heavy roles.

by David Sims

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Jeremy Strong has, of late, been prone to transformation on-screen. In last year's The Apprentice, he became a late-in-life Roy Cohn, the venomous mentor to Donald Trump--all bluster with a thick Bronx accent and short temper. He earned plaudits for his dedication to sinking into the role, and his first Oscar nomination. Next year, he'll play Mark Zuckerberg--older and cannier--in Aaron Sorkin's sequel to The Social Network. In each case, Strong told me over a recent coffee, he pored over public footage, home videos, and whatever else he could get his hands on to gear up for his performance. But while making his latest movie, the biopic Springsteen: Deliver Me From Nowhere, the actor had access to something of a cheat: The real guy was sitting right there on set.

"It's like having an oracle that you can go directly to," Strong said, recalling the uncommon phenomenon of seeing the man he was portraying--Bruce Springsteen's longtime manager, Jon Landau--seated behind the monitors. Springsteen, too, was there to watch as Strong's co-star Jeremy Allen White conjured the artist at a specific moment in his life: the recording of the album Nebraska, back in 1981. "I spent time with Jon," Strong explained. "I drilled him with questions." The Adolescence Emmy winner Stephen Graham, who plays Springsteen's father in flashbacks, described Strong as "like a magpie." "And he's right," Strong said; both the bird and the actor are "just collecting, scavenging for anything. And you don't even know, really, what you're looking for."

Strong's discovery efforts as a performer are involved--heavy on research and preparation--and he essentially stays in character on set. "I find, though, that a lot of the work is about creating almost, like, an anechoic chamber, where everything else can disappear," Strong told me. "It's very witchy." The goal, he noted, is that the role "just takes over and takes possession of you, and you don't think about it anymore." His approach is a cousin to Method acting that he's previously referred to as "identify diffusion"; unlike the Method, it relies on intense character work, not on tapping into one's own life experiences. Strong's process has been much discussed in the press as he's taken on meatier roles; his on-set manner, too, has been painted as stiff and a little wacky, particularly by some of his cast mates on the show Succession. The actor starred as the melancholic, striving media failson Kendall Roy, a role that the show's executive producer Adam McKay said Strong performed "like he's Hamlet."


Jeremy Strong as Roy Cohn in The Apprentice. (Briarcliff Entertainment / Everett Collection



In person, I found Strong to be not alienating, as certain co-stars of his have suggested, but deeply, devotionally sincere: He ordered yogurt with the same hushed politeness he had while discussing Laurence Olivier. He was resolute about his technique's efficacy while maintaining an awareness that it can come across as, well, mystical. "I have infinite respect for anyone who has the kind of courage to be willing to make a fool of themselves on a set," he said, chuckling--as in, someone such as himself. Yet Strong's recent habit of tunneling into tragic characters has clearly piled up. As Cohn, the actor had to go somewhere more unnerving: into the mind of an antagonistic creature renowned for his public misdeeds, as he struggled with aging, illness, and his eventual abandonment by Trump in the 1980s. "I was affected working on The Apprentice because of how dark it was. And it was a hard shoot; it was hard doing press for it, just the whole aura of it," Strong said of the weight that the film placed on him. "Trump wrote about us, called us human scum, threatened anyone involved with the movie." He was up for a creative risk, he said--less so a public one. Deliver Me From Nowhere arrived at the right time: "After Roy Cohn's gospel of vitriol and lies and nihilism, my job for a better part of a year was to listen to Bruce Springsteen records."

The Apprentice and Deliver Me From Nowhere aren't complete opposites--the latter is hardly a laugh riot, and for Strong, it's another plum supporting part as a mentor of sorts. Unlike the strong-willed Cohn for Trump, however, Landau serves as a pure sounding board for Springsteen. The film depicts the singer-songwriter as he wrangles some of his worst depressive episodes. Not long after the release of his chart-topping album The River, Springsteen enters an introspective stretch: He moves to a ranch in Colts Neck, New Jersey, and subsumes himself in books and movies, drawing creative inspiration from, among others, Flannery O'Connor, Woody Guthrie, and Terrence Malick (particularly the latter's film Badlands).

Read: An ode to Jeremy Strong

Out of this jumble of Americana comes Nebraska, an album Springsteen creates from solo demos on a simple tape recorder. He assumes that he will expand on the songs in the studio later on with the E Street Band, but as time progresses, he can't shake the raw quality of the early recordings, and he eventually prevails on Landau and his record label to put out the original takes as an album. The period is a fascinating sliver of Springsteen's biography, but the stakes of Deliver Me From Nowhere don't hinge on whether Nebraska will resonate once it's released; after all, moviegoers likely know its reputation as a rock masterpiece. Instead, the director Scott Cooper's film turns on Landau recognizing that the tracks reflect Springsteen confronting inner darkness--including his conflicted feelings about his father and his fear of his growing fame--and nudging the musician to realize his need for further help.

In many a music biopic, the manager character poses a problem or an obstacle to the artist. Here, Landau functions more as an emotional keystone. A pivotal scene sees him sharing with Springsteen his worries about the singer's despondent moods. As written, the exchange involves Landau speaking with his client directly. But Strong, after talking with the real Landau, decided that playing music was the pair's true emotional shorthand; his character thus tries to get through to Springsteen by playing a Sam Cooke song. The actor had asked Springsteen what record might have worked, and the singer had offered some initial suggestions. None, Strong said, felt like the best fit. "I said to Bruce, 'What I'm looking for is: What song would you play if you wanted to save your friend's life?' He said, 'Let me think,'" the actor recalled. "Half an hour later--it's almost midnight--he said, 'You've stumped the band.'" Eventually, Springsteen sent over the Cooke song, called "The Last Mile of the Way." The exchange represents what Strong dubbed "organic discovery," a way to blend his immersion and his access to real-life figures to add greater texture, even if the "truth" that's being revealed is more poetic than literal.


Jeremy Strong as Jon Landau in Deliver Me From Nowhere. (Macall Polay / 20th Century Studios)



Springsteen proved important to the actor's research too. "When you get to the center of the map, where Jon Landau is, you're redirected to Bruce Springsteen," Strong told me. Landau has his own history, of course--he was a music critic for Rolling Stone and elsewhere in the late 1960s, and had impassioned ideas about the development of rock and roll in the United States. Strong devoured all of that material while accompanying Landau to Springsteen shows, where he'd watch the manager watch his client. "The expression of sheer love and awe in his eyes, it makes me want to cry," Strong said; he was struck by "the amount to which they care in this very cynical time that we live in, where people get all kinds of shit for caring about something too much."

Strong faces that charge himself. Playing someone such as Cohn, a public and much-imitated figure, is hard enough. Strong's approach (listening to hours and hours of Cohn's speeches, staying in character the whole time) adds another taxing layer to that effort. He seems not to know another way to achieve what he wants--he needs "a feeling of an inner authority so that I can believe in what I'm doing," he said. The focus required remains the same whether he's playing a famous figure or a version of someone's parent, as he did in the director James Gray's semi-autobiographical film Armageddon Time. Strong offered an analogy: "You're like a deep-sea diver, and you put the weight on your vest, you get down to depth, and you stay down there." To return to the surface too early would leave him, as he put it, "diluted."

Read: How music made Bruce Springsteen

His co-star White, Strong said, was similarly locked in; the two barely talked on set, each submerged in their character bubble. But few moviegoers know what Landau looks or sounds like. White, by contrast, is pretending to be one of America's greatest musical icons, even doing his own singing. He was also, perhaps appropriately for a man who is best known for his hangdog charm on The Bear, meant to capture a low moment in Springsteen's life. "I knew that what he was doing was really fucking hard, next to impossible. And so I was just trying to be there for him. And it was very easy," Strong said. Landau is the same way--a "steady hand," as Springsteen's frequent collaborator Jimmy Lovine explained, according to Strong. "So that's what I'm there to be."

As Zuckerberg in Sorkin's The Social Reckoning, Strong will be assuming a role that was played with nervy, youthful pique by Jesse Eisenberg back in 2010. Strong told me that he was in the middle of his latest transformation attempt, and that chatting with me was an active distraction: "There's something called 'switching costs.' And when you're trying to do press, and you're being a parent--every time your attention switches, you slide back down the hill." He did seem content to slide down the hill a little, though, and sit at a diner drinking coffee with me. Whatever spooky, self-involved capital-A Actor I'd imagined I would be having lunch with was not present. Maybe it's because Landau was a comparatively calm, sweet role to inhabit. Or maybe it's just because, for all the intensity, Strong clearly adores the challenge he creates for himself.
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What True Wealth Looks Like

Money can make you happier, but only if you don't care about it.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




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

Many stressed-out people are attracted to eastern meditation, believing that it will give them relief from their "monkey mind" and lower their anxiety about life. Unfortunately, the monkey usually wins because people find the mental focus required for meditation devilishly hard. On a trip last year to India, I asked a Buddhist teacher why Westerners struggle so much with the practice. "You won't get the benefit from meditation," he said, "as long as you are meditating to get the benefit."

You might call this the "meditation paradox," and it seemed like the most Buddhist thing I had ever heard. But when I thought about it more, I realized that the teacher's epigram held a deep truth about a lot of life's rewards: You can only truly attain them when you are not seeking them.

Consider the relationship between money and happiness, about which you've no doubt received mixed messages your whole life. On the one hand, your grandmother probably taught you that money can't buy happiness. On the other, today's dominant culture insists that it can.

Michael Mechanic: Stop asking whether money buys happiness

So who's right: grandma or the zeitgeist? The meditation paradox provides the answer: both. Money can buy happiness--as long as you don't try to buy happiness.

Social scientists have long studied whether money raises well-being. The conventional answer from economists is yes, at least up to a point. The most famous study supporting this came in 2010 from two Nobel laureates who calculated that various measures of life satisfaction increase with a person's income up to about $75,000 ($112,000 in today's dollars), at which point very little benefit is derived from extra money. Since then, this finding has been partly contested by scholars such as Matthew A. Killingsworth, who showed in an excellent study using a much larger data set that the happiness plateau generally occurs at a higher income level.

According to psychologists, the answer to the money and well-being question is a bit different: The cash-happiness quotient depends more on the type of relationship you have with money than the actual amount of money you have. Researchers writing in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology in 2014 demonstrated this mechanism by looking at materialism, defined as "values, goals, and associated beliefs that center on the importance of acquiring money and possessions that convey status." Analyzing 259 data sets on the subject, they found that materialistic values are negatively correlated with overall life satisfaction, mood, self-appraisal, and physical health. Instead, these values were positively associated with depression, anxiety, compulsive buying, and risky behaviors. That's what your grandma was talking about.

We can be even more precise when we look specifically at the reasons people give for why they earn their money. According to a 2001 article in the same journal, psychologists found no negative association between well-being and acquiring money for the fundamental purposes of security or supporting your family. The problem comes from wanting to earn money for four particular motives: making social comparisons, seeking power, showing off, and overcoming self-doubt. Put simply, if you are striving to get rich to feel superior to others, or because you're trying to boost your self-worth, your efforts will lower your happiness.

These findings reinforce what I have written about in the past: that your well-being depends on how you spend your money. Buying possessions generally does not increase happiness, whereas spending money either on experiences enjoyed with loved ones or to get more free time does reliably raise well-being. This makes intuitive sense about the type of person who will get a flashy watch or a fast car to make their point, rather than rent a nice place to spend a quiet week away with their soulmate.

So the research suggests that money follows a version of the meditation paradox: It's good for your well-being as long as you don't seek money because you believe wealth will enhance your well-being. This in turn suggests three positive changes that you can make.

1. Interrogate your financial motives.
 If this essay has alerted you to the fact that your motives for earning money matter for your happiness--and that making a lot of money is important to you--you may be asking yourself why. Take some time to consider what images enter your mind when you imagine reaching your financial goals. Do you see yourself being admired or envied by others? Do you feel as though you've made it, and are finally worthy of approval? These images might reflect your motivations, but they are terrible for your well-being. (Another point to bear in mind: If your financial motives are indeed social comparison and self-worth, you will never reach your financial goals, because you will never have enough money to satisfy these needs.) Simply recognizing your true motives and choosing better ones--such as "I earn money to support the people I love the most"--will start you on a better path.

2. Take a vow of poverty--or at least modesty.
 Francis of Assisi, the 13th-century Italian Catholic mystic and founder of the Franciscan order of Catholic priests and monks, began his life as a wealthy nobleman. His enlightenment came in his early 20s, when he had a vision in which he was called to give away all of his riches and live in poverty. This became the basis of his order, which he claimed would bring great joy to its members. "Blessed be my brother who goes out readily, begs humbly, and returns rejoicing," he is said to have proclaimed to a member of his order.

I won't ask you to live in poverty and turn to begging, but one small way to detach yourself from money-based social comparison (and earn a bit of Franciscan rejoicing instead) is to renounce consumption of the most opulent items you might buy. For example, instead of choosing the priciest, most ostentatious car you can afford, purchase one that is down a few rungs in price and status. I try to practice this; I won't claim it as a path to sainthood, but it has helped remind me that my economic success does not represent who I am.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to buy happiness

3. Spend quietly.
 And what should you do with your leftover discretionary money? Here's a useful answer for happiness: Spend it on experiences with people you love--without being showy about it--and on meaningful activities. So, for instance, go away for the weekend with a friend or partner and make a point of not posting a single picture of your getaway on social media, because that will probably lower your enjoyment of the experience. In fact, consider not taking any pictures, and instead resolve to be fully present, because that will surely enhance the experience.

One last idea, returning to the Buddhist tradition: In Zen, the meditation paradox is commonly illustrated using koans, which are riddling statements or puzzling epigrams that monks are taught to contemplate to help them move beyond logical thinking and reach a deeper understanding of life's meaning. Here is a koan of my own devising that might capture the broader point in this essay: A man became rich by getting rid of his gold.

The superficial message of this aligns with the research that has shown how giving away your money to worthy causes raises your happiness. That's fine and good. But ponder this koan more deeply, and see what it tells you. Ask what you consider gold--not just money, but any asset, talent, or strength you might be tempted to display, to demonstrate your worth to yourself and others. List those things that set you apart. Then contemplate how you could use them in a way that is not self-aggrandizing but that brings blessings to the world, and watch your fortune grow.
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Trump's Partisan Redistribution of Wealth

The president<strong> </strong>is using the shutdown to shake down blue states.

by Annie Lowrey

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




The federal shutdown is dragging into its fourth week with no end in sight. TSA workers are not getting paid for screening airport passengers' bags for contraband. National parks are asking tourists for donations. Prospective homebuyers are struggling to secure flood insurance. Start-ups are idling, figuring out if they can go public.

As much of America stalls and sputters, President Donald Trump is forging ahead on a plan to remake the government's budget without Congress's assent. His administration has used the shutdown as a pretext to withhold billions of dollars from scores of projects: a subway line in Manhattan, a utility microgrid in Oahu. The White House has diverted anti-terrorism money to red states and canceled clean-energy projects in blue states. Trump's goal is not only to make the government smaller again but also to alter the country's economic geography, pushing Democratic regions to falter and Republican ones to flourish.

None of this is subtle. "We're cutting Democrat programs that we didn't want, because, I mean, they made one mistake," Trump said, referring to Democratic legislators who declined to vote for the GOP's spending proposals. "They didn't realize that that gives me the right to cut."

Democrats may have made plenty of mistakes, but they did not give the president the right to axe congressionally approved programs when they declined to vote for the GOP's appropriations proposals. The legislature retains the power to decide how much money to collect from taxpayers and how to spend it.

Read: Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown

And what's true during the shutdown is true when the government is open too: Congress is supposed to have control of the purse. Nevertheless, the shutdown rescissions are merely Trump's latest effort to use the federal budget to punish Democratic places and voters. In recent months, the administration has sued, investigated, or defunded bastions of the left--universities, scientific-research institutions, think tanks, museums, media outlets, law offices, civic nonprofits, green-energy companies, the civil service. It has gone after "woke" functions of the government, such as agencies aiding Black families and supporting clean-energy production. And it has pulled dollars from Democratic areas and pushed them to Republican ones: moving Space Command headquarters from Colorado to Alabama, closing five of the 10 regional offices of the Department of Health and Human Services--specifically, the ones based in Boston, Chicago, New York, San Francisco, and Seattle.

Now Trump has used the lapse in appropriations to declare a kind of budgetary free-for-all. Russell Vought, the White House budget chief, has directed the Army Corps of Engineers to pause "over $11 billion in lower-priority projects" in New York, San Francisco, Boston, and Baltimore--those cities, again! The White House has frozen money for the renovation and expansion of the railway tunnels connecting New York and New Jersey, arguing that "unconstitutional DEI principles" were used in the financing process. Work on the tunnels is already under way; a cofferdam the size of an oil tanker is anchored in the Hudson.

Again, the White House is not supposed to have a magic line-item eraser that allows it to alter congressional spending plans. That was true when DOGE's unvetted stooges fired thousands of civil servants and kneecapped entire agencies during Trump's first weeks in office. It was true when the White House delayed or canceled financing for elementary schools, libraries, weather-forecasting programs, and NIH research projects earlier this year. It's true today.

Although, in some cases, the courts have allowed the White House to slash programmatic financing and reduce head counts, judges are still likely to force Trump to release some of the money he's refusing to spend during the shutdown. If they do not, Trump's vindictive budgeting might slow down projects and inconvenience millions of Americans, including New York's commuters. But the rescissions will total perhaps $30 billion-- a rounding error in terms of the nation's GDP and a sliver of the $1 trillion the government spends on nondefense discretionary programs each year.

In a broader sense, and despite his vindictive intentions, Trump's economic project actually threatens red districts more than blue ones. His signature second-term domestic-policy package, the One Big Beautiful Bill Act, slashes the Medicaid budget by close to $1 trillion, which means that hundreds of small-town hospitals in Appalachia and clinics in the Deep South might not be able to keep their doors open. Two of the three states expected to see the largest increases in their uninsured populations are Kentucky and Louisiana.

Read: The Project 2025 shutdown is here

Right now, Republicans are extending the shutdown to deny insurance subsidies to families that purchase health coverage on the Affordable Care Act exchanges. If the GOP succeeds, an estimated 20 million households will see their premiums rise next year. South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, Texas, and Utah would be hardest hit, the Kaiser Family Foundation has estimated.

Trump's trade war has functioned as a sales tax on every single American household. The average family will pay $1,800 more a year for groceries, clothing, and other common goods thanks to the tariffs. But manufacturers and farmers have so far borne the brunt of the pain. Input prices have soared: The costs of fertilizer, machinery, lumber, aluminum, steel, and auto parts have risen. Export demand has plunged as the United States' trading partners have put retaliatory tariffs in place. The agricultural sector is in the midst of a quiet recession; the manufacturing sector is shedding jobs. Bright-red states such as Iowa, South Dakota, and Indiana are getting the worst of it.

Trump might want to use his executive power to damage the country's blue islands and coastal elites, but the places he's harming the most are the very ones that powered his rise. No one should feel any schadenfreude, however, because pain in red states will spill over into blue states, and pain in blue states will spill over into red ones. A farm failing in Iowa has a way of increasing the cost of breakfast in Los Angeles. A hospital closing in Louisiana means fewer job opportunities for health aides training in Seattle. A cut to heavy-infrastructure spending in New Jersey might depress sales for a machinery business in Ohio. An HHS office shutting down in San Francisco might mean falling IT spending in Virginia. The country's economy is more interconnected than Trump realizes, and its polity more indivisible than he might think too: There are more Republicans in California than there are in the Deep South. More Texans and Floridians voted for Kamala Harris than did residents of New England.

In the United States' economy, there's no way to separate "us" from "them." When Trump signs bills that help the rich and hurt the poor, he ends up hurting everyone. When he punishes blue places, he damages red ones too. We're in this together, whether Trump sees it that way or not.
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China Gets Tough on Trump

Beijing explores the leverage it now has to work its geopolitical will.

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Donald Trump has always talked tough about China. He returned to the White House in January gunning for a renewed trade war and demanding that Beijing suppress the illicit fentanyl trade, which kills tens of thousands of Americans each year. What he seems not to have planned for is the response: China is getting tough on Trump.

Earlier this month, Beijing announced that it was tightening export controls on rare-earth metals. These elements are indispensable for manufacturing semiconductors, weapons systems, and other products vital to American national security. China processes 90 percent of rare earths globally. Now some foreign companies that use them in their products may need approval from the Chinese government to export those products to customers.

Beijing began curtailing the export of rare earths to the United States at the height of the trade dispute in April. A worried Trump team prioritized securing supply in its negotiations with China at that time. This month's move has once again put Washington on the back foot. "I don't want them to play the rare-earth game with us," Trump said on Sunday.

A few days after the rare-earths announcement, Beijing struck out against the American shipbuilding industry. In an investigation that concluded in January, Washington determined that China has been engaging in unfair practices to promote its shipbuilders. According to Beijing, five U.S.-linked subsidiaries of a South Korean shipbuilder called Hanwha Ocean cooperated with this U.S. probe. Hanwha is a major investor in American shipbuilding, an industry that Trump seeks to expand. Now China has announced sanctions forbidding Chinese companies and nationals from doing business with Hanwha's subsidiaries. Losing access to Chinese-made equipment could hamper Hanwha's plans to expand its U.S. operations.

Read: How America lost control of the seas

These maneuvers succeeded others China made in the spring. In May, Beijing stopped buying U.S. soybeans. The loss hit American farmers, a core Trump constituency, particularly hard; Trump has since promised them a bailout expected to run into the billions of dollars.

Trump and China's leader, Xi Jinping, are slated to meet at the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in South Korea at the end of the month. Chinese leaders may decide to continue dialing up tensions, perhaps even derailing the talks and reigniting the spring's tit-for-tat tariff war. Trump has already threatened to impose an additional 100 percent tariff on Chinese imports on November 1, in response to Beijing's rare-earths controls, and the Chinese government has warned that it would retaliate.

Trump and his team seem keen on downplaying the unease between the two countries. U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet his Chinese counterpart in the coming days in Malaysia, likely to try to relieve it. "Don't worry about China, it will all be fine!" Trump posted on social media after fears of a renewed trade conflict sparked a sell-off on Wall Street. "Highly respected President Xi just had a bad moment."

China's leaders have proved adept at exploiting Trump's political vulnerabilities by withholding what he wants or needs--making him supplicate for a trade pact, for example, or a fentanyl agreement, or even soybean imports. Trump has managed to extract just one concession from Beijing: a deal to rescue TikTok's U.S. operation by arranging for American investors to take majority ownership. But even that may not be a done deal, as the Chinese government has not confirmed that Xi has given his consent.

Xi could be using rare-earths restrictions and soybean imports to build up his negotiating leverage--to get Trump to loosen U.S. export controls on advanced AI chips, for example, or pull back support for Taiwan. But the measures also suggest something more sweeping about China's understanding of its economic might. The new rare-earths restrictions can be deployed not only against the United States, but against any country that dares to oppose Xi's will. This marks a real shift in Chinese policy--a willingness to use economic power to compel companies around the world to act in Beijing's interest.

The move could easily backfire. Trading partners could seek to cut China out of global supply chains if they find that access to vital Chinese-made products has become unreliable. But that's a risk Xi may be willing to take in a world where global economic relations are defined by competition more than by integration. Trump, with his tariffs and his threats, may well discover that what goes around comes around.
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My Students Use AI. So What?

Young people are reading less and relying on bots, but there are other ways to teach people how to think.

by John McWhorter

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




My tween-age daughters make me proud in countless ways, but I am still adjusting to the fact that they are not bookworms. I'm pretty sure that two generations ago, they would have been more like I was: always with their nose in some volume, looking up only to cross the street or to guide a fork on their plates. But today, even in our book-crammed home, where their father is often in a cozy reading chair, their eyes are more likely to be glued to a screen.

But then, as often as not, what I'm doing in that cozy chair these days is looking at my own screen.

In 1988, I read much of Anna Karenina on park benches in Washington Square. I'll never forget when a person sitting next to me saw what I was reading and said, "Oh, look, Anna and Vronsky are over there!" So immersed was I in Tolstoy's epic that I looked up and briefly expected to see them walking by.

Today, on that same park bench, I would most certainly be scrolling on my phone.

From the November 2024 issue: The elite college students who can't read books

As a linguist, a professor, and an author, I'm meant to bemoan this shift. It is apparently the job of educators everywhere to lament the fact that students are reading less than they used to, and that they are relying on AI to read for them and write their essays, too. Honestly, these developments don't keep me up at night. It seems wrongheaded to feel wistful for a time when students had far less information at their fingertips. And who can blame them for letting AI do much of the work that they are likely to let AI do anyway when they enter the real world?

Young people are certainly reading less. In 1976, about 40 percent of high-school seniors said they had read at least six books for fun in the previous year, while 11.5 percent said they hadn't read any, according to the University of Michigan's Monitoring the Future survey. By 2022, those percentages had basically flipped; an ever-shrinking share of young people seems to be moved to read for pleasure.

Plenty of cultural critics argue that this is worrisome--that the trend of prizing images over the written word, short videos over books, will plunge us all into communal stupidity. I believe they are wrong.

Print and its benefits will not disappear. It merely has to share the stage. Critics may argue that the competition for eyeballs yields far too much low-quality, low-friction content, all of it easily consumed with a fractured attention span. But this ignores the proliferation of thoughtful writing and insightful dialogues, the rise of Substack newsletters and podcasts, which speaks to a demand for more ideas, more information--more opportunities to read and think, not less.

My daughters still read books; they just prefer to commit their time to works they are on fire about. This includes Tahereh Mafi's Shatter Me series and Chris Colfer's luscious six-book Land of Stories series, which they liked so much when I read it to them that we might do it again. When I was their age, I read far too many books that weren't very good, because what else was I going to do? Maybe it taught me something about patience and tolerance for experiences that don't deliver a dopamine high, but I sure would've been grateful if shows like The White Lotus had been around.

The choice for entertainment used to be between Middlemarch and music hall, Sister Carrie and vaudeville, The Invisible Man and I Dream of Jeannie. Today, our appetite for easy, silly content is sated by the mindless videos online, the snippets of animal misadventures and makeup tips that my girls sheepishly tell me they are watching. I have begun limiting just how much of that digital junk they gorge on each day. But dismissing all online clips as crude or stupefying misses the cleverness amid the slop. Both of my girls are wittier than I was at their ages, largely because of all the comedic and stylized language they witness online. The ubiquity of some content doesn't mean it lacks art.

Critics will argue that books are more valuable than videos because they demand more imagination--purportedly creating better, stronger thinkers. But this familiar argument strikes me as an ex post facto justification for existing prejudices. If there had always been video, I doubt many people would wish we could distill these narratives into words so that we could summon up our own images. I have also never seen the argument that theater disadvantages viewers by providing visuals instead of letting people read the plays for themselves. Plenty of people used to argue that radio was better than television because it demanded imagination, but who among us thinks that Severance would have been better as a radio show?

We may be overestimating just how much heavy reading students were doing before. (CliffsNotes, anyone?) When I was in college, few of my peers read everything they were assigned. My own students from a pre-TikTok era admit that they, too, neglected most of the material. This is partly because professors often assign boatloads of text, yet discuss only fragments of it. I recall having to read an endless and nettlesome chunk of Kierkegaard that the professor never even addressed, and Federico Garcia Lorca's play Bodas de Sangre, about which we discussed a single page. When a student some time ago accused me in an evaluation of making similarly excessive demands, I realized it was time to stop. I now prefer to assign more manageable passages of text that we are sure to discuss. It's a better use of their time and mine, and it yields better conversations in class.

The rise of AI does mean that I will never again assign a classic five-paragraph essay on an abstract topic. Discuss the expression of irony in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice. Discuss Aristotle's conception of virtue in contrast to that of Plato. Perhaps I sound like I am abjuring my role as professor. But I am merely bowing to the realities of technology. AI can now write those essays. Sending students off to write them is like sending them off to do fractions as if they won't use the calculator on their phone.

The whole point of that old-school essay was to foster the ability to develop an argument. Doing this is still necessary, we just need to take a different tack. In some cases, this means asking that students write these essays during classroom exams--without screens, but with those dreaded blue books. I have also found ways of posing questions that get past what AI can answer, such as asking for a personal take--How might we push society to embrace art that initially seems ugly?--that draws from material discussed in class. Professors will also need to establish more standards for in-class participation.

I loathed writing essays in college. The assignments felt too abstract and disconnected from anything I cared about, and I disliked how little control I had over whether I could get a good grade--it was never clear to me what a "good" essay was. I know I wasn't alone. I always loved school, but those dry, daunting essay assignments kept me from knowing that I could love writing. I do not regret that AI has marginalized this particular chore. There are other ways to teach students how to think.

Tyler Austin Harper: ChatGPT doesn't have to ruin college

Essays are also meant to train students to use proper grammar to express themselves in a clear and socially acceptable way. Well, there was also a time when a person needed to know how to grow their own food and tie a bow tie. We're past that, along with needing to know how to avoid dangling participles. We will always need to express ourselves clearly, but AI tools now offer us ways to accomplish this.

It bears noting that quite a few grammar rules are less about clarity than about fashion or preference, which we are expected to master like a code of dress--Oxford commas (or not!), when to use which versus that (something made up out of thin air by the grammarian Henry Fowler), fewer books rather than less books. AI now tells us how to navigate these codes. Some of us will still enjoy knowing when to use who versus whom, just as I might care to properly tie a bow tie, at least once. But most people will be more than happy to outsource this to a machine.

Sure, it's disorienting to wonder whether either of my own children will ever embrace long, classic novels. But they now enjoy a richer array of material than I ever did, and my job is simply to encourage them to engage with the best of it as much as possible--even if that means they will likely encounter less Tolstoy than I did. And although I find grammar rules intriguing enough to have devoted much of my life to studying them, I don't mind that my daughters and students needn't expend so much energy mastering these often-arbitrary dictates. My hope is that by having AI handle some of this busy work, they will have more time to actually think for themselves.
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A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida

The Brightline has been hailed as the future of high-speed rail in the United States, but it has one big, unignorable problem.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 22 Oct 2025

Updated at 1:55 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025

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

The Brightline is a beautiful train. Ultra-quiet and decorated with streaks of highlighter yellow, it carries passengers between Miami and Orlando, sometimes moving as fast as 125 miles per hour. It restores glamour to the humble railroad: During your ride, if you wish, you can order a half bottle of Veuve Clicquot for $59; the on-board bathrooms are large and clean enough to take a decent mirror selfie in. Conde Nast Traveler has called it "super chic."

Privately owned and operated and transporting about 250,000 passengers a month, the Brightline is only the second high-speed train in the United States and the first outside the Northeast Corridor, where Amtrak operates the Acela. Its newness and sleekness make it a novelty in a country where trains are mostly old and ugly. Its existence shows that America can still build great things and that private industry can build them quickly and with style. If a beautiful high-speed train can work in Florida--whose former governor famously rejected more than $2 billion in federal funding for such a train--maybe it can work anywhere. But right now, something is very wrong.

What the Brightline is best known for is not that it reflects the gleam of the future but the fact that it keeps hitting people. According to Federal Railroad Administration data, the Brightline has been involved in at least 185 fatalities, 148 of which were believed not to be suicides, since it began operating, in December 2017. Last year, the train hit and killed 41 people--none of whom, as best as authorities could determine, was attempting to harm themselves. By comparison, the Long Island Rail Road, the busiest commuter line in the country, hit and killed six people last year while running 947 trains a day. Brightline was running 32.

In January 2023, the National Transportation Safety Board found that the Brightline's accident rate per million miles operated from 2018 to 2021 was more than double that of the next-highest--43.8 for the Brightline and 18.4 for the Metra commuter train in Chicago. This summer, the Miami Herald and a Florida NPR station published an investigation showing that someone is killed by the train, on average, once every 13 days.

Floridians have started calling it the "Death Train" and maintain a sense of gallows humor about it, saying that it must be "fed" regularly to keep hurricanes away. Train attendants told me that Brightline engineers and conductors sometimes darkly joke about earning a "golden ticket"--which is when the train hits someone at the right time so that the three paid days off a worker gets for emotional distress are rolled into a weekend that takes up most of the week.

Brightline argues that the "Death Train" moniker is unfair for many reasons. One is the notorious difficulty of determining whether a death on a train track was a suicide. The company says the true rate of suicides on its Florida route is higher than government agencies report because of the variability in how local law-enforcement agencies and medical examiners make their determinations. Although Brightline no longer insists, as it has in the past, that the majority of the deaths are the result of suicides or drugs, it still takes care to frame the issue as a matter of personal responsibility. None of the deaths on Brightline tracks has been the result of equipment failure or operator error, Ashley Blasewitz, Brightline's director of media relations, wrote to me in an email. "All have been the result of illegal, deliberate and oftentimes reckless behavior by people putting themselves in harm's way."

Federal agencies have investigated the Brightline incidents and produced no firm conclusions about why they have happened so often. The company, sometimes called "Frightline" on the local news, has not been found responsible for any of the deaths. How could it be responsible for people driving around lowered gates or walking into the clearly delineated path of a train? Yet there must be some explanation for the unusual number of fatalities.

Brightline's parent company aspires to create additional train routes all over the country. It has been embraced by pro-transit wonks and former President Joe Biden's train-nerd transportation secretary, Pete Buttigieg, as well as by tech-world influencers and members of the Trump administration. In a February press release announcing that it would investigate a federally funded California high-speed-rail project that has become a decade-plus boondoggle, Donald Trump's Department of Transportation praised Brightline by comparison, citing its "impressive work" on Brightline West, the company's second route. Still under construction, Brightline West will connect Las Vegas to the Los Angeles suburbs with a train that can go up to 200 miles per hour.

If Brightline really is the future of rail in the United States, the most important question is obvious: Why are so many people dying?


Ultra-quiet and decorated with streaks of highlighter yellow, the Brightline carries passengers between Miami and Orlando, sometimes moving as fast as 125 miles per hour. (Aleksey Kondratyev for The Atlantic)



A popular theory of the Brightline deaths, which you'll see in comments underneath viral videos of the train plowing into cars, is that there is something wrong with people who live in Florida. Specifically, these comments invoke the concept of the "Florida Man"--a long-standing meme that suggests the state is, in essence, full of morons.

Jim Kovalsky, the president of a nonprofit called the Florida East Coast Railway Society, appeared exasperated in a local-TV interview last year. "If you don't put yourself between those two steel rails, you're not going to get hit by a train," he said. When I spoke with him earlier this year, he was even more direct. "I think the concept of Florida Man is real," he said. "Unfortunately, we are dealing with a lot of people that don't understand self-preservation."

But if the people of Florida were uniquely stupid in a way that made them more susceptible to being hit by trains, you would expect them to be hit uncommonly often by all trains. This is not the case. Amtrak serves fewer passengers than Brightline, but operates through many of the same urban areas as well as some additional ones, and it reported six total fatalities in the state in 2024, compared with Brightline's 41. The NTSB's 2023 report found that Brightline's accident rate per million miles was more than eight times that of SunRail, another commuter train that operates around Orlando. Brightline has challenged the usefulness of this statistic, noting that it doesn't account for the amount of daily traffic around and on the tracks, but that is sort of the point.

The Brightline runs on the route of the original Florida East Coast Railway, which was built in the late 1800s by Henry Flagler, a Standard Oil tycoon. Flagler is popularly credited with "inventing" modern Florida: His railroad allowed for the development of swampland into a series of luxury resorts dotting the coast. Everything grew up around this track--it's the vein running through all of the oldest cities and most densely populated areas of South Florida.

Passenger trains stopped running on this line in the late 1960s, leaving it to slower freight trains that ran less frequently. When Brightline's parent company, Florida East Coast Industries, was taken over by the private-equity firm Fortress Investment Group, it built a second track so that passenger trains and freight trains could efficiently share the space. (Then it sold the freight rights to a Mexican conglomerate for $2.1 billion.) Since 2017, far more trains than ever before have run through these areas, and faster, in both directions at the same time.

As a result, once-familiar environments have been transformed. Take, for example, the story of Joann DePina, a 49-year-old mother of two who was killed by a Brightline train in January. DePina was walking over the tracks that cut through her neighborhood, but she was doing so on a well-worn footpath. She was technically trespassing, but there weren't any fences or no trespassing signs, and it was a logical thing to do. DePina rented a room in a sober-living house on one side of the tracks and was crossing to get to a group meeting on the other side. She had been in recovery since 2017 and was saving money to move into her own apartment.

I walked along the tracks with her aunt Maria Furtado in May. Furtado showed me the footpath, next to the white cross she'd put up in her niece's memory. In person, it was clear why people would walk there: The tracks split the neighborhood in half, with tightly packed houses on one side and a row of businesses on the other. To get around the tracks legally would require walking down to an intersection to cross, then walking back, adding at least 10 minutes. Taking a shortcut over the tracks looks easy enough, and it was probably easy to do so safely during the decades when freight trains were the only traffic. Hence the worn path.

"I worry about these people all the time," Furtado told me, gesturing at a house whose yard ended less than 50 feet from the tracks. On a previous visit, she'd seen a young boy chasing after a cat as it walked on the tracks. As we talked, Furtado pointed behind me. I turned around and saw a Brightline train coming toward us--only a few seconds away, at most. The train whipped past--it's powered by quiet diesel-electric locomotives and goes 79 miles per hour through that part of its route. It was easy to put myself in DePina's place. She was walking at night, and she didn't hear or see anything coming. Her timing was horrible.

After DePina's death, Furtado attempted to contact Brightline but never heard back. She also contacted Governor Ron DeSantis, who forwarded her letter to the Florida Department of Transportation, which gave her a polite but vague response about its commitment to safety. (During the course of my conversations with Brightline about its record, Blasewitz provided a list of safety improvements that had been made to the tracks both before and after the train started operating, which cost nearly $500 million. "Brightline is one of the safest forms of transportation in the state of Florida, moving millions of people out of their cars and off dangerous roadways," she wrote by email.)

Furtado told me she wasn't sure what other options were left to her. "I don't know who to blame," she said. In her opinion, someone should have to put up a fence along parts of the tracks that cut through neighborhoods--whether that's the city or the state or Brightline, she doesn't much care. Being from Massachusetts and having some familiarity with northern commuter trains, she also liked the idea of the tracks being elevated, even a little bit, to deter people from walking over them. "She wasn't going to hike a mountain or climb over a fence to get across," she said of her niece.

DePina's story is elucidating, but it's only one incident. The NTSB has been conducting a series of investigations into Brightline accidents to search for patterns and will eventually publish a summary analysis of those findings. But so far, only a handful of reports have been published, and they offer few clear takeaways.

For instance, last year, investigators looked into a pair of fatal accidents that had happened two days apart at the same intersection in Melbourne, Florida, a small, coastal city 70 miles southeast of Orlando. Both involved drivers going around safety gates. The details of the first crash were especially odd. The crossing's gates and all of its other safety devices had been working perfectly. Neither the engineer nor the conductor of the train had done anything wrong, while the driver of the car did at least two obvious things wrong. The first was that he had driven around a stopped car and then the lowered gate even as a woman in the back seat of his car yelled at him not to. The second, a toxicology report showed, was that he had been on bath salts.

On the one hand, the issue here was obvious: Florida Man. On the other, the NTSB's report contains information that suggests a dangerous environment, regardless of one's drug intake. It noted that Brightline service had dramatically increased train traffic through Melbourne in recent years. The double-tracking of the line at this location had been completed in June 2023; previously, 14 freight trains passed through each day, and now there were 14 freight trains plus 32 higher-speed passenger trains. Before the two back-to-back Brightline incidents, there had been only three crashes since 1975.

As part of that investigation, NTSB staffers rode the Brightline one Sunday from Orlando to West Palm Beach and back. They found all crossing gates and warning lights to be functioning perfectly and the train crews to be professional and alert. Yet the train they rode had to make an emergency stop to avoid hitting a pedestrian in Melbourne. Then it nearly hit a bicyclist, also in Melbourne. "While talking with the engineer," the investigators noted in their write-up, "he stated that he had been involved in seven incidents while working for Brightline involving striking trespassers or vehicle strikes."

Many train tracks are elevated to cross above roadways. Others are sunken down to cross beneath them. But the Brightline's track intersects flatly, or "at grade," with the roads on much of its route, including the part that runs through central Miami.

Many states have undertaken grade-crossing-elimination projects over the past half century because they make train routes dramatically safer. On the Amtrak route between Washington, D.C., and New York City, the highest-trafficked stretch of train track in the country, there are no grade crossings. The last one was eliminated in the 1980s.

There are 331 grade crossings along the Brightline route in South Florida. James Hopkins, a former Brightline conductor, cited this when explaining to me why he no longer works for the company. He mostly enjoyed his time at Brightline, he said--the company was a good employer--but he didn't want to work on that route anymore in large part because of how often the train would hit people. At his previous job operating a freight train in the 200-mile stretch between Pittsburgh and Harrisburg, he said there were 40 to 50 grade crossings. In the 65 miles between West Palm Beach and Miami, there are 174. "It's just real busy," he told me. "The fatalities--this was just something I didn't want to continue doing."

When I visited the West Palm Beach area to look at the crossings and roads in person, I drove over the tracks dozens of times. They cut through the landscape at strange angles and in unexpected places--behind the downtown courthouse, alongside a Little League field in Delray Beach. People have been struck and killed by Brightline trains at both of these locations.

During my trip, I met with Eric Dumbaugh, a professor of urban and regional planning at Florida Atlantic University who has lived in the area for most of his life. "Brightline is unique nationally," he said. "It's operating right through the urban fabric." Just by leaving their houses, people encounter it, whether they want to or not, and they sometimes have to react quickly, in a life-and-death situation, to a system they don't intuitively understand. "This is why we see the issues that we have," he said.

To visualize this, we drove to a grade crossing in Delray Beach, where an elderly couple had been hit and killed by a Brightline train in 2023. The NTSB investigated this accident, perhaps because it was so confounding. The couple had been driving down a road adjacent to the tracks just after 8 p.m. It was winter, so it was dark. The husband was behind the wheel--he had a green light, so he turned right, at which point there was only a short bit of roadway before the couple found themselves on top of the southbound track. They either didn't register or didn't have time to react to the gate's warning lights and bells. Their timing, like Joann DePina's, was horrible, and the gates came down while the car was in the crossing.

The couple apparently watched, unpanicked, as a northbound freight train approached from one direction. A witness told the NTSB that she saw the wife get out of the car, look around, then go over to the driver's-side window to say something to her husband before getting back in the car. The woman had seemed calm. The best guess that Dumbaugh came to--the same as the NTSB's--was that the wife had examined the car's position and seen that it was clear of the track on which the freight train was approaching. She couldn't see a train coming on the other track, from the other direction. The couple must have decided to wait for the freight train to pass. They turned off the engine of their car, as well as their headlights.

Just as the freight train passed, the Brightline came on the other track. It hit the front of the car and sent it spinning off the road, flipping onto its side. The wife was thrown out of the vehicle, while the husband was stuck inside. Both were dead at the scene. The witness pulled her own car onto the grass and sat for 10 or 15 minutes, shaking, she told the NTSB. She hadn't seen the Brightline coming either.

Dumbaugh explored the intersection, pointing at various elements. Signage on the adjacent road made it clear that a train passes nearby, but didn't tell drivers to be wary of turning into its path. "There was nothing on the approach that warned people a right turn would be an issue," he said. From the NTSB report, we knew that the freight train had radioed the Brightline once it saw the car on the tracks and that the Brightline engineer had implemented the train's emergency brakes, but there hadn't been nearly enough time to stop. Again, it was a story without one easily identified insight. The Federal Railroad Administration regulates the operation of the gate. The road the couple had turned off was a state highway. The intersecting street was the responsibility of the city, but the traffic signals were the responsibility of the county.

Brightline says that it is an advocate for closing certain crossings on its route, but that this rarely happens "without local support." Because of all the elements at any intersection, the process of closing even one crossing can be convoluted and expensive. Sealing off the entire Brightline route or elevating the entire track would simply not be economically feasible for a private company. 

Still, over a period of months, I spoke with several experts who had different opinions on many of the technical details but who all agreed that there's no real mystery behind the Brightline deaths. "Fast trains and grade crossings are always a deadly combination," the historian Richard White, whose 2011 book about American railroads was a Pulitzer Prize finalist, told me. He put it the most succinctly, but I did not talk with anybody who disagreed with that conclusion.

While I was in Florida, I hoped to hear directly from Brightline executives. The company was co-hosting a conference called the Railway Interior Innovation Summit, in Orlando. So, of course, I took a Brightline train to get there.

The train ride was unlike any I've taken in my life. The Brightline's passenger cars are softly lit with pretty blue LEDs along the ceiling, and the roomy seats are upholstered with soft white leather. There is ample legroom and nothing is broken. The elegant new stations have cocktail bars named Mary Mary, apparently in reference to Henry Flagler's first and third wives, who had the same first name. The stations also have gift shops, where you can buy attractive Brightline merchandise--pink ball caps, soft sweatshirts, a candle matching the custom scent that is piped into the terminals.

I bought a "Premium" (first-class) ticket from West Palm Beach for $99, which came with a steak sandwich on a brioche bun for dinner, a passion-fruit tartlet for dessert, a dark-chocolate Lindt truffle for a second dessert, and a glass of cuvee from the complimentary-drink menu. The Brightline is the first train line to offer basically flawless Wi-Fi provided by Elon Musk's Starlink, which is why I got to see Brett Baty put the Mets up over the Red Sox while hurtling up the coast at the end of a long day. The ride was smooth and quiet and we were exactly on time. We made it to Orlando without incident in two hours and 12 minutes--more than an hour faster than the typical Amtrak on this route, and much less stressful than driving a car.

This probably would not have seemed remarkable to the rail summit's many European attendees, whose countries already have high-functioning train systems. Many of these people were in the United States for the first time--meaning that their first experience of our wonderful and interesting country was three days in Orlando. At a networking event, I entered a cluster of conversation just as a Swiss man was explaining that American train stations are surrounded by "car parks," which he found shocking, because most people in Switzerland ride their bikes to the train stations. (Switzerland is about half the size of Maine, by the way.)

A packed conference room listened to a panel on train start-ups, including one called Dreamstar Lines, which intends to begin operating a "hotel on rails"--a luxury overnight train between San Francisco and Los Angeles--before the 2028 Summer Olympics (in a mock-up, it had an on-board spa). Various companies showed concepts for spectacular and futuristic train cars, but Brightline was the center of attention. Its executives gave the most well-attended talks, got the biggest laughs. Everybody agreed that Brightline's trains were impressive and that its proposals were exciting.

On the third day of the summit, participants were led on a tour of Brightline's Orlando maintenance facility by Tom Rutkowski, the company's vice president and chief mechanical officer, a former general superintendent for New Jersey Transit, and a charming, brassy host. When we all boarded one of the trains to look around, Rutkowski encouraged us to sit down and feel the leather, which he said was the same that is used in Bentleys. "If you've never sat in a Bentley, this is as close as you're going to get," he told us.

After the formal tour, the group was offered complimentary wraps for lunch in a meeting room. When I walked in, Rutkowski was sitting on top of a table, holding court in front of a small group of men who were standing around asking him friendly questions about Brightline's business. "We are poor," he told them. "I'm lucky I can make payroll." He said it not as if the company were desperate but as if it were scrappy. He added, "There's no government money coming to bail us out." (Rutkowski later denied making these comments, and called them "nonsense.")

Some additional context is needed here. The claim that there is no public money coming to or already in use by Brightline is not exactly true: The Florida line was built, in part, with $2.2 billion of tax-exempt bonds. If Brightline were, for some reason, to go bankrupt, it might behoove either Florida or the federal government to bail it out and take over operation of the line, rather than leaving everything to rust and the hundreds of thousands of people who use the train to go back to their cars. 

The bonds underlying Brightline have been downgraded multiple times this year because of slower-than-expected ridership growth and higher-than-expected costs. In July, the company announced its intention to defer interest payments on $1.2 billion of debt, and NPR reported that Brightline had been looking for outside investors for months with little success. Blasewitz, the media-relations director, told me that Brightline is still confident in its year-over-year growth and that it intends to establish itself as an "integral" part of Florida's transportation system, though she declined to comment on when the company expects to become profitable.

In addition to the safety conversation, then, there is a conversation to be had about whether Brightline is even a private solution to a public problem at all. The new line in California, Brightline West, will be privately operated, but is being built with billions in federal grants. To the extent that I heard any muttering at the summit that was less than complimentary to Brightline, it was on this point.

At one summit event, I chatted briefly with Jim Mathews, the president and CEO of the nonprofit Rail Passengers Association, who thought the Brightline project was interesting and in some ways laudable. Still, he said that Brightline's Florida strategy was not repeatable. It had been a quirk of history that its parent company owned the right-of-way on those old railroad tracks, and it would not be in that situation again anywhere else in the country. Plus, Brightline lost more than $500 million in 2024 while serving only six stops, he pointed out. Amtrak, often regarded as an albatross around taxpayers' necks, lost more--about $705 million--but serves more than 500 stops, including many that a private enterprise would never bother with and that a public one is obligated to serve.

"The idea of scaling on a private level is just complete insanity," Mathews told me when we talked again after the summit. "Brightline got 3 billion federal dollars to bring along Brightline West--which is great; I don't oppose that. The more the merrier--the more service we have, the better it is," he said. "But let's not pretend this is the kind of capital investment that private industry can do by itself. They can't."


"Fast trains and grade crossings are always a deadly combination," says the historian Richard White. (Aleksey Kondratyev for The Atlantic)



If the most obvious question to ask about Brightline is Why are so many people dying on this one stretch of train track in Florida?, the second-most-obvious is Who can fix it? 

It seemed to me that the problem in Florida was being treated as unsolvable, as though this is somehow just the way it is. The Federal Railroad Administration, for instance, doesn't believe that Brightline is at fault for the frequent accidents. James Payne, the FRA's staff director of grade crossing and trespasser outreach, told me frankly that South Florida is a mess. "It keeps me up at night," he said. But in his opinion, Brightline is doing about as much as it possibly can to improve grade crossings and encourage safety, given the constraints of its business and the existing infrastructure.

I talked with Jim Mathews about the situation at some length, hoping for clarity. Mathews didn't have a perfect explanation either. He thought Brightline had been arrogant and callous, but he also thought the real issue was bigger. Americans are okay with tens of billions of tax dollars funding highways and airports overseen by powerful regulatory agencies. But we don't want to spend the same way on trains, even though we want trains to be built. "We love private industry because it doesn't cost us money, but we point fingers at private industry when it kills people," he said. "That's why we have governments--they protect people; they step in where markets fail." Or they should.

Just after the Miami Herald's July story on Brightline deaths came out, Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy remarked that there had been "way too many deaths" in Florida, and that something should be done. Shortly after that, federal grants worth more than $42 million, which were awarded to Brightline between 2022 and 2024 but had not been dispersed, were finally ushered along by Duffy. Those funds will be used to make some safety improvements, including fencing along parts of the Brightline's route and various interventions to deter people from driving around lowered gates. At the same time, the proposed 2026 Department of Transportation budget that was advanced by Congress over the summer includes no funding at all for the Federal Railroad Administration's Crossing Elimination Grant Program, which is the primary means by which local governments all over the country have funded grade-crossing-removal projects.

In May, when I rode a Brightline train out of Miami, looking through the window at a ludicrously flat landscape, I thought about the future. The train hurtled through towns that were arranged on either side, going so fast while so close to houses, restaurants, parks, and people that I was startled again each time I looked out the window. This is not what it will be like when people ride Brightline West. That train will go through the desert and run mostly within an existing highway median. It won't have the same pitfalls as this first experiment, for which people are dying and that's just the cost of something new. 

Later that evening, I scrolled on my phone and came across an Instagram post about another Brightline accident, with a caption describing the person who had reportedly been hit as a "track snack." People in the comments responded jubilantly, praising the train for chowing down on another soul. The beast was getting stronger, the commenters said with satisfaction. "As always sorry if this was your family member," the account runner wrote dutifully in the replies.



This article originally misidentified a former Brightline conductor and misstated the amount of interest the company owed on its debt.
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MAGA's Next Top Influencer

Charlie Kirk's death left a void on the right. Jack Posobiec looks better positioned than anyone to fill it.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Two days after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, his signature podcast was back on the air. To honor Kirk's memory, four of his closest colleagues hosted an episode of The Charlie Kirk Show. They gathered inside his old studio at Turning Point USA's headquarters, keeping an empty chair for Kirk. Directly to the right sat Jack Posobiec, a conservative influencer. "I know the seat looks empty, but it's not," Posobiec said. "Because in a way, Charlie is the only thing we're all thinking about right now."



Unlike the other three co-hosts, Posobiec's primary job wasn't working for Kirk. Nonetheless, he has become one of the most prominent faces of TPUSA since Kirk's death. He has regularly spoken at the influential right-wing organization's events, appeared on various TPUSA podcasts, and occasionally filled in as a guest host for Kirk's show. He has done high-profile media hits with CNN and CBS News to talk about his late friend, and he delivered remarks at Kirk's funeral--joining a list of speakers that included President Donald Trump, Vice President J. D. Vance, and several Cabinet members.



Posobiec, who declined to comment for this story, has long been a star in the world of MAGA. He has 3.2 million followers on X, where his podcast, Human Events Daily, regularly accrues more than 100,000 views. In a 2023 Semafor poll, dozens of Republican strategists most commonly named Posobiec as the influencer with the biggest pull among the party base.



Posobiec and Kirk have many differences, Posobiec's friends and colleagues emphasized to me. "Nobody can replace Charlie," Raheem Kassam, the founder of The National Pulse, a right-wing media site, told me. The late TPUSA founder ran a sprawling organization with its tentacles in voter-registration efforts, campus events, fundraising, and media. He also presented himself as a level-headed person who was willing to calmly engage with his political opponents. "Charlie was trying to be a uniter," Steve Bannon, Trump's former strategist, told me. "Jack is totally different." Posobiec's approach to politics is much more adversarial.



Even so, Posobiec is better positioned than anyone else to fill at least some of the void Kirk has left as one of the most important figures on the contemporary right. He shares one of Kirk's biggest strengths: His ability to simultaneously reach both the MAGA base and the most prominent Republicans in Washington. "If there ever was a natural inheritor," to Kirk in this respect, Kassam conceded, "Jack has that ability."



Earlier this month, Posobiec attended Trump's antifa roundtable, gathering in the White House alongside top administration officials, including Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and FBI Director Kash Patel. In June, Posobiec posted a photo of himself in the Oval Office next to Trump and Vance. Even if no one can replace Kirk, Posobiec, with his large audience and his deep connections, is now more indispensable on the right than ever before.



I first came across Posobiec in 2017, when he dashed by me while I was covering a Democratic press conference about net neutrality on the Capitol lawn. Posobiec passed out flyers and asked the senators holding the event why they supported "satanic porn." What did demonic erotica have to do with regulating internet-service providers? He never clearly explained. If you had told me then that Posobiec would become one of the most important influencers on the right, I wouldn't have believed you.



Posobiec started his path to political commentary around 2015, while running a Game of Thrones fan blog. He wrote "The Lady and the Trump," a satirical Game of Thrones story in which the then-presidential candidate falls in love with Sansa, a teenage character in the show. He was 30 years old at the time and was working as an intelligence officer for the Navy Reserve. Posobiec's early techniques seemed incompatible with establishing a serious political career. In 2016, he went to Comet Ping Pong--the pizzeria in Washington, D.C., that conspiracy theorists had decided was ground zero for a supposed pedophile ring being run by liberal elites--and livestreamed his amateur investigation. In doing so, he helped mainstream Pizzagate: On a Sunday afternoon, less than a month later, a gunman fired multiple shots inside Comet Ping Pong while families gathered there for lunch.



In 2017, a month before I saw him on the Capitol lawn, Posobiec and fellow right-wing stunt artist Laura Loomer interrupted a performance of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar in Central Park to protest its references to Trump. While Posobiec was trolling the libs, Kirk, just 24 years old at the time, was busy raising millions of dollars to grow TPUSA into a powerful organization on the right.



During the early Trump years, Posobiec also flirted with the far-right fringe. At least twice in 2016, he posted references to 1488, a number popular among neo-Nazis. (It combines the number of words in a slogan about preserving a white future--14--and the position of h in the alphabet, a reference to "Heil Hitler.") He has also repeatedly spread hoaxes. In 2017, Posobiec circulated a post that falsely claimed that CNN had published and then deleted an article defending Bill Maher's use of an anti-Black slur. In 2020, Posobiec tweeted: "2 crates filled with pipe bombs discovered near Korean War Memorial in DC after suspects spotted in bushes. Federal assets in pursuit." None of this was true.



Posobiec no longer pulls the stunts that he used to. In the past several years, he's slid into a more conventional influencer role, both podcasting and frequently posting on X. (Bannon takes credit for this. In 2020, he "chewed his ass out" and told Posobiec that he was "too valuable" to be wasting his time with goofy escapades, Bannon told me.)



But his penchant for the extreme hasn't gone away. Last year, he co-wrote Unhumans, a book in which he contends that progressives are subhuman and appears to defend Augusto Pinochet--the Chilean dictator who killed dissidents by dropping them out of helicopters. "Wherever Pinochet was, there was no communism," writes Posobiec and his co-author, Joshua Lisec. The book is dedicated "to the memory of those who have fought communism." (Vance glowingly blurbed Unhumans on its book jacket.) Last October, he boosted false claims that then-vice presidential candidate Tim Walz had sexually abused one of his former students. At a TPUSA event in July, he pushed the idea that it's "wrong" to think that "if you just hand someone a piece of paper, that makes them American." He focused in particular on Zohran Mamdani, the New York mayoral candidate who was naturalized as a citizen in 2018. "Is Zohran Mamdani an American like we are?" he yelled to the crowd. "No, he's absolutely not!"



Posobiec maintains close relationships with many people in the Trump administration. I spoke with half a dozen of his friends and colleagues, who all mentioned his connections. In February, Posobiec joined the press corps with Secretary of the Treasury Scott Bessent on a trip to Ukraine and was invited as press on a diplomatic trip with Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth to Germany. Donald Trump Jr. described Posobiec to me, in a statement via a spokesperson, as "one of the most influential media voices in the America First movement today."



During a speech last March that Posobiec attended, Vance named "Jack P." as one of his "good friends" in the crowd. Kassam told me that Posobiec has "almost immediate access to anybody he wants in the White House. He can probably walk into Mar-a-Lago whenever he wants." Bannon and Kassam both told me that Posobiec has relationships with Peter Navarro, White House senior counsel for trade and manufacturing, and Sergio Gor, the ambassador to India. (Until earlier this month, Gor was the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office.)



Anna Kelly, a deputy White House press secretary, declined to comment on Posobiec's ties to Navarro and Gor. "He has been invited to cover numerous White House events due to his status as a trusted voice within the MAGA movement and reach that dwarfs that of The Atlantic and others," she said in an email. A spokesperson for Vance declined to comment.


 In large part, Posobiec has been able to ingratiate himself among the most powerful people in Washington for a simple reason: He is nice--at least to conservatives and especially to Trump. "Jack's a great guy," Libby Emmons, the editor in chief of the publication Human Events, the media outlet he podcasts for, told me. "He's a good family man. He's a good friend. He's trustworthy. He makes friends easily." (Today, Human Events agreed to the Pentagon's media restrictions and joined its "new media" press corps.) Others I spoke with offered similar explanations for his deep connections. "Everybody loves him. There's a genuineness to him," Lucian Wintrich, a right-wing media personality and friend of Posobiec's, told me.



I couldn't help but think of the similarities with Kirk, who was also widely beloved in MAGA circles. This is frequently not how things work on the right. Loomer--a provocateur and media figure with influence over Trump--is notorious for picking intra-party fights. Tucker Carlson has repeatedly criticized the Trump administration and doesn't shy away from attacking other prominent influencers. (Carlson has said that Loomer is "the world's creepiest human"; Loomer has called him "Tucker Qatarlson.") Meanwhile, Posobiec generally doesn't get mired in MAGA squabbles and focuses his ire on the left.



There are other reasons for how Posobiec has become so well-connected. He is seen as an expert on China by his inner circle--almost everyone I spoke with cited his ability to speak Mandarin. Tom Sauer, a figure on the right who served in the Navy with Posobiec, told me that his "time in the Pacific" has given him a unique knowledge of geopolitical affairs. Both Sauer and Bannon said that Posobiec was in consideration for a position at the National Security Council earlier this year. (The White House declined to comment on whether Posobiec was considered for an NSC job.)



And with his large following, Posobiec is seen by many on the right as both a bellwether for what the base cares about and a way to reach that base. "People ask his opinion," Bannon said. "They know that if they have to drive a message, Jack has a huge reach." Last month, Posobiec targeted Mark Bray, a Rutgers historian, calling him a "domestic terrorist professor" on X. Because Bray studies anti-fascist movements, Posobiec accused him of belonging to antifa. "The day after the Posobiec tweet, I received a very direct death threat saying that someone was going to kill me in front of my students," Bray told Wired. Fearing for the safety of his family, Bray decided to leave the United States and move to Spain.



Posobiec is sufficiently unctuous to the correct people, he espouses the correct ideological positions to align himself with the administration, he triggers the libs, and he can rally the base. These are the things that matter to Trump, and Posobiec excels at them--as did Kirk. Each man has had a gift at influencing. And they both illustrate the paradox of what it means to be influential in MAGA world. Kirk's and Posobiec's nativist perspectives have strengthened the purchase of those ideas in the administration, but the two were ultimately advocating for things Trump had already said he wanted--closed borders, fewer migrants, economic nationalism. Posobiec is now among the most important figures in MAGA, but MAGA has always started and ended with Trump.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/10/jack-posobiec-influencer-trump/684666/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



This Movie Makes Nuclear War Feel Disturbingly Possible

An interview with the<em> A House of Dynamite</em> screenwriter Noah Oppenheim<strong> </strong>and Tom Nichols

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




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

In Kathryn Bigelow's new movie, A House of Dynamite, the clock is ticking. The film's fictional president of the United States has less than 20 minutes and very little information to decide whether or not to retaliate against a nuclear missile, launched at the United States, from an unknown source. The story is, of course, fiction, but as with Bigelow's other war movies, it feels disturbingly plausible. During the Cold War, the likely scenario was a war with the Soviet Union. Now there are nine nuclear powers, which makes the possibility of error, rogue actors, or a total information vacuum more likely. And the arms race is only heating up.

Bigelow and screenwriter Noah Oppenheim make some deliberate choices in the movie, which is out in select theaters and arriving on Netflix this Friday. The president is a rational--even affable--character. The military personnel follow all the correct protocol. The general in charge is reliable and unruffled. "We did everything right, right?" one of the officers asks his colleagues. The answer the movie provides is yes, but that doesn't change the underlying insanity of the situation: The house of dynamite we've built could explode in a matter of minutes and wipe out cities' worth of people.

In this episode we talk to Oppenheim about why he and Bigelow structured the movie the way they did and why they focused on nuclear war now. And we talk to Tom Nichols, a national-security writer at the Atlantic, about the realities of nuclear proliferation at this moment, and how a nuclear scenario might unfold with a president driven by very different motivations from the film's fictional creation.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: The new movie A House of Dynamite, directed by Kathryn Bigelow, begins with some banal chatting between two military personnel at a base office. Like it could be an SNL skit about your corny, annoying colleague. And then all of a sudden the movie takes a sharp turn.

The office is Fort Greely, a U.S. missile-defense site in Alaska. And the military personnel there notice that this ICBM they've been tracking on their screens? Its arc is flattening. In fact, it's headed straight towards the U.S., and they have no idea who launched it.

The missile has about 20 minutes until it hits a major American city. And they have just one chance to shoot it down.

Female military officer (from A House of Dynamite): Three ... two ... one ...
 (Phone rings.)
 Male military officer one: Confirm impact. Confirm impact!
 Male military officer two: Standby. Standby confirm.


Rosin: The movie maintains this level of intensity the whole way through. It's definitely funny at moments, cleverly constructed, but it's so realistic, so obviously relevant to the world we live in, that it's very hard to relax while watching it.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. A House of Dynamite forces us to live inside a reality that's mostly too big and too awful to contemplate.

But the thing is, the threat of nuclear war hasn't gone away. In the decades since the Cold War, it's just evolved. Instead of a Soviet Union, there are now nine nuclear powers, which makes the situation more volatile, less predictable.

The movie just reminds us of this reality, that we are all still living in a house of dynamite that could explode at any moment and easily get out of our control.

President of the United States: This is insanity, okay?
 General Anthony Brady: No, sir, this is reality.
 Male voice: Six minutes to impact.


Noah Oppenheim wrote A House of Dynamite, and staff writer Tom Nichols, who covers national security, consulted on the film. I'm talking to them about the making of the movie and how close it is to reality.

Noah, welcome to the show.

Noah Oppenheim: Thank you.

Rosin: Tom, welcome.

Tom Nichols: Thank you, Hanna.

Rosin: So, Noah, there is a clock running on this movie the whole time. Why did you choose that as a form of narrative propulsion?

Oppenheim: For the very simple reason that it was among the most terrifying aspects of the nuclear problem, which is to say, if someone were to ever lob one of these missiles our way, it would land very, very quickly. So, as we say in the movie, if somebody launches from the Pacific theater, you're talking about a flight time of under 20 minutes. If a submarine--a Russian submarine, for instance--off our Atlantic coast were to launch, the estimate is 10 to 12 minutes to impact on the East Coast.

So you're talking about something that would happen with extraordinary haste, and therefore, the people who would be responsible for responding and figuring out how to defend against it, whether or not to retaliate, they would have an incredibly short window of time to make any kind of decision or to even make sense of what was happening. And so we wanted to convey to the audience in a really visceral way--by telling the story in real time--just how short, for instance, 18 minutes is.

Rosin: Know the whole time you've been talking, I can feel myself sweating. All I wanna do is say, Tom, that isn't true, right? We don't just have 18 minutes. It's not that short a time.

Nichols: I have bad news for you, Hanna.

Oppenheim: (Laughs.)

Nichols: And one of the things that I found striking about A House of Dynamite--in these other movies and in the Cold War environment where I grew up, you assume that you're gonna have some long lead time up to the moment of nuclear peril. If you go back and watch the old BBC movie Threads, the movie actually begins about three months before the war breaks out, and they walk you through kind of the superpowers getting themselves into this jam.

But what's important about this movie and about these scenarios is that it doesn't matter how you got there--it's always going to come down to those 18 or 20 minutes.

Rosin: Noah, I guess this is another thing the movie's about, is this tension between man and the machine, which is also true in Kathryn Bigelow's other movies: You have a system, you have a rule, you have a clock ticking, but then you have human beings. And that's throughout the movie, like the deputy national security adviser fumbling with his phone while going through security. There are all these moments that are supposed to remind us--I think; you tell me--it's actually humans making this impossible decision.

Oppenheim: Exactly. No, I think that's spot on. I think it's a very human impulse to try to impose order on chaos.

[Music]

Oppenheim: We build processes and procedures, and we put together big, thick binders of decision-making protocols and decision trees: If A, then B, and You call this guy; if that person's not there, then you call this person. And we create this illusion that we have it all under control because these institutions exist, these processes exist--and not only that, but we rehearse them. The folks at STRATCOM told us they rehearse this 400 times a year, more than twice a day on average.

But at the end of the day, if it were to ever happen in real life, all of that rehearsal, all of those handbooks and processes and policies, they can never account for the human factor: the fact that, on any given day, somebody might wake up, and they could be having a terrible fight with their wife and are horribly distracted; they could have a kid with a spiking fever who needs to see a doctor. And you're never going to be able to escape this sort of human infallibility and the fact that you're asking human beings to confront a reality that I don't believe any person is capable of dealing with, let alone with a clock ticking in the background.

Rosin: It's like we know this, and yet we don't know this--or maybe we just don't look at it. It's like, I kind of know, Of course, they practice it all the time, but what does that do for us in the end?

Tom, how have presidents in the past absorbed the reality of what Noah's saying and what you guys have researched?

Nichols: Well, here's a bright spot: The way they've absorbed it is not well.

Oppenheim: (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Thanks, Tom.

Nichols: Well, no, but they've reacted the way that, and this is across party and personality and generations, every president--I don't know how Donald Trump reacted to his--but every president until now has had a nuclear briefing; they're shown all the targets and what they would have to do. And every one of them has walked out saying, My God, what? This is crazy.

Kennedy walked out of his, and he turns to an aide, and he says--his one comment was: "And we call ourselves the human race." JFK walked out and just thought this was absolutely appalling.

Richard Nixon, who nobody is gonna accuse of being some sort of left-wing pantywaist about foreign policy, was so appalled at the number of casualties that would be involved that he sent [Henry] Kissinger out in 1969 with a mandate to revamp the entire nuclear plan. Because he says, This is just--you can't have this. I mean, we're talking about millions and millions of civilian casualties.

[Ronald] Reagan, who people associate with this very muscular kind of nuclear posture, actually put off getting his nuclear briefing for almost two years because he didn't think it was relevant. He didn't wanna do it.

I'll just get off this soapbox and say that the plan that was shown to Kennedy, our plan was to destroy the Soviet Union and China, just in case.

Oppenheim: (Laughs.)

Nichols: We were going to hit China and Eastern Europe, just like--it's like that line in Aliens, right: We're gonna nuke the site from orbit. "It's the only way to be sure." And we were gonna hit them all. And David Shoup, the commandant of the Marine Corps, stood up and said, This is not the American way. This is not a good plan. This is not who we are as Americans. And that was 65 years ago.

Rosin: Wow. So everyone in that moment, when they're faced with the reality of it, becomes a kind of pacifist.

Noah, it's clear that a lot of research went into this movie. Was there ever a moment when you were talking to generals, people at STRATCOM, whoever you talked to, and you thought, What? This is what it is? Did you have that moment?

Oppenheim: Absolutely. We had that moment, I think, several times over. Beyond the short time frame of the decision, I think the other piece of it that is striking is this notion of sole authority: the idea that in our system, here in the United States, the president of the United States has the sole authority to determine whether these weapons are used or not.

And not only that, but these initial briefings notwithstanding that we've been talking about, they don't practice this--the president doesn't practice it--very much thereafter. So while, yes, the professionals at STRATCOM do these rehearsals 400 times a year, the president of the United States--the person who actually ultimately has the authority--once that initial briefing is over, especially when they have so often walked out so appalled in the ways that Tom has described, they don't rehearse it at all thereafter.

And so you have a situation in which the decision rests on one person's shoulders; that person has probably spent the least amount of time of anyone in the system thinking about this, practicing for it; and they're being asked to make the call, with a clock ticking down minutes, while they're simultaneously, most likely, running for their lives, being evacuated to some safe place. And so the idea that any person could function rationally in that scenario is just--it's mind-boggling.

(Sirens blare.)
 President: Reid, are you still there?
 Secretary of Defense Reid Baker: Yeah, yeah, yeah, I'm here.
 President: What do you make of all this?
 Baker: I really don't know.
 President: You don't know? You're running the fucking Pentagon. I had one briefing when I was sworn in--one. And they told me that's the protocol.
 Baker: They told me the same thing.
 President: Shit, I got a whole fucking briefing on what a Supreme Court justice does. Replacements. Replacements for what happens if the replacement drops out. Shit, what to do if the original guy crawls out of his grave and wants his job back.
 Baker: We focused on more likely scenarios, things we might actually have to deal with.
 President: Yeah, well, we're dealing with this.
 Baker: Best I can remember, we follow the steps. We're following procedure.


Oppenheim: Having spoken to folks who've worked at the highest level inside the White House for a couple different presidents, the sense that they had of their bosses was that once that initial briefing was over, these are not people who were laying up awake at night contemplating, Hey, if I ever find myself in a situation where the nuclear decision handbook is placed in my lap, here's how I would handle it. I think it is one of those crises that is--we have a tendency to just push out of our mind because it's so difficult to comprehend, and it's so horrifying.

Rosin: In the movie, you can tell that the president is the one improvising, compared to the people around him. You clearly made choices: You don't mention a political party. You make the president and everyone else a rational actor. There's a moment in the movie--people say things like, We were prepared for this. We did everything right. Why those choices?

Oppenheim: Very simple: because we wanted, in many ways, to present the best-case scenario, right? The best-case scenario is that all the decision makers are rational actors, as you just said. They're all well intentioned. They're thoughtful. There's no bloodlust at work here. These are reasonable human beings who are well trained and trying their best to do the right thing.

And even in that scenario, even when all those boxes are checked and you have the best of us sitting in those chairs, you still see how it might unfold in the movie, and you still see how unlikely a positive outcome is.

Rosin: Why, though? Why did you decide to go that route?

Oppenheim: Because once you introduce a bloodthirsty lunatic or somebody who's clearly an idiot, then I think the audience is able to walk out and say, Well, oh, that's the problem. The problem is just--we just have to elect the right person, or We just have to make sure our generals are more moderate in their disposition.

But, in fact, the problem is not that. The problem, at least in our minds, is the entire apparatus. It's that we've built this world in which we live under existential threat from weapons of our own creation, and we have all of these systems--they're, I think, as well designed as they can be given the circumstances, to a great extent--but whenever you have an apparatus like this, there's always gonna be, I think, a bias towards action. Once that first domino falls, I think the amount of restraint necessary to say, Let's all step back and do nothing, I think that requires a lot of strength, character, courage that might not be possible to summon in a moment of crisis and panic, with a clock ticking, etc.

And I think we just wanted the spotlight and the focus to be on those factors, the system, rather than giving the audience an easy villain to blame, like, Oh, the problem was that president who was drunk when this happened, and that's why we have a problem. No, it's not that. It's even with the best person in the job we still have a problem.

Rosin:. Now, Tom, that's not our current reality, exactly. The editor in chief of The Atlantic has written about our current president as being reactive, easily insulted, and having a lot of qualities that could cause problems in this specific scenario. How do you think about that?

Nichols: Uneasily.

Rosin: Mm.

Nichols: There's a really important point in all this, which is that the system is designed to work this way, to enable the president to go to war, to make things happen fast. It's not a bug; it's a feature. And so that means that the people who have to be involved with this really need to be the most steady hands in the world.

[Music]

Nichols: What Noah wrote, and what's on the screen in A House of Dynamite, is: Here's this system, with all of its gears in motion, that will take even the most reasonable people and drag them along this road to disaster.

Rosin: Right.

Nichols: What happens if they're not reasonable people and they decide not just to be dragged along that road, but to jump in their car and floor the accelerator?

And that really worries me a lot because I have a real concern that it's not just this administration; it's an entire generation. I just don't think people take this threat as seriously as they should and as they once did. When that seeps into a culture and a political structure, you will have people talking about things and thinking things are options that are not really options.

Rosin: After the break, how the absurd situation that is the nuclear house of dynamite came to be.

[Break]

Rosin: In A House of Dynamite, a nuclear missile is heading for a U.S. city, and there is no way to stop that--no off-ramp, no emergency brake. There's only the next action, the next decision, and on and on, until the unimaginable becomes reality.

Captain Olivia Walker: Get Liam, get in the car, and just start driving, all right?
 Olivia Walker's husband: What? Where? What are you talking about?
 Walker: West--go west; go west as fast as you can. Get away from any urban centers you can get, okay? Listen to me--
 Walker's husband: Liv, what the fuck? What's going on there?
 Walker: I'll call you. I love you. I love you. Can you kiss Liam for me? Just kiss him. Bye, bye, bye.


Rosin: This propulsion towards action is maybe the most intense aspect of the movie. The president could decide to do nothing, but the movie makes it feel as if the momentum is running in the other direction. I ask Noah about that.

Oppenheim: When this system was being designed, one of the concerns was, if the Soviets launched on us, could they destroy our arsenal while it was already on the ground or before we had an ability to initiate a counterattack?

And so the idea was, in order to win a nuclear war, which we now--at least those of us talking right now--believe is a preposterous notion, but if you were trying to win a nuclear war, you needed to make sure that you could initiate your counterstrike very quickly, before your command and control centers and your arsenal were destroyed by the enemy. So the system is designed for speed and to make it as easy as possible, on some level, for retaliation to take place.

Nichols: Can we add one thing to this, which is it's not, at least back in the day, the '60s and '70s and even the '80s, it wasn't entirely crazy to say--leave aside winning a nuclear war; if you were trying to avert a nuclear war, you wanted to tell your opponent, Look, there is no way that you can strike us first, decapitate us, or, eliminate everything. We are going to respond. In the business, it's called a "secure second-strike capability." And part of that is to have a president who doesn't have to say, Well, before I respond, I have to call a meeting with Congress. Before I respond, I have to get at least three-fifths of the Cabinet.

We did this in a different time and under a different circumstance, to say to the old men in the Kremlin: Listen, if we see this stuff coming at us, one guy is gonna make the decision, and he's gonna make it fast, and there is no way you are going to escape retaliation. In a grisly deterrent sense, that made sense 40 years ago. It doesn't make sense now.

Rosin: Because?

Nichols: Because we're not facing the same threat of a massive, disarming, overwhelming first strike. And even if we were struck first, we have bombers, and submarines underwater that have enough firepower to destroy most of Russia or China with one submerged submarine.

Remember, back in these days, you're talking about two countries that were pointing a total of something like 30,000 nuclear weapons at each other. By treaty, the United States and Russia now deploy 1,500 strategic nuclear weapons--which, listen, that's bad, and it's the end of the world, but it's not the same thing where we were expecting an incoming armada of three or four thousand warheads that were meant to just catch us on the ground with no time for decisions. So we did this kind of centralized-command thing for a lot of reasons, and one of them was to kind of spook the Soviets, to say, If you attack us, you are not going to trigger a committee meeting.

Rosin: Right. It's to make the threat real--

Nichols: Exactly.

Rosin: --but then isn't it the whole idea of mutually assured destruction that doesn't make any sense? It's a system that has a huge amount of drama and momentum, but you depend on it being stalled. It's like if you had a shootout and then everybody was frozen in time forever, and we depended on that. It's a strange idea.

Oppenheim: It's precisely that, and that is what the movie is predicated on, is the idea that we're all standing around with these weapons pointed at each other, frozen in time, and all it will take is one person in that circle pulling the trigger and firing one proverbial bullet, and then all hell breaks loose.

[Music]

Rosin: Okay, I'm getting sweaty again, so a couple of fact-check questions. (Laughs.) And either of you can answer them.

Here's two of 'em: The movie opens at Fort Greely. The ICBM is first identified, but they have no information about it--no lead-up, no ratcheting up of tensions, no enemy owns up to launching it. For all they know, it could be an accident. How realistic is that scenario, where you know nothing and you have no lead-up?

Oppenheim: Right, so I think--several things. One is just, philosophically, one of the things that I have noticed--and I could be wrong--over the last 25, 30 years of being an observer of world events from the perch of a journalist is that how often these kind of world-altering events do come out of the blue, right?

I mean, you think about something like 9/11. Now, yes, you could say 9/11 was predictable to anyone who was following the rise of Islamic fundamentalism. But during the summer of that year, it wasn't like the United States government--we now know they should have been more aware of the signals--but it did feel like an out-of-the-blue world event that was changing the course of human history.

So that, just philosophically, I would say.

In terms of a launch from a submarine, all the conversations I had with experts, I think everyone said to me that that's the tricky thing about a sub-based launch, is that it's harder to attribute responsibility.

We do have a pretty effective system of sensors that would likely pinpoint the location of it--in our movie, we play with the idea that one of these mechanisms failed, so it makes it even more ambiguous. But I would argue that, it turns out, our satellite infrastructure is perhaps the most susceptible part of our digital infrastructure to hacking and to cyber interference, so it felt like that was a reasonable liberty to take.

But even if those satellites work and everything functions exactly right, if you're talking about a sea-based launch, you still don't know whose sub it was.

Nichols: We don't have to hypothesize about this. In 1995, the Norwegians launched a weather satellite, and they had told the Russians, We're firing a rocket into space. We're gonna launch a weather satellite. And some--as John F. Kennedy said during the Cuban missile crisis, "There's always some son of a bitch who doesn't get the word"--and in this case, it was the Russian high command, and they brought Boris Yeltsin the Russian nuclear football.

And they said, We have what looks like an incoming single missile launched from a NATO country, and we don't know why. And Yeltsin basically said, Ah, this doesn't look--Bill Clinton and I are friends. There's been no tensions. Nothing's going on. I don't think this is what it is. And thank goodness, crisis was averted, but it was one missile being launched, and the Russians got their hair on fire about it.

Rosin: Right, right, so reasonably realistic. Second fact-check involves shooting the missile down. What I have in my head is Iron Dome; it always works.

Oppenheim: Yeah.

Rosin: But the deputy national security adviser in the movie says, No, it's not like that. The capability we have to shoot down an ICBM is not nearly that reliable. He puts the chances of success at 61 percent and says it's like shooting a bullet with a bullet. Is that all true?

Oppenheim: It is true, and I think Tom can probably speak to the technical reasons even better than I can. But there's a big difference between the kinds of missiles that Iron Dome is shooting down in Israel versus shooting an ICBM down that's coming from the other side of the world.

And we say in the movie 61 percent--that's based on data from controlled tests. So, you can imagine, those are under the best of circumstances. A lot of the folks we talked to felt that 61 percent was being very generous when it comes to the system that we have. As we mention in the movie, there are fewer than 50 of these ground-based intercepts in our arsenal, so even if it were working perfectly, there are not a ton of them that we have available to use.

I think it's always been this false comfort that we could build [an] impenetrable dome over ourselves that would somehow solve this problem. And it turns out, perhaps not surprisingly, that knocking one of these ICBMs out of the sky is a really, really hard physics problem that nobody has quite cracked yet.

Nichols: I was one of the people that said 61 percent is very generous. That's basically the Pentagon's number, and that's done under these super-controlled, you know, We know when the test missile is gonna be fired. We know where it's going. We're gonna shoot at it. Now, imagine that--I mean, those are not battle conditions. And so this notion that, somehow, an enemy who is specifically trying to get past our defenses, that we'd have at least a 60 percent chance, I think, is irresponsible.

And to your point about Iron Dome, Hanna, Iron Dome is meant to shoot down things that are low and slow: rockets. They're relative--I mean, I know it seems crazy to say, Well, a slow rocket, but compared to an ICBM. When an ICBM's warhead reenters the atmosphere and it's coming down, it's coming down at, like, 25 times the speed of sound.

And so this notion that we're gonna shoot these things down--an enemy who is dedicated to doing this and launches two or three or five of these things is probably also gonna launch dummy warheads, chaff, other things that are meant to blind the sensors or confuse them. So the notion that you're gonna put this bubble over the country, I don't think even back in the '80s anybody really believed that was possible, and it's certainly not possible now. And I think very few decision makers are really, in the moment of crisis, going to rely on it if they have an option not to.

Rosin: So you've both mentioned this idea that this movie is reminding us of something that we've somewhat put in the background, but which is very real right now.

Tom, what is the state of nuclear proliferation? Are we in the middle of a new kind of nuclear-arms race? What's happening in Asia? Can you just lay that out for us?

Nichols: Yeah, it's a lopsided proliferation. The United States, even Russia to some extent, the U.K., France, we've been reducing nuclear weapons. I mean, if you had said to me in, like, the mid-1980s, when I was studying this--I was a grad student; I was writing about this stuff--saying, Hey, we're gonna go from 20,000 weapons to 1,500, I would've said, You're completely high. That this is never gonna happen this way. And it's really a miracle that we got there.

The problem is that now the Chinese, the Pakistanis, the Indians, they are moving to catch up because they have their own concerns, and they have their own enemies in the world. Now, these are smaller weapons. They're not ICBMs; they're not intercontinental. Obviously, Pakistan and India and China keep arsenals for their own neighborhood. But it's a proliferation problem that isn't evenly spread out among all the nuclear powers.

And I'll just remind people that there used to be 10 nuclear powers, and if you wanna sleep well at night, remember that the white apartheid South African regime actually built six nuclear weapons and managed to hide them from the world in the 1980s.

This is not, any longer, an exotic technology--I mean, the first nuclear bombs were made when airplanes had propellers and TVs had tubes in them--so it's not that hard a technology to get.

Rosin: And, Noah, is this what you had in mind when you talked about the urgency of this movie? What do you want people to be thinking about as they leave the theater? It's not a documentary, but what should we be thinking about?

Oppenheim: I think we wanted to invite a conversation. I recognize that there are so many dangers in the world right now; it's hard to keep them all in mind at any one time. But this is one that has drifted out of focus, I think, for far too long. And it is a problem of our own making--we created these weapons--so I think, I'd like to believe, that means we can also solve the problem if we've created it. As Tom mentions, there is historical precedence for making progress; it's not impossible--we've dramatically reduced the number of them in the world.

So there are paths towards possible solutions, and it just feels like one of those subjects that is far too easy to ignore, but we ignored at our own collective peril. And we shouldn't leave the conversation entirely to that tiny community of nuclear wonks, who are incredibly thoughtful and have devoted their lives to thinking about this and probably understand the threat better than anyone--I wouldn't wanna suggest in any way that they're indifferent or callous. One of the things that we found in putting the movie together and doing the research was how eager the people in that world are to share their stories and their concerns with the broader public. I think they invite more people's voices in the conversation.

Rosin: Tom, do you have anything to say about the path back from this lopsided buildup that you talked about?

Nichols: Well, I think--one of the things that I hope gets us on that path is people taking this more seriously.

When you're electing a president of the United States, I think people have kind of let it drift away that, yeah, you're voting because of the economy and the price of eggs, and you're mad about political correctness or whatever it is, but in the end, you are still picking someone to hold a little card about the size of a playing card in his pocket all day that gives him the sole authority to launch nuclear weapons.

And people, I don't think, are voting thinking about that anymore. And we used to--I mean, during the Cold War, there was always the question of Whose finger do you want on the button? People worried about that. But I think that, somehow, they've lost that sense of seriousness about it because this, to them, it's kind of yesterday's problem.

I also think we are not powerless here. We can do this. We can back things up. Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev eliminated an entire class of weapons that, right now, the Trump administration is trying to put back in Europe. But they actually managed to make the world a lot safer by simply saying, We're gonna take all these weapons, and we're gonna scrap 'em. We're gonna literally crush them and throw them away.

It's possible to do that, but first, the public has to take seriously that this is a real danger--it can really happen--and that real human beings have this responsibility.

Rosin: Well, Tom, thank you for laying that out for us, and, Noah, thank you so much for joining us today.

Nichols: Thank you so much for having me. I really appreciate it.

Oppenheim: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and fact-checked by Sara Krolewski. Rob Smierciak engineered this episode and provided original music. 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. Thanks for listening.
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Philip Pullman's Anti-Escapist Fantasy

In his fiction, the author of <em>The Golden Compass</em> tells us how to love this world. It isn't easy.

by Lev Grossman

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Philip Pullman's young-adult fantasy classic The Golden Compass was published in 1995, two years before Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone. Both are wildly popular, but only J. K. Rowling's series inspired a theme park. Even after 30 years, during which The Golden Compass became a trilogy, His Dark Materials, which begat a second trilogy, The Book of Dust--collectively selling something like 50 million copies--Pullman's books retain an idiosyncratic spikiness. Rowling's work has a glossy, optimized feel; it's engineered for your comfort. Pullman's epic, which concludes this fall with the publication of The Rose Field, doesn't leach into the cultural groundwater quite so readily.

For starters, Pullman's world-building is spotty, probably intentionally so. Magic in contemporary fantasy is meant to function as a system, with rules and regulations, but his is wild and willful: Witches fly on cloud-pine branches; angels coalesce out of dust. His books are more permeable to the real world than Rowling's--boat-borne refugees and climate change crop up. Not least, Pullman stakes claims; he politely but firmly declines to mince words. When Rowling wants to acknowledge her religion in her work, she does so with a few decorous, sidelong allusions to Christian faith. Pullman is an atheist, and he expresses that in His Dark Materials by killing God.

The books take place in a world not so unlike our own, except that it's a bit more magic and steampunk. The plot of His Dark Materials is driven by the long-running conflict between Pullman's heroine, a bold, lithely intelligent 11-year-old named Lyra, and the Magisterium, an authoritarian incarnation of Christianity. At the same time, she's pursuing her ever-receding parents, the brilliant, amoral Lord Asriel and the delectably cruel Mrs. Coulter. Lyra, whom we first meet growing up semi-feral at the fictional Jordan College, Oxford, has a daemon, as does every other human being in the Lyraverse: a talking animal companion/alter ego. Lyra also has the ability to read an alethiometer, a marvelous magical device--the titular compass--that can answer any question, but only by way of arcane symbols.

From the November 2019 issue: Philip Pullman's problem with God

At issue is the nature of a mysterious energetic particle, a kind of magical Higgs boson called Dust. Is it the key to magic and consciousness, or is it, as the Magisterium believes, a subatomic trace of original sin, to be eradicated at all costs? The second and third books, The Subtle Knife and The Amber Spyglass, follow Lyra across multiple worlds as she engages in intricate wrangles with the Magisterium, learns more about Dust, and falls in love with a boy named Will. They are ultimately parted, when Lyra is 12 or 13, but not before they share a sweet and startling moment of carnal pleasure.

It's a deliberate provocation: Pullman has no patience with the sexless adventures imagined by writers such as J. R. R. Tolkien and particularly C. S. Lewis, for whom magic and wonder were associated with childlike innocence. (Pullman has called the Narnia books "monumentally disparaging of girls and women.") For Pullman, the adventure doesn't end with puberty. There is magic in innocence, but also in experience.

Seventeen years passed between the last installment of His Dark Materials, in 2000, and the first volume of The Book of Dust, but Pullman (born in 1946) didn't get any less spiky with age. Like Dylan going electric (or, as they say in the Lyraverse, anbaric), he was back to demonstrate that he's not here to do fan service: He gave the new book a French title, La Belle Sauvage, and set it a decade before The Golden Compass, when Lyra is just a baby. It tells the story of Malcolm, an unflappable 11-year-old boy who rescues infant Lyra from the Magisterium by ferrying her through a flooded landscape aboard a canoe.

The next book, The Secret Commonwealth, is more of a conventional sequel--but then again, it isn't. Lyra is now 20. The earth-shattering events of the first trilogy have been all but forgotten, and the Magisterium looms as large as ever. What was it all for? Lyra has become cynical and discontented, and worse, she's become estranged from her daemon, a pine marten named Pantalaimon. They're barely speaking to each other. It's a bold volte-face considering that Pullman has just spent four whole books selling us on the intimacy and sanctity of the daemonic bond.

But it's worth it, because their falling-out plays as a metaphor for a state of self-alienation: Lyra has lost touch with her own soul. She's fallen under the sway of a fashionable worldview in which logic is paramount, and the realm of emotion and magic and even daemons is just childish fancy. The "secret commonwealth" is Pullman's name for this realm, and it encompasses not just the world of witches and fairies but also, more broadly, that of imagination and feeling, and really the entire human enterprise of perceiving the world as meaningful.

If you wanted to read Pullman's books as philosophy, which I don't necessarily recommend, you could say that, having dismissed organized religion in the first trilogy, he's now looking into what happens if you go too far the other way--he's adding to his religious skepticism a skepticism about skepticism itself. (Note that Lyra gets her new worldview from a best-selling novel in which--yes, go on--a young man kills God.) But it's also an astute portrait of someone coping with the psychic scars of childhood trauma. After the events of His Dark Materials, you can understand why Lyra might find an unmagical, strictly rational universe to be comfortingly stable.

Pantalaimon thinks Lyra has lost her imagination, and he leaves her and goes off in search of it. He's not exactly sure what finding Lyra's imagination would actually involve, but in his mind the quest becomes linked to a legendary rose garden somewhere in the Far East that's supposed to contain the secret of Dust.

So begins a grand steeplechase that becomes the story of both The Secret Commonwealth and The Rose Field, which are so intertwined that they could plausibly have been published together as a single novel. A remorseful Lyra sets off after Pantalaimon. The reliably malevolent Magisterium sends agents to look for the rose garden too, as part of its general anti-Dust policy. This prompts an anti-Magisterium resistance group to send its own agent, who is Malcolm from La Belle Sauvage, now all grown up into a historian. An evil pharmaceutical company wants a piece of the action too--it's a crowded field.

If this were a Bond movie, these characters would cross the entire distance by air, in first class, in the split-second gap between scenes, but Pullman leans into the arduous business of travel. They go by train, bus, boat, camel, and gryphon, stopping in far-flung Levantine cities such as Seleukeia and Aleppo. There is much buying of tickets and finding of seats and checking into hotels. There's a lot of small-d dust. For much of the story, Lyra and Malcolm tread separate, parallel paths, though for a while, as in a French farce, they wind up traveling with each other's daemon.

These adventures are more earthbound than the ones in His Dark Materials, but along the way Malcolm does manage to get captured by some vividly drawn gryphons who are obsessed with gold, and hook up with Pullman's marvelous, ageless witches. Meanwhile the Magisterium has come under the control of one Marcel Delamare, an ideologue who establishes a quasi-fascist regime in Britain. (The particulars of how--lies, warrantless searches, the neutering of the media, the criminalization of dissent, internment camps--are depressingly familiar.) Delamare also turns out for no particular reason to be Lyra's uncle, though as a villain he looks a bit thin next to the magnificently awful Mrs. Coulter.

From the December 2007 issue: How Hollywood saved God

The Rose Field has a few such minor weak spots. Grown-up Lyra is surlier than she was as a tween, and I'm here for it, but I would have welcomed a little surliness from Malcolm, who is weirdly perfect: He's gallant, serene, and handy around the house; like Indiana Jones, he's somehow both a nerdy-professor type and a street-fightin' man (though at least Jones is scared of snakes). Pullman teases the possibility of a romance between him and Lyra and then labors mightily to wave away the slight creepiness, given that Malcolm is a decade older and first met Lyra when she was a baby, and later his student.

But Pullman's abilities as a storyteller are stupendous, and on full display. He keeps all his characters in constant motion, nimbly shifting point of view among them in midstream. I kept thinking of the brown, swollen Thames in La Belle Sauvage  : Pullman's stories flood you; they flow relentlessly, irresistibly, dividing and reuniting, pushed on by tides of passionate purpose, carrying all kinds of fascinating flotsam, sometimes choosing unexpected courses but always sweeping you helplessly along with them.

Pullman was a schoolteacher before he was a novelist, and he hammers home the theme of The Rose Field so that even the kids in the back row can't miss it: It's about the power of imagination and the fatal shortcomings of reason. "Without imagination you never see the truth about anything," a wise man tells Lyra. "Without imagination you think you see more truth, but in fact you see less." If His Dark Materials was about the joyful agonies of exchanging innocence for experience--and also how terrible the Church is--The Book of Dust is about (in addition to how terrible the Church is) a way of being in the world, a kind of nonreligious spiritual practice that values meaning and feeling and art and presence. Here's Pantalaimon describing how a younger Lyra used her imagination:

She saw everything and everyone in a light of gold. She saw correspondences and analogies and echoes and resemblances, so that nothing existed without a thousand connections to the world, and I saw them with her. For her the world was rich with meaning and alive with delight.

Having survived a Miltonic war in heaven and a symbolic expulsion from Eden, Lyra is now trying to navigate the world outside, with wandering steps and slow, even as priests and politicians and property developers rapaciously strip it of meaning, eviscerating social bonds and treating the Earth as nothing more than a dead thing from which the maximum possible value must be extracted.

Pullman tells us all of this, wearing his progressive politics on his sleeve, but it works better when he shows us, which he does with lashings of his rich, supersaturated prose. He describes every last mundane thing as if it were a precious jewel, lit from within by secret significance. Here's Malcolm looking up at a predawn sky: "The night was just at that point when the darkness was full of little momentary swirling points of slightly-less-darkness, not even anything like the first gray of dawn, but perhaps the closest we come to seeing individual photons." Lyra's world has a cozy, Miyazaki, my-favorite-things feeling, with its narrow lanes, gleaming clockwork, teetering stacks of books, crashing thunderstorms, and, oh God, those brown-paper packages tied up with string! When Lyra gets a mystery parcel in the mail, Pullman makes a feast out of it sexy enough to scandalize C. S. Lewis, as she slowly cracks the sealing wax, unknots the string, and unfolds the paper to reveal ... another package inside.

Conversely, when it comes to magical things, Pullman renders them in the most mundane, tactile language possible to give them weight and texture. His magic isn't numinous or ethereal. Here's his description of an enchanted stone:

It was a long oval in shape, about the length of his palm and as thick as the tip of his little finger, a dull greenish-black with no iridescence; it was smooth, as if with long wear, the edges worn down thinner than the center. It was very hard; he'd tested it with his pocketknife, and hadn't made a mark. It felt a little heavier than it looked.

There's a tension in this passage, and really in all of Pullman's work, that comes from a happy mismatch between his style and his subject. He's a supremely tidy, orderly writer, a meticulous artificer, and yet he writes fantasy, the most disorderly, unruly of genres, a messy confabulation of myth and dream. Part of the thrill is watching him try to make fantasy sit up and behave.

From the October 2001 issue: In defense of C. S. Lewis

The figure of the master artificer in fact recurs throughout The Rose Field--"craftsman" is one of Pullman's favorite compliments, which you can tell because he uses it a lot to describe Malcolm, who at one point fashions a pretty circlet for Lyra out of the golden case of an alethiometer. (Unlike Tolkien, who made a nasty evil ring out of gold, Pullman adores it.) Lyra is a skilled maker too, not with gold but with narrative. Here she is spinning a story:

She felt like a musician, playing a piece that she knew by heart, knowing both where she was and where she was going, and holding back a little here to make a more effective change in pace there, seeing the span of music to come, taking her time but wasting none, including a detail at this point so it would make its effect more strongly later, cutting out a detail that wouldn't help.

You can't help but see a self-portrait here of Lyra's own artificer, hard at work.

Pullman owes a lot to those earlier masters, Tolkien and Lewis, more than he generally lets on. But they were ardent Christians, at least as focused on the next world as on this one, and you'd be hard put to find a fantasist with a greater commitment to the dark materials of this reality than Pullman. The secret of Dust isn't that it's original sin; dust--dirt, grime, filth--is consciousness. It's who we are. Our souls aren't ethereal ghosts; they're animals. I won't give away the end of The Rose Field, but it's no spoiler to say that Lyra doesn't go to Aslan's Country, the way the Pevensies do, or enjoy a luxurious convalescence in Valinor, like Bilbo and Frodo. We often think of fantasy as escapism, but there's no escape for Lyra--that distant field of roses is not, on closer inspection, Eden. She has to nurse her scars right here on Earth, with all the rest of us. Pullman isn't waiting for the next world; he's trying to tell us how to love this one. It's not easy. It takes imagination.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "The Realist Magic of Philip Pullman."
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Holy Warrior

Pete Hegseth is bringing his fundamentalist interpretation of Christianity into the Pentagon.

by Missy Ryan

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Doug Wilson has a white beard and a round belly, and is therefore somewhat Santa-like in appearance. He does not seem at all like someone who delivers denunciations of homosexuality and women's suffrage, and who takes an ambivalent position on the subject of pre-Civil War slavery.



On a recent Sunday morning, Wilson preached from the lectern at a conference center near Washington, D.C. The Idaho pastor's sermon was mostly an academic examination of Ephesians 3:1-6 and its offering of God's salvation. In this setting, at least, he skipped the hellfire rhetoric for which he's known, making no reference to his theocratic vision of America's future or his belief that the apocalypse described in the Book of Revelation already took place--and is enabling a project of global Christian conquest. Throughout the service, I couldn't help glancing from my spot in the back at a familiar figure seated with his family near the front, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.



Although Wilson's Christ-or-chaos approach to spirituality is interesting enough, the reason I'd come that morning is that I had wanted to better understand what Hegseth saw in him. Like Wilson, Hegseth--the "secretary of war," according to a recent declaration by Trump--has called for restoring a Christian ethos to American life, reversing the secularization of state institutions, and barring women from certain combat roles. But unlike the 72-year-old preacher, Hegseth heads a force of 3 million service members and civilians whose mission--a secular mission--is to keep the nation secure.



When the liturgy ended, Pentagon security officers flanked the room, and church officials politely but firmly steered me and the handful of other reporters out of the building so that we couldn't see whether Hegseth and Wilson spoke. (Wilson wrote on his blog that they did.) When I asked Kingsley Wilson, the Pentagon press secretary, whether Hegseth shares the pastor's beliefs, she was dismissive. "Despite the Left's efforts to remove our Christian heritage from our great nation," she replied in an email, "Secretary Hegseth is among those who embrace it." Hegseth wouldn't speak with me to elaborate.



Eliot A. Cohen: Pete Hegseth is living the dream



In an administration that is already heavy-handed in invoking Christian ideas and imagery in government work, Hegseth has gone further than anyone else. The belief that God has picked a political side is widely shared within Trump's circle of advisers. Mass deportations, the expansion of presidential power, and, especially after Charlie Kirk's murder, a desire for vengeance against perceived enemies are all, in their telling, divinely ordained. "I was saved by God to make America great again," the thrice-married, non-churchgoing president has said.



All of this is a departure from how previous U.S. presidents and military leaders have understood the intersection of faith and duty for generations. Although America's armed forces have always made space for religion, going back to the Battle of Bunker Hill, that place is a circumscribed one, entrusted primarily to several thousand chaplains responsible for attending to troops of their own faith and facilitating observance by those of other traditions. Prayers may be abundant in foxholes, but commanders typically do not dictate matters of spirituality.



Hegseth has swerved dramatically from that precedent. In addition to being the highest-profile member of the administration who belongs to the Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, or CREC, an Idaho-based denomination that identifies as Christian nationalist, he has made Christianity a conspicuous part of his official duties. He leads regular Pentagon prayer sessions, posts often on social media about his faith (he posted a verse from Psalm 27--"The Lord is the stronghold of my life, whom shall I fear?"--in September), and describes the military's mission in explicitly biblical terms. In one recent podcast appearance, he identified "spiritual readiness" as a core part of the military mission. "That's why wherever we can, we invoke the name of God; we invoke the name of Jesus Christ," he said. "We want that spoken and talked about inside our formations." In the hours after the killing of Kirk, the Turning Point USA founder, Hegseth asked a group of troops in Washington to recite the Lord's Prayer with him. Later, Hegseth posted a video setting that recitation to imagery of missiles streaking across the sky, warships streaming in formation, and troops advancing on unseen enemies.



The men and women who have volunteered to serve are noticing the difference. In conversations with roughly 20 people, including current and former service members and people who know Hegseth, I heard again and again about the defense secretary's sharp deviation from Pentagon tradition when it comes to matters of faith. They noticed, for example, when he reposted a CNN segment in August that showed Doug Wilson, along with other church leaders, calling for women to be stripped of the right to vote and affirming his belief that some master-slave relationships were characterized by affection. (Later, when reporters asked about the segment, Hegseth's press secretary said that "of course" Hegseth believes women should be able to vote. She described Hegseth as a proud CREC member and said he "very much appreciates many of Mr. Wilson's writings and teachings.")



Former Republican Senator Chuck Hagel, a churchgoing Episcopalian, told me that when he served as President Barack Obama's defense secretary, he was careful not to talk publicly about his own beliefs. His maxim was that Defense Department personnel--from riflemen to top brass--cannot advocate for their own political or religious views as part of their official duties without risking corrosive divisions in the force. There is too much at stake in the military, including the freedoms that service members swear oaths to protect. "It is very dangerous, very wrong, to start down that road," Hagel told me, "because that road leads you to a lot of places you don't want to go."



Growing up in Minnesota, Hegseth attended First Baptist Church on Sunday mornings and Bible study on Wednesday nights. His father was a public-school teacher. His mother, Penny, lobbied Hegseth's school when she disagreed with what Hegseth has since described as a "values-free" curriculum, leading to young Pete being put in study hall when certain lessons were taught. Hegseth has repeatedly talked about a religion class during his senior year at Princeton when, by his recollection, a professor informed students that Jesus had been buried in a shallow grave and eaten by dogs, an idea that horrified and offended him. (The instructor, Elaine Pagels, a historian of religion, told me that she may have mentioned this idea in the class, but only as a notion put forward by another scholar. "That particular theory is not mine, nor do I agree with it, as I would have made abundantly clear," Pagels said. "Mr. Hegseth is wrong to attribute it to me.")



Hegseth, in his later telling, retained a "Christian veneer but a secular core" into adulthood. Multiple people who knew Hegseth in his 20s and 30s said he was not outwardly religious in any noteworthy way. "He clearly had religious beliefs and was serious about them, but it was not a central part of his life," one person who knew him for many years told me.



That changed after 2017, during a period in which his second marriage ended--like his first marriage, the relationship collapsed after his infidelity--and he had a child with his now-wife, Jennifer, a colleague at Fox News. Early that year, he had been stung when Trump passed him over to lead the Department of Veterans Affairs. He was drinking heavily and had been accused of sexual assault by a woman with whom he had a sexual encounter shortly after the birth of his child with Jennifer. (Hegseth has said the encounter was consensual, and a prosecutor declined to press charges, but Hegseth paid the accuser a $50,000 settlement.) Ties with his family were strained; his mother berated him as a man who "belittles, lies, cheats, sleeps around, and uses women for his own power and ego" in a 2018 email. "His life was falling apart at the seams," said one person who knows Hegseth and, like others who spoke candidly with me about their recollections of Hegseth's life, requested anonymity. The same year, he and Jennifer became involved in Colts Neck Community Church in New Jersey. This was the place where, as Hegseth later put it in an interview with the magazine Nashville Christian Family, "the message of Christ really went the 12 inches from head to heart." Hegseth has credited two people, Jennifer and Jesus Christ, for pulling him out of his tumult. "Without those two J's, I wouldn't be sitting here right now," he told a podcaster last year. He soon came to believe that he was on a specific spiritual and civic mission.



That mission is articulated in his 2020 book, American Crusade. In it, Hegseth decries what he sees as a left-wing plot to eradicate faith, and especially Christianity, from American life. He leans on references to God by the Founding Fathers as a way to argue that the separation of Church and state is merely "leftist folklore that, after years of indoctrination, has become orthodoxy." And he blames secularists for being on a "seek-and-destroy mission" against America's Christians.



Like others in the MAGAverse, Hegesth has embraced a war-on-Christmas-style narrative in which Christians are persecuted by mainstream society; he often pins blame on state or educational institutions. In a 2022 segment on Fox News, Hegseth used a Sharpie to write return to sender on his Harvard Kennedy School master's diploma, in response to Harvard's appointment of a self-described atheist and humanist as its chief chaplain.



Read: The war on Christmas is winning



The Ivy League made for an easy target, but Hegseth has been even more preoccupied with America's public elementary and secondary schools, and their part in what he's described as the "16,000-hour war," a reference to the amount of time kids spend in the classroom from kindergarten through 12th grade. Hegseth has repeatedly complained of secular brainwashing, what he sees as a progressive plot to undermine Western civilization. By 2020, at least one of Hegseth's school-age children was enrolled in a classical Christian school, part of a network of institutions closely affiliated with the CREC. The schools instruct students using a biblical lens, teaching Latin and ancient Greek and emphasizing virtue and manners. Rather than the school encouraging self-expression in art classes, children reproduce classic works from Western history; instead of evolution, students learn biblical creationism. As one school leader in the network said in a promotional video: "Every moment of every day is structured around the one simple concept: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge." In his 2022 book, Battle for the American Mind, Hegseth describes the growing network of schools as part of an insurgent, countercultural movement: "We are outnumbered, and outgunned, but we are not yet defeated."



Hegseth calls on Christians to embrace the "radical reorientation" of their lives around their children's education, urging parents to get a second job or forgo vacations so they can put their kids in Classical Christian Education schools or, as a fallback, homeschool. As he put it in a podcast appearance last year: "Why would you roll the dice on the souls of your own kids?"



Resolved not to make that gamble, Hegseth and his wife relocated their family during the Biden administration from New Jersey to a town near Nashville so their children could attend a nearby classical academy. It was there that Hegseth got to know the pastor of a local CREC church, Brooks Potteiger. After Hegseth became defense secretary, he asked Potteiger to preside at the first of the monthly prayer services Hegseth now leads at the Pentagon. Potteiger, square-jawed and bearded, reminded the troops and staff assembled in the Pentagon auditorium that Jesus has "final say" over all worldly matters--including nuclear-armed missiles. In that setting, he made no mention of his more controversial positions, including the idea that men ought to exercise "headship" over their wives as part of a "glorious and inevitable" return to biblical-style patriarchy. Outside of the Pentagon, Potteiger has advocated for men-only gyms (the sight of women exercising being too tempting) and says that women shouldn't be allowed to preach, both because they are prone to gossip and because they don't possess the same theological heft as men. Women just don't have that "certain gravitas" that men do, he has said on his podcast. Potteiger gave the example of a female drill sergeant: "I don't know if there's a more against-nature picture you can have than a woman screaming into the face of a man to try to bring down and bring him into submission."


Pastor Doug Wilson speaks at the National Conservatism Conference in Washington D.C. (Dominic Gwinn / AFP / Getty)



People who have worked with Hegseth told me that, for all of the bluster in his social-media posts, books, and podcast appearances, religion seldom came up behind closed doors in his early months at the Pentagon; one former official described a "frat boy" atmosphere more than anything else. But his faith wasn't absent either: Several people told me that he's talked about having prayed over personnel decisions and once called for a group prayer before an air strike. They also said that Hegseth has more frequently turned to God when he is around his colleagues at the Pentagon as he has faced greater criticism of his performance. This was particularly the case, they said, after he inadvertently shared highly sensitive plans for bombing Yemen with a group chat that included the editor in chief of this magazine. That episode intensified doubt about his judgment and triggered a probe by the Pentagon's inspector general. (One person who knows Hegseth told me he thought the defense secretary would be happy that I was writing this story, because it would play into a narrative that he is being persecuted for his convictions, not derided for his performance: "He can then turn around and say, 'All this stuff happening to me is because I'm an out and proud Protestant Christian.'")



Peter Wehner: Fully MAGA-fied Christianity



Hegseth has invoked George Washington as a kindred spirit, citing the possibly apocryphal story of a man coming upon him praying alone in the forest at Valley Forge. "That guy right there said a few prayers before he set out to try to establish a new nation," Hegseth told a podcaster this month, signaling to a portrait of Washington that hangs in his office overlooking the Potomac. But Washington was famously private in his faith, and rather than infusing the American government in its infancy with his beliefs, he stood for religious freedom.



Hegseth, meanwhile, has found many ways to trumpet his faith. His challenge coin, a memento that military and defense leaders pass out to many subordinates or other people they meet, features a Jerusalem, or Crusader's, cross--the same one Hegseth has tattooed on his chest. In 15 years of covering the military, I've never seen any other challenge coin that features religious iconography. At least one person who knows Hegseth says his shows of religiosity are notable for another reason, too: "For me, there's a major contradiction in observing what he preaches or tweets and what he actually practices," this person said, pointing to Hegseth's abrupt dismissals of experienced officers as an example. "You can't be a God-fearing Christian man and treat people the way he does in the DOD."



One man who heartily approves of Hegseth's approach is Doug Wilson, whose Church espouses a "dominionist" theology, meaning that Jesus should exert dominion over all aspects of humanity, including government and public spaces. When I interviewed Wilson recently by Zoom, he described a central complaint: "Too many Christians think that their faith is to be this privatized event, behind their eyeballs and between their ears," Wilson told me. Not so the CREC. Wilson describes a 250-year timeframe to achieve the Church's ideal Christian state, one that would turn back the clock on the legalization of homosexuality, gay marriage, abortion, and everything else he considers the "clown world" of modern American life.



Wilson, a former submariner who grew up in a minister's family near the Naval Academy in Annapolis, eventually wound up in Moscow, Idaho. It was there, in the 1970s, that he built the church that would become the CREC empire. Today, his model is South Carolina in the early days of America, a society whose constructs he admires for reasons including its requirement that officeholders be Protestant Christian men. Wilson believes that America should be a kind of theocracy, not a secular democracy. If he had his way, clerics would not control the government, he says, but Christianity would infuse everything: law, architecture, even dentistry. Immigration by non-Christians would be limited to protect America's biblical character, and only Christians would hold office. Non-Christians would be permitted to practice their faiths but with diminished rights, and never in the public sphere. Or, as he's previously put it: "yes to church bells, no to minarets."



And mostly no to women in positions of power--though Wilson says that he would have made an exception for Margaret Thatcher. In his ideal America, divorce would be rare, permitted only under a handful of circumstances--such as infidelity or abandonment--and sodomy and same-sex marriage would be recriminalized. Although Wilson told me that women's right to vote isn't at the top of his list of concerns, the CREC calls for "household voting" in which only the man at the head of each family casts a ballot. (Other Church elders explicitly call for repealing the Nineteenth Amendment.)



Wilson's movement remains small--the CREC counts roughly 150 churches nationally; the Catholic Church has nearly 20,000--but it isn't just a network of churches. The CREC's profile has been supercharged by its publishing house, its affiliated federation of schools, and now its connection to the man leading the most fearsome military on the planet. Wilson delights in his role as a provocateur, and on social media he shares videos that show him using a flamethrower to incinerate giant cutouts of princesses from Disney (whose executives "have an evil agenda") or wearing a Mr. Rogers-esque cardigan before setting fire to a model town like the one tended by the children's-TV star. ("Burn whatever bridges you need to burn," he says before setting fire to a miniature railroad trestle.) Hegseth, too, has singled out Disney in the culture wars; last year he said he had barred his family from watching the company's programming, which he has lambasted for references to climate change and for "gender-bending heroism."



On many military-related matters, Wilson's views track those of Hegseth: In Wilson's telling, women have no place on submarines or in other close-quarters combat roles. "A nation which defends herself with women in combat no longer deserves to be defended," he said in one address. In certain areas, however, Wilson sees things differently than Hegseth does: Wilson insists, for instance, that the Uniform Code of Military Justice must be upheld. Hegseth, meanwhile, has boasted about telling subordinates to ignore rules of engagement and has derided military JAG Corps lawyers as "jagoffs." During Trump's first term, Hegseth used his perch at Fox to lobby the president to show leniency toward troops accused of war crimes.



But any differences seem small compared with the mission that both Hegseth and Wilson say they are on: advancing an expansive, sometimes militant version of Christianity that is evident across all aspects of public life. Unlike the majority of evangelical denominations, the CREC is what's known as a post-millennial church. Rather than awaiting an end-of-days cataclysm that could arrive at any moment, to be followed by Jesus's triumphant return, CREC faithful believe that the traumatic events cited in the Book of Revelation already occurred (in 70 C.E., when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem). They anticipate instead Christianity's eventual global triumph, ushering in a new "golden era" for humanity and, sometime later, Jesus's return. It's a notion that provides plenty of time to advance an earthly project that looks a lot like the one advocated by Trump and his MAGA adherents.



Last summer the CREC opened a new church in Washington, D.C., blocks from the U.S. Capitol, in a rowhouse owned by the MAGA-run political nonprofit Conservative Partnership Initiative. I visited on a recent Sunday and found a handful of protesters outside of the building in red robes and hoods reminiscent of The Handmaid's Tale. Upstairs, families in Sunday best bustled between rows of folding chairs as the service got started. The children present were remarkably well behaved during the 90-minute liturgy. On one back wall, someone had tacked up the Appeal to Heaven flag--the Revolutionary War-era flag that MAGA's "Stop the Steal" crowd embraced following Trump's 2020 defeat. As someone who has attended more Catholic masses than I can count, the service felt mostly familiar--with some glaring exceptions. Throughout the proceedings, I heard the occasional political reference, the sort of thing that would sound more natural coming from Fox News than from a pulpit. One minister referred to "plotting globalists" and called for the "restoration and reformation of the nation's capital."



As I was reporting this story, I listened to dozens of interviews, speeches, podcast appearances, and Fox segments from Hegseth over the past decade. In those remarks and in his books, Hegseth espouses many of the CREC beliefs about the centrality of religion, the ills of secularism, and how America has lost its way. I have never heard him publicly embrace the church's most radical teachings on diminishing women's legal rights, outlawing homosexuality, or advocating for an antebellum ideal.



From the January/February 2024 issue: My father, my faith, and Donald Trump



But Hegseth's agenda at the Pentagon maps neatly onto some of those broader CREC positions. Since taking office in January, Hegseth has overseen efforts to erase tens of thousands of references to the heroism of service members who are not white men and attempted to force out transgender troops. He has also fired numerous senior officers who are either women or people of color without explaining why. And although Hegseth has walked back his past assertions that women shouldn't be in the military, he has simultaneously initiated a process that many see as a backdoor attempt to get women out of certain jobs. As one senior female officer put it to me, Hegseth is "sending a very clear message: 'I don't want women to serve.'" At the very least, he is changing the culture. Several women in the military told me that they've noticed more looseness among their male colleagues in recent months, and in particular a willingness to disparage the idea of women serving in certain roles. Some service members who aren't Christian have similarly felt out of place under Hegseth's leadership.


 Rabbi Harold Robinson, a retired rear admiral and Jewish chaplain who also served as chairman of the National Conference on Ministry to the Armed Forces, told me that he's deeply worried that Hegseth is chipping away at the sense of cohesion among service members, which has up until now been one of the U.S. military's greatest strengths. During his 36 years of service, Robinson said, he never paused to wonder about the political or religious affiliation of the men and women who served with him. "All I had to worry about was, 'Does he have my back? And do I have his back?'" Robinson told me. "When I can't do that anymore, then the institution is weaker."
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OpenAI Wants to Cure Cancer. So Why Did It Make a Web Browser?

The AI giant has lost its imagination.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




According to Sam Altman, your web browser is outdated. "AI represents a rare, once-a-decade opportunity to rethink what a browser can be," OpenAI's CEO said yesterday when announcing the company's latest product: ChatGPT Atlas.



In this new AI-powered browser, ChatGPT becomes the central mechanism for surfing the internet. From any webpage in Atlas, you can click an "Ask ChatGPT" button to open a side conversation with the chatbot. Want cooking inspiration? Atlas can pull from recipes you've recently viewed through its "browser memories" feature--no need to personally dig up the NYT Cooking recipe you opened and closed last week. And as Altman and his colleagues were eager to show off while introducing Atlas yesterday, the browser has an "agent" mode, in which ChatGPT can use the web for you. For instance, it can, in theory, research and (with your permission) book a vacation.



Given all of these big promises, I was struck, when I tried Atlas for myself, by how much the experience simply felt like browsing the internet. Fire up the browser, and Atlas opens ChatGPT in a new tab--exactly what Chrome does with Google. (Atlas is built on Chromium, the same open-source browser project developed by Google that is the foundation for Google Chrome and Microsoft Edge.) Clicking on the "Ask ChatGPT" button in Atlas was akin to using any other browser and opening up ChatGPT. The browser memories are similar to the "memory" feature already built into ChatGPT. I have found agent mode, if impressive, extremely slow and buggy, and it has been a stand-alone feature in ChatGPT since this past summer. OpenAI's bold attempt to rethink how people use the internet boils down to a fairly ordinary web browser that eliminates the already-tiny amount of friction needed to navigate to ChatGPT.com.



The point is, fairly explicitly, to bring ChatGPT deeper into people's lives. An OpenAI spokesperson pointed me to a Substack post written by Fidji Simo, OpenAI's CEO of applications, announcing Atlas. The tool, Simo notes, "makes it easier for more people to tap into the potential of AI." Still, launching a web browser feels out of sync with the way OpenAI fashions itself as a revolutionary AI lab, not a traditional tech company. OpenAI is controlled by a nonprofit whose founding mission is to ensure that superpowerful AI "benefits all of humanity." Only a month ago, Altman said in an interview that OpenAI could one day use a large city's worth of electricity to power AI data centers that can "cure cancer" or "offer free education to everybody on Earth."



Since then, his company has launched Sora 2, an AI video-generating app with an interface almost identical to TikTok's; described a coming update to ChatGPT that will allow adults to create erotica; further teased an AI device made in collaboration with Apple's former top designer, Jony Ive; debuted Instant Checkout, which allows users to buy items directly within ChatGPT; and now launched a web browser that looks similar to Google Chrome.



OpenAI may have little choice but to undergo this commercial lurch. Yes, superintelligence may eventually bring the firm unimaginable riches. But for now, building extremely capable AI models is incredibly expensive--and, at the moment, incredibly unprofitable. OpenAI, according to reporting from The Information, lost billions of dollars in the first half of 2025 and expects cash burn to hit $115 billion by 2029. (OpenAI and The Atlantic have a corporate partnership.)



To fund further AI development, OpenAI is looking to old revenue streams in Silicon Valley: social-media apps, e-commerce, web browsers, personal devices. (Which map, more or less, to Meta, Amazon, Google, and Apple.) "We do mostly need the capital for build AI that can do science," Altman recently wrote on X about OpenAI's commercial endeavors, adding that it is "nice to show people cool new tech/products along the way, make them smile, and hopefully make some money given all that compute need." The rest of the AI industry has done the same. Google has been rapidly integrating its chatbot, Gemini, into many of its apps and services, including the Chrome browser. OpenAI's other top rival, Anthropic, is piloting a Chrome extension to integrate its own chatbot, Claude, into the browser. Apple and Meta, too, are integrating AI throughout their products. Earlier this month, Meta announced that it would run personalized ads drawing from users' chats with its AI tools.



But compared with some other AI companies, it's less clear how OpenAI will generate revenue from most of these endeavors. There are no ads in Sora, for instance, nor in the Atlas browser, although Altman said on a recent podcast that he is open to introducing them. The computational cost of generating lots of videos or processing people's daily web interactions could be tremendous. OpenAI does use some of your interactions inside of Atlas to improve future models (which users can opt into or out of for various types of data). The breadth and granularity of information available from how people search and navigate the web--data that Google, one of OpenAI's top competitors, already has access to--could be invaluable for developing future chatbots. Right now, Atlas's agent mode remains slow and, at times, frustrating; given many more user interactions to train on, future versions could become swift and convenient. OpenAI says that ChatGPT Atlas is intended to spread the benefits of AI; conveniently, this noble aim also involves hoovering up more data and setting up new potential revenue streams. Perhaps revolutionary AI lab and traditional tech giant were never all that distinct.



Several years ago, Altman said in an interview that "we have no idea how we may one day generate revenue" but that once OpenAI has built a "generally intelligent system, basically, we will ask it to figure out a way to generate an investment return." Until he builds that digital genie, Altman must instead look to his Silicon Valley forebears--all of their gadgets and apps and subscription fees and ads--to figure out how to run a profitable business. Even as Altman pitches a science-fictional future, his company is chained to products and business models from the recent technological past.
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Donald Trump's War on Reality

A deepfake president molds perception to serve his own interests.

by Franklin Foer

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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

Donald Trump's rise tracks the decline of that thing we once agreed to call reality. He cemented his place in the popular imagination with the advent of reality television, a genre that promised authenticity, even as the supposedly unscripted scenes were carefully manipulated by producers. On The Apprentice, which debuted in 2004, Trump was the embodiment of a culture just beginning to blur the line between what was real and what merely looked like it was.

In his second term as president, Trump--now with the help of artificial intelligence--is completing the revolution that made him. Over the weekend, he posted a video of himself piloting a fighter jet that dumps excrement on protesters. The clip was cartoonish, meant to amuse his followers and outrage his adversaries. This might seem like an ephemeral bit of trollish fun, but it is an example of an alarming pattern. Trump is provoking an epistemic collapse--cultivating the sense that every shard of once-dependable evidence is suspect. He is ushering in an era of distrust and confusion, in which the president molds perception to serve his own interests.

The deepfake is the most disconcerting frontier of the AI revolution. Fabricated clips are rendered with such precision that they can make anyone appear to say or do anything. This technology stands to upend a basic assumption of modern life. For more than a century, humans have treated film as the ultimate proof of reality, the mechanical witness that doesn't lie. Deepfakes exploit the instinct to trust what we see, counterfeits capable of warping emotion and implanting lies.

Fueled by his own delusions of grandeur--and the dark fantasies of revenge that animate him--Trump delights in doctored videos. During his first term, he tweeted footage spliced to exaggerate Nancy Pelosi's verbal stumbles. In his 2024 campaign, he shared an AI-generated image that suggested that Taylor Swift had endorsed him. And last month, he posted a fake clip of Chuck Schumer declaring, "Nobody likes Democrats anymore. We have no voters left because of all of our woke, trans bullshit."

The president of the United States has legitimized deepfakes as a tool of political communication. His followers have taken the cue. Last week, the campaign arm of Senate Republicans released an AI-produced ad depicting Schumer speaking words that had appeared in a press report--not in any actual footage.

As deepfakes become the common currency of social media, citizens will justifiably begin to harbor doubts about any piece of video they encounter. But those doubts won't yield discernment. They will simply provide another justification for the confirmation of ideological bias. Partisans will accept video footage when it upholds their preconceptions; when it does not, dismissing it as potentially manipulated will become standard practice.

Jessica Yellin: The awkward adolescence of a media revolution

Members of Trump's administration are already deploying this tactic. Earlier this week, Politico revealed text messages attributed to Paul Ingrassia, the president's choice to lead the Office of Special Counsel, in which the nominee admitted to having a "Nazi streak" and unleashed a torrent of racist vituperation. (Ingrassia ultimately withdrew his nomination.) When confronted with the messages, his lawyer didn't deny their authenticity outright but instead implied that they might have been fabricated by AI.

That claim is baseless, but the strategy isn't. The public has largely lost faith in traditional arbiters of truth--mainstream media, religion, academia--and many citizens have cocooned themselves in the comfort of filter bubbles. Now they've begun to disagree about the most basic facts of shared existence, including the outcomes of an election.

At the beginning of the century, when The New York Times reported the scandalous behavior of a politician, leadership of both political parties would assume the allegation's truth, even if Republicans might have grouched about the paper's liberal bias. When the government released an employment report, the nation roundly regarded it as an objective reading of the economic weather.

But Trump is attempting to dismantle those institutional underpinnings of reality. In the 20th century, the federal government became the nation's most trusted producer of facts. It tracked the economy, the spread of disease, and countless other indicators that allowed businesses to plan and citizens to make informed choices. Trump is shattering that tradition of disinterested empiricism, bending even the information generated by the government to his will. That's why he has fired officials--such as the head of the Bureau of Labor Statistics--who are in charge of producing objective data, and moved to replace them with loyalists. Agencies once meant to measure reality now risk becoming instruments that manufacture it.

Nancy A. Youssef: The last days of the Pentagon Press Corps

Trump is also taking steps to stifle the traditional media, which, however imperfectly, still strives to offer an objective account of events. Leveraging the government's power to reject mergers, he pressured Paramount, CBS's parent company, into settling a spurious lawsuit over an episode of 60 Minutes. His administration has sent a message to corporate media that an adversarial stance toward the president will carry financial risk. At the Pentagon, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth has imposed such onerous restrictions on the press corps that reporters have effectively been expelled from the building, an effort to prevent them from producing the kind of independent reporting that might puncture the administration's self-serving version of events.

Years ago, Trump's most prominent ally in Silicon Valley offered a prophetic vision of this world. Elon Musk has entertained the idea that human existence is really just a computer simulation--a virtual realm so convincingly rendered that everything becomes malleable, that reshaping the world is merely a matter of rewriting a few lines of code. To adherents, this vision is not a nightmare but a kind of liberation. Truth can always be revised. Manipulation is the most basic fact of life. And Trump has assumed the role of the master programmer.
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No Appointments, No Nurses, No Private Insurance Needed

Many health facilities try to avoid Medicaid. A Colorado clinic prefers it.

by Helen Ouyang

Tue, 21 Oct 2025


P. J. Parmar, founder and owner of Mango House (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Sign up for Being Human, our newsletter that explores wellness culture, human behavior, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

On a road in Aurora, Colorado, lined with used-car dealers and pawnshops sits a tan, low-rise building called Mango House. Inside, among international-food stalls and ethnic-clothing shops, is a family-medicine clinic that serves a largely refugee and immigrant community. Improbably, the clinic makes enough money to sustain itself and pay staff well without relying on grants or donations. And it does so through Medicaid.

The prevailing wisdom is that Medicaid is a losing proposition for health facilities, an insurance program so stingy that many can't afford to take it. Some of those that do essentially segregate Medicaid patients into separate clinics. Here, Medicaid is preferred.

Because the clinic relies so heavily on that program, I expected that the Trump administration's upcoming Medicaid cuts might force Mango House to close or pare back. Instead, when I spoke recently with the clinic's founder and owner, P. J. Parmar, they were far from his mind. Medicaid's practices--and patients' coverage--already fluctuate enough that he and his staff are used to weathering such unpredictable forces. Even if 15 percent of his patients fell off Medicaid because of the cuts, his practice would be fine, he said, showing me his calculations.

Parmar is a family physician who opened the practice--officially named Ardas Family Medicine, but now better known by its location inside Mango House--in 2012. He wanted to reengineer how a clinic could run, designing systems that maximized efficiency and ease of access. For starters, Parmar eliminated scheduled appointments, which he called "an exercise in craziness." In theory, appointments ensure that people don't have to wait long to see their doctor, but Parmar found scheduling to be so inherently erratic--some patients need only a few minutes, others half an hour; many don't show up at all--that he could see more patients, while keeping wait times short, by simply having them walk in. On the Wednesday I was there, the practice hummed along. Medical assistants from Nepal, Myanmar, Somalia, and Afghanistan greeted patients; the average wait time hovered around 10 minutes. Even during the Monday-afternoon rush, Parmar said, waits rarely exceed 30 minutes.


The clinic, located among international food stalls and shops, serves a largely refugee and immigrant community. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Most days of the year (and it's open all but five), the clinic is staffed with three clinicians--a mix of doctors and nurse practitioners--who together see about 100 patients. Each provider has a dedicated exam room arranged how they like, so they don't waste time hunting for supplies or shuttling between spaces. They escort patients from the waiting room and perform vital signs themselves: The clinic doesn't employ nurses. (Lower-cost medical assistants handle routine tasks such as giving shots and drawing blood.) The providers see patients in order of arrival. Of course, some patients still have favorites, so staff will mark any preferences when they check in.

In American medicine, short appointment times are often a cause for complaint. But from what I observed at the Mango House clinic, the ease of access, rather than undue pressure on clinicians, seemed to keep many visits brief. An older woman Parmar has long cared for came in with a cough, and even as he was writing her a prescription, she asked, "Can I go now?" She told him that if she didn't feel better in a week, she'd just walk into the clinic again. Parmar also deliberately streamlines clinic notes by encouraging his providers to avoid the common habit of copying and pasting blocks of obsolete or redundant information in favor of quick updates that can be scanned easily at subsequent visits. When I described this practice to Asaf Bitton, a Harvard professor and a primary-care researcher, he told me it likely helps clinicians see more patients without feeling overextended.


Parmar's clinic accepts anyone, but about 70 percent of its patients are on Medicaid. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Small efficiencies add up, for both staff and patients. The morning I was there, a Nepalese man, Gam Sunuwar, chose to fill his prescription for blood-pressure medication at the clinic's in-house pharmacy, even though he'd need to cut the pills in half. (Better to walk out with what he needed than wait hours at his neighborhood pharmacy for pills in the specific dose.) The pharmacy sometimes operates at a loss, but it helps keep patients loyal to the clinic. Clinicians also hand out dozens of over-the-counter medications and reading glasses for free. Patients sometimes ask the clinic to complete immigration paperwork; Parmar keeps the service cheap (and less tedious for clinic workers) with a computer formula he wrote that pulls vaccine data from the state website into federal immigration forms with one click.

The clinic accepts anyone, but about 70 percent of its patients are on Medicaid. Almost all of the rest are seen for free. Parmar's two billers are very adept with Medicaid--the only insurer they have to master, unlike others juggling different health plans' whims. (Parmar himself rattles off Medicaid billing codes like it's second nature.) Here, private insurance is not desirable, because it can be difficult to get companies to pay up. During my visit, when one patient, a 9-year-old, was registered with a commercial insurance, Parmar pored over its payment sheet without making much sense of it. "In the amount of time we've looked at this, we could've seen the girl already," he said. The clinic would bill her insurance, but if the insurer demanded more paperwork, which it likely would, the claim would be abandoned.

The clinic's ethos--just take care of patients--is both an ethical imperative and a practical tactic to keep the clinic running at full speed. Medicaid patients often cycle off coverage because they forget to renew, or their paperwork never reaches them; Parmar called this "the churn of Medicaid." Many patients have "no idea" what their insurance is, a status so common that staff use the term in the clinic's tracking spreadsheet. The staff will try to figure it out, but at some point, it's not worth haggling over insurance and demanding documents from patients. Pressing for payment could humiliate people, who often arrive with their extended families, Parmar explained, and in a community this close-knit, that could mean losing dozens of patients, including many of the Medicaid patients who keep the clinic afloat.


The pharmacy at Mango House sometimes operates at a loss but helps keep patients loyal to the clinic. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



And for a practice that relies on Medicaid, survival is ultimately a "volume game," Parmar said. That phrase would usually sound ominous in health care: Seeing more patients often means rushed visits and burned-out staff. But the clinic does well on the state's performance indicators and, from what I observed, is set up so that patients who need extra time get it. Tigist Desta, one of the nurse practitioners, spent the better part of an hour trying to figure out the vaccination status of a child who had just arrived from Ethiopia, for instance.

The clinic had a few lean years in which Parmar lost money--particularly when he bought the old JCPenney building where Mango House is now located--but he has more than made it back. The practice's profits are considerably higher than the average family physician's: Parmar told me he puts much of the money back into Mango House. (He opened his QuickBooks for me, but asked that I not publicly share the numbers.) This year, he significantly raised staff salaries; several years ago, he added a dental practice, though it has yet to break even.

When I first heard about Mango House, I was curious whether its model could be duplicated elsewhere. For one, it seemed to offer a glimpse of the kind of health care Americans might experience if the country ever moved toward a single-payer system. I also found its operations appealing, particularly that it seemed to focus on what mattered to patients and doctors rather than to administrators. The simple fact that it's an independent clinic may be an asset: Some studies have found that physician-owned clinics achieve greater cardiovascular outcomes while also being associated with lower burnout for staff. "More and more primary-care docs work for these big health systems, and they're not independent business owners," who are better at seeing more patients and recouping their work on the billing side, Ateev Mehrotra, the chair of health policy at Brown, told me. Parmar can adjust on the fly--he added an extra provider on those busy Monday afternoons, starting the week after I visited--because, as he put it, "there's no committee looking over me."


The clinic cultivates a casual, lived-in feel. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



But independence can also seem like idiosyncrasy, or merely choosing different corners to cut. At Mango House, patients don't change into gowns, except for intimate exams, and a patchwork of multilingual staff, family members, and neighbors handles interpretation--an approach that experts oppose because these unofficial translators might not explain medical terms properly or could compromise patient privacy. (Parmar countered that he retired his remote-interpreting service after finding that patients preferred their family and community members--who also often know details they themselves neglect to mention.)

As Katherine Baicker, the provost and a health economist at the University of Chicago, told me, "Often things that work in one setting may not work in another." In at least 16 other states, Medicaid pays as well or better than it does in Colorado, which could make replication feasible if clinics could get the same volume. But not every state allows medical assistants to give injections, erasing that cost savings. Other patient populations may be more litigious than those served by the clinic, which could pressure providers to order extra tests and unnecessary referrals.

Neither Baicker nor Bitton, the Harvard professor, has studied Mango House, but both see the clinic's strength as tailoring care to the local community. Bitton thought it probably shared features with the few "bright spots" he has studied--places defined by a "sort of radical simplicity," he said, where clinicians essentially work within a single-payer system to serve a defined community of patients. Yet that may be exactly what makes Mango House tough to replicate. Parmar himself acknowledged that the clinic's casual, community-like style might not jibe with every population. He doesn't bother with satisfaction surveys, anyway; for him, the true measure is how many patients return. For now, it's more than enough.
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Trump to DOJ: Pay Up

The goal is not just dictatorial power, but ostentatious performance.

by Quinta Jurecic

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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

Donald Trump is a skilled extortionist. Since winning the 2024 presidential election, he has secured $16 million from Paramount to settle a baseless lawsuit over a 60 Minutes interview with then-candidate Kamala Harris; pocketed another $16 million from ABC after suing the company for defamation; and scooped up almost $60 million combined from the tech giants Meta, Alphabet, and X to resolve lawsuits over his social-media bans following the insurrection on January 6, 2021. Now he is extorting a new target: the federal government itself.

The New York Times reported yesterday that Trump has filed paperwork claiming that the Justice Department owes him roughly $230 million in taxpayer funds--damages that he claims are due to him in compensation for the federal investigations into his conduct related to the January 6 insurrection and his improper hoarding of classified documents at Mar-a-Lago. The corruption is so obvious that even the president himself seemed to acknowledge it when questioned by journalists about the Times' reporting. "I'm the one that makes the decision and that decision would have to go across my desk," Trump said, "and it's awfully strange to make a decision where I'm paying myself."

Casey Michel: America has never seen corruption like this

Trump is not, in the immediate instance, "the one that makes the decision." That will be up to Justice Department leadership--specifically, under DOJ's procedures, the department's No. 2 or No. 3, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche or Associate Attorney General Stan Woodward. Blanche led Trump's criminal defense against the prosecutions for which Trump is now demanding payment. Woodward has represented a number of Trump aides, including Trump's co-defendant in the Mar-a-Lago case, Walt Nauta, and the current FBI director, Kash Patel.

Trump's apparent confidence that he will be able to secure the money speaks to the degree of control he has secured over the Justice Department. He is, fundamentally, instructing his subordinates to place an enormous chunk of public funds into his own bank account. Technically, perhaps Blanche or Woodward could recuse themselves from the proceedings or even decline to hand over the cash; in practice, it is hard to imagine this happening without Trump firing them. This direct command by the president over the Justice Department is bolstered by a vision of presidential power known as the "unitary executive," under which all executive power flows from the president himself. The notion that Trump could simply tell the Justice Department to pay up, and that the department would have to do so, seems bizarre--but it shares an outlandish through line with the administration's expansive view of consolidated presidential authority over the executive branch.

The corruption of the situation is so gaudy that an ethics expert quoted by the Times more or less said that expert commentary wasn't even necessary. "The ethical conflict is just so basic and fundamental, you don't need a law professor to explain it," Bennett L. Gershman, a law professor, told the Times.

To make matters even more absurd, Trump appeared to suggest yesterday that he would use the Justice Department money to fund pet projects. "If I get money from our country, I'll do something nice with it," the president told reporters in the Oval Office, "like give it to charity, or give it to the White House where we restore the White House." He then went on to discuss his current effort to construct a White House ballroom, a project that has already resulted in the demolition of a significant portion of the East Wing without having gone through standard approval processes for White House construction. Trump's ballroom is reportedly funded by private donors, including settlement money from his lawsuit against Alphabet--a scheme that certainly violates the spirit, if not the letter, of the Antideficiency Act, which prohibits the executive from spending money without congressional approval.

If Trump were to push the Justice Department into handing over money for his private use, and then turn around and pour that money into building a ballroom for which Congress has not appropriated funds, this would essentially constitute a looting of public funds as a means of evading the separation of powers--and all so that he could rebuild parts of the White House according to his specifications. It is, in that sense, consistent with his monarchical self-image. Although his control over the Justice Department is enabled in part by theories of a unitary executive, his selfishness splinters this vision of unity by pitting the desires of the man against the office's responsibilities to the public. Reflecting on his demand for money in front of reporters, Trump sounded almost philosophical: "I'm suing myself."

Lev Menand: The Supreme Court made a bad bet

"Usually when dictators loot the treasury, they have the wisdom to do it quietly," Vox's Zack Beauchamp wrote on social media after the New York Times story broke. Here, though, the extravagance of Trump's attempted theft may itself be part of the point. The goal is not just dictatorial power, but the ostentatious performance of dictatorial power as a middle finger to critics. Trump's particular brand of authoritarianism feeds on outrage, like a naughty child gleeful over just how much he can get away with.

The catch, as Beauchamp has written, is that contemporary authoritarians tend to be more successful when they erode democracy more subtly, before anyone has a chance to notice. Trump's flaunting of his corruption undercuts that strategy. As of now, the public still has the means to reject this campaign of theft. The midterm elections, after all, are only a year away.
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MAGA's Group-Chat Problem

What is it about the president's supporters and group-texting that keeps resulting in fiascos?

by David A. Graham

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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.

With each new communication medium comes new opportunities for politicians to get themselves into trouble. Congress demanded that letters from envoys to the French government be turned over in the XYZ Affair, thwarting President John Adams's desire to maintain a tenuous peace with France. The leak of the Zimmermann telegram helped push the U.S. into World War I--the opposite of what its German author intended. And the tapes that President Richard Nixon used to record conversations in the Oval Office helped drive him out of it.

We live in what my colleague Faith Hill has pronounced the Age of the Group Chat, and so naturally enough, that's where this generation's politicos are stepping in it--particularly those in the MAGAverse. Yesterday, Paul Ingrassia--President Donald Trump's nominee to lead a whistleblower-protection office--withdrew from consideration following Politico's disclosure of texts to a group in which he used a racial slur and wrote, "I do have a Nazi streak in me from time to time." (Ingrassia's lawyer didn't outright deny the messages' authenticity, but suggested they could have been manipulated; he also said if they were real, they were "satirical.")

That came just days after another Politico article about messages in which Young Republican officials cracked wise about "gas chambers" and used the N-word. Meanwhile, Lindsey Halligan, an interim U.S. attorney overseeing politically motivated prosecutions, sent unsolicited texts to a Lawfare reporter in which she discussed grand-jury matters.

As astonishing as these all are, none of them rises to the level of the Signal chat that top Trump-administration officials used to discuss a bombing of Yemen--casually sharing highly sensitive information, and inadvertently including The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg. Reporting since then indicates that this was not the only instance of Defense officials using Signal--which, though encrypted, is not a totally secure platform--to discuss sensitive information; it's just the only one that included a journalist.

The basic problem here is a foolishness about what one puts in writing. These leaks show hubris about the reliability of communications systems: In the fateful chat on Signal, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote, "We are currently clean on OPSEC." They were not, and that is, as experts told The Atlantic, a serious security risk for the country.

When you're texting about your admiration for Hitler, the danger is less about national security and more about job security. There's no good place to call yourself a Nazi, but there are less risky ones. If you're doing it in person with your edgelord friends, at least you're not leaving a paper trail. Doing it where someone can easily screenshot your messages and send them to a reporter (two members of the Young Republican chat blamed internal rivalries for the leak) is much dumber. During the first Trump administration, my colleague Adam Serwer wrote about the Stringer Bell rule--don't take notes on a criminal conspiracy--and these ill-advised chats are a cousin: not illegal, but politically perilous.

Lots of people in politics, like the rest of us, say or write stupid things, so what is it about the specific combination of MAGA folks and group chats that keeps resulting in fiascos? I think one problem is that group chats aren't just a neutral medium--they're a style of conversation that fosters an eagerness to outdo one's friends. If what you and your friends are into is bigotry, as is evidently the case in these circles, you might try to say the most howlingly offensive thing.

Also to blame in these cases are immaturity and incompetence. In another text-message-related flap last week, a reporter asked White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt who it was that selected Budapest for a planned meeting between Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin. (The summit has since been called off.) "Your mom did," Leavitt, 28, replied. This is a joke--or it has the shape of a joke, even if it's not really funny--but the way you communicate with your friends is not especially useful for running the government, which Trump's inexperienced staffers find themselves in the unlikely position of doing.

Ingrassia is 30 years old--old enough to know right from wrong, but not seasoned enough to lead the Office of Special Counsel. Many of the people involved in the Signalgate chat are also far less qualified for their roles than typical holders (though Mike Waltz, the national security adviser who inadvertently added Goldberg, was one of the more traditionally qualified of the group). Halligan had never prosecuted a case when she was named to lead a very important U.S. Attorney's Office. Officials who are less experienced are more prone to sloppy mistakes.

Then again, how great are the risks? The Young Republicans chat led to a state senator's resignation and the end of two state chapters of the organization, but such accountability is the exception. Ingrassia was forced to withdraw, but his nomination was already in trouble, and as of now, he continues to hold a job at the White House as liaison to the Department of Homeland Security. (Having a "Nazi streak" is not a deal-breaker in this administration. The texts Politico reported are only barely more outrageous than what was already public, including Ingrassia's connections to the unabashed racist Nick Fuentes.) Or consider Waltz, who took "full responsibility" for the Signal fiasco. He was ousted as national security adviser, though apparently not over the breach, but rather because the president found him too hawkish. He was then nominated as ambassador to the United Nations and, amazingly, confirmed by the Senate.

Republican figures are texting as though they have impunity because by many measures, they do. Perversely, these stories may simply reinforce for some of them that everyone is texting the same things they are, and that they won't face major consequences for doing so. If they get caught, they don't need to apologize or change careers. They can just tap out a simple "lol, oops" and then return to what they were doing.

Related:

	Group-chat culture is out of control. (From 2023) 
 	Signalgate, Trump, and The Atlantic




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A "death train" is haunting South Florida.
 	Donald Trump's war on reality
 	Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown.




Today's News

	Late yesterday, the U.S. military struck another suspected drug-smuggling vessel in the eastern Pacific Ocean off the coast of Colombia, killing two people, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said. This marks the first known strike to take place in the Pacific since President Donald Trump started ordering attacks on boats believed to be carrying illegal drugs.
 	North Carolina's Republican-controlled legislature approved a new congressional map designed to give the GOP an additional House seat ahead of the 2026 midterms.
 	The White House continued demolishing much of the building's East Wing yesterday in order to construct Trump's new ballroom, sparking criticism over lack of transparency and damage to historic parts of the building. The Treasury Department, located next to the White House, told employees Monday evening not to take or share photos of the construction.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: "My car is becoming a brick." Andrew Moseman writes about the problem with EVs turning into smartphones.
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Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Anna Moneymaker / Getty.



Holy Warrior

By Missy Ryan

Doug Wilson has a white beard and a round belly, and is therefore somewhat Santa-like in appearance. He does not seem at all like someone who delivers denunciations of homosexuality and women's suffrage, and who takes an ambivalent position on the subject of pre-Civil War slavery.
 On a recent Sunday morning, Wilson preached from the lectern at a conference center near Washington, D.C. The Idaho pastor's sermon was mostly an academic examination of Ephesians 3:1-6 and its offering of God's salvation. In this setting, at least, he skipped the hellfire rhetoric for which he's known, making no reference to his theocratic vision of America's future or his belief that the apocalypse described in the Book of Revelation already took place--and is enabling a project of global Christian conquest. Throughout the service, I couldn't help glancing from my spot in the back at a familiar figure seated with his family near the front, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump to DOJ: Pay up.
 	Moscow is planning to create its own USAID.
 	What an Iranian filmmaker learned in prison
 	OpenAI wants to cure cancer. So why did it make a web browser?
 	The David Frum Show: The triumphs and tragedies of the American Revolution




Culture Break


Jamil GS



Remember. D'Angelo's work was steeped in Black tradition, and never lost sight of the future, Vann R. Newkirk II writes.

Watch. After the Hunt (out now in theaters) seems to reckon with cancel culture, before revealing where its true interest lies, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Worst Art Thief in America

<em>The Mastermind</em> is far more successful as a character study than as a heist movie.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




The director Kelly Reichardt encourages stillness. Her style--long takes and low stakes, often punctuated by unhurried silences--forces viewers to slow down, to immerse themselves in the atmosphere being created on-screen. Her movies can resemble landscape paintings, like those by the artist Arthur Dove. His work is featured in The Mastermind, her latest film, which mirrors the tableaus its protagonist covets: textured, abstract studies of reality that reveal their true potency over time.

James Blaine--or "J. B."--Mooney (played by Josh O'Connor) isn't the patient type, however. He's an unemployed carpenter who's grown restless amid his suburban comforts. Set in 1970 in Massachusetts, the film follows J. B. as he hatches a plan to steal four of Dove's paintings from the (fictional) Framingham Museum of Art. His plot would make the likes of Danny Ocean cringe: It involves having two amateurs rob the exhibit in broad daylight without any plan to circumvent the security guards. The pair is then to deliver the goods to an undisguised J. B. idling in a car outside the front entrance.

Unlike the successful smash-and-grab at the Louvre last weekend, J. B.'s scheme goes awry immediately. But the robbery isn't the primary focus anyway. The Mastermind--an ironic reference to J. B.--mines drama from its methodical deconstruction of the burglary's aftermath. J. B. clumsily goes on the lam, leaving a trail of hurt feelings and broken relationships in his wake. That contrast, between how meticulously Reichardt builds her story and the way her protagonist pinballs through his, yields a remarkably precise exploration of hubris as a self-destructive force. The Mastermind isn't a heist movie so much as a character study that dismantles the criminal himself, one selfish act at a time.

Read: Why are art heists so fascinating?

The film is also possibly Reichardt's funniest thus far. The small scale of the central heist allows the director to prioritize observing how J. B.'s troubles are caused by ordinary, easily avoided obstacles. J. B. rushes through vetting his criminal collaborators, because he's forgotten that he has to look after his sons, who don't have school that day. A cop happens to pull into the museum's parking lot, making J. B. panic, but J. B. didn't have to wait in such a conspicuous spot. (Even more amusing: The officer isn't keeping an eye out for would-be thieves at all; he's just taking a break to eat a sandwich.) One sequence shows J. B. hiding the paintings inside the loft of a barn, only to get covered in mud after the ladder he's using falls to the ground, leaving him stranded.

Yet J. B. is not entirely hapless either. The Mastermind makes clear that the cushy, middle-class life he leads is populated by similarly self-absorbed personalities. J. B.'s wife, Terri (Alana Haim), is so disinterested in J. B. that she can't be bothered to see what he's up to in the basement. His mother carefully compares the lengths of two halves of corn at a family dinner, keeping the longer one for herself while she tunes out the conversation. Buoyed by the composer Rob Mazurek's jazzy score, the film produces a rich portrait of 1970s suburbia and the jadedness such an environment could breed: Reichardt and her go-to cinematographer, Christopher Blauvelt, immerse J. B.'s town in a warm, autumnal glow, but his home is a dimly lit series of cramped spaces, full of faded upholstery, rumpled laundry, and board games played on the floor. It's no wonder J. B. can't take his eyes off of Dove's paintings, so striking in their designs and vivid in their hues. With apologies to Ariana Grande, his subsequent urge to steal them comes with a heavy whiff of thoughtless, "7 Rings"-esque materialism: He saw it. He liked it. He wanted it. He got it. He's an inelegant protagonist, seemingly incapable of considering what happens next, because he's never had to do so.

O'Connor is no stranger to playing an art thief, and his understated performance finds compelling shades of a man who commits such an obviously boneheaded act without a clear motive. As clues to J. B.'s mentality emerge, O'Connor imbues the character with a hangdog charisma that deepens each revelation. J. B.'s family, for instance, turns out to be wealthy enough to support him; when cops stop by his home, he sheepishly name-drops his father, the local judge, to defend himself. Even when he goes on the run, J. B. moves through the world as if everything will turn out fine for him. He seems genuinely shocked when he's told he can't stay with two art-school friends of his for more than a night.

Read: An entrancing fairy tale about Italian grave robbers

What J. B. has aced is clearly not the art of persuasion or thievery. His real specialty, The Mastermind suggests, is his ability to tune out everything but his own wants and needs. Reichardt blankets the world around J. B. with period-specific details: She lets the audience notice the Army-recruitment poster affixed to the wall behind J. B. at a bus station, the radio reports about the Vietnam War that play in the background while J. B. concentrates on assembling a false passport for himself, and the protests in the streets of Cincinnati that J. B. casually wanders into. Images of flimsy objects pepper the film too, conjuring a sense of inevitability to J. B.'s comeuppance. Reichardt lingers on the paper plane that one of J. B.'s sons grips while running through the museum, as well as a woman dashing through the streets amid a downpour with only a newspaper to shield her. The life J. B. has led, as mundane as it is, has never been sturdy either. By taking it for granted, J. B., who doesn't actually steal very much from the museum, robs the most from himself.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/10/the-mastermind-review-art-heist-movie-kelly-reichardt/684667/?utm_source=feed
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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

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 5:10 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025.

In the 1950s, the TV quiz show Twenty-One stumbled upon a viewership-boosting strategy that for a brief period of time would be all the rage: cheating. The program fixed winners and losers, coached contestants, and generally dabbled in malfeasance. Other shows followed suit, scandal ensued, and Congress--Congress!--got involved.

I'm relieved to say that this quiz operates beyond the revisions to the Communications Act of 1934, so I'll happily give you all the answers: They're right there in The Atlantic.

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

Wednesday, October 22, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	According to the military adage, there are no atheists in what defensive fighting position?
 -- From Missy Ryan's "Holy Warrior"
 	What federal agency that recently offered a $50,000 bonus to new recruits is, alas, struggling to get those recruits to pass a 1.5-mile-run requirement?
 -- From Nick Miroff's "[REDACTED]'s 'Athletically Allergic' Recruits"
 	Florida's Brightline is only the second high-speed train in the United States--the first being the Amtrak-operated line in the Northeast Corridor known by what name?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's "A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida"




And by the way, did you know that in Edvard Munch's The Scream, it is not the face-clutching figure who is hollering, but rather the whole rest of the world around him? The man is trying to cover his ears to block out that universal yell--what Munch called in one inscription "the great scream throughout nature." Next up for reappraisal: ?

Until tomorrow!



Answers: 

	Foxholes. For all the supplication down in the trenches, Missy writes, rarely have commanders dictated religious terms to their troops; Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--and the growing Christian-nationalist church from which he appears to have gotten many of his ideas--are changing that. Read more.
 	ICE. Nick reports on how push-ups, sit-ups, and that run (which must be completed sub-14 minutes) are standing between Donald Trump and his deportation goals. More than a third of the new recruits have failed the agency's physical-fitness test, according to officials. Read more.
 	Acela. The Acela and the Brightline are different for a lot of reasons, including the Florida train's gloss and surpassing comfort, but the most crucial difference, Kaitlyn reports, is that the Brightline keeps hitting people. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, scroll down for more, 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 scintillating fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 21, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	Rudy Giuliani's son and Osama bin Laden's niece were among the guest hosts of the podcast War Room while what permanent host served four months in prison for refusing to cooperate with the congressional investigation into January 6?
 -- From Jonathan D. Karl's "[REDACTED] and the Murderers and Hitmen Who Became His 'Besties'"
 	What barnyard term is used to describe the easily generated and artistically valueless AI content that litters the internet?
 -- From Charlie Warzel's "A Tool That Crushes Creativity"
 	What is the name of the national legislature that contains parties including Likud, Blue and White, and Yesh Atid?
 -- From Yair Rosenberg's "Can Trump Contain [REDACTED]'s Hard Right?" 




And by the way, did you know that it's been well over a century since one pig did, in fact, fly? And for three and a half miles, at that? Granted, this was a ride-along in the airplane of Lord John Moore-Brabazon of Kent, a peer and aviation pioneer, but considering that the flight occurred in November 1909, it's still no small feat. (The pig was called Icarus II, and he fared rather better than his eponym.)



Answers: 

	Steve Bannon. Karl looks into Bannon's time in prison last year--what he learned there, whom he befriended, how he managed to wield his influence over MAGA world even from behind bars. Read more.
 	Slop. What with Donald Trump's fondness for spammy AI videos and the proliferation of social networks dedicated to soullessly generated content, we're living in "the golden age of slop," Charlie contends. "There is no realm of life that is unsloppable." Read more. 
 	The Knesset. Last week, Israel's Parliament hosted Trump for a speech celebrating the cease-fire in the war in Gaza, but, Yair writes, members of the legislature's far right feel jilted. Trump, he says, will have to restrain them if he is to bring peace to the region. Read more.




Monday, October 20, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What retailer recently announced that it will carry the weight-loss drug Ozempic at a discounted price of $499 a month--meaning you can get your GLP-1, a hot dog, and a fountain drink for $500.50?
 -- From Emily Oster's "Ozempic for All"
 	The cultural theorist Dominic Pettman defines what modern-relationship term as "abandonment with a contemporary garnish" (adding, "When we came up with texting, we also came up with not texting")?
 -- From Anna Holmes's "The Great [REDACTED] Paradox"
 	In the way that runners have Strava, birders have eBird, and readers have Goodreads, what hobbyists are most likely to use the app Ravelry?
 -- From Tyler Austin Harper's "The Unexpected Profundity of a Movie About Bird-Watching"




And by the way, did you know--speaking of hobbies--that when he wasn't writing contributions to the Western canon, the novelist Vladimir Nabokov kept himself busy observing and even discovering new species of butterflies? His lepidoptery fieldwork impelled full-time scientists to reconsider the classification of an entire genus.

That he also composed chess problems is thus hardly surprising. But before you go beating yourself up, consider what he didn't do much of: sleep.



Answers: 

	Costco. It's a sign that prices for these "near-miracle drugs" are falling and will keep falling, Oster writes--undercutting the argument that they're too costly to offer via Medicaid. Increasing the drugs' accessibility through Medicaid, she says, would save lives. Read more.
 	Ghosting. Holmes writes that Pettman's new book might offer a less upsetting way to think about the sudden cutoff of communication, though it will require growing a thicker skin. Read more.
 	Knitters. All of these hobby-specific apps have to some extent been gamified, with progress bars, unlockable achievements, or other metrics that Tyler worries are sucking the joy out of the hobbies themselves. Read more.
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The Triumphs and Tragedies of the American Revolution

Ken Burns joins David Frum to discuss how his new documentary captures both the triumphs and the tragedies of the nation's founding. Plus: Donald Trump's TikTok giveaway and Benjamin Nathans's <em>To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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

On this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with an urgent warning about TikTok's looming deal with Trump-aligned insiders--a move David calls the "biggest giveaway since the days of the railway grants." He argues that the American media landscape has been quietly transformed, and political power has shifted from legacy outlets to algorithmic platforms loyal to the president.

Then David speaks with the filmmaker Ken Burns about his new documentary series on the American Revolution. Together, they explore the Revolution's competing legacies--liberty and exclusion, heroism and hypocrisy--and how its unresolved contradictions still shape the nation's identity. Burns reflects on the moral complexity of figures such as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, the forgotten role of Loyalists and Indigenous nations, and the Revolution's echoes in contemporary America.

Finally, David discusses Benjamin Nathans's Pulitzer Prize-winning book, To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause, an exploration of the Soviet dissident movement and the story of Alexander Esenin-Volpin, who defied tyranny by insisting that Soviet laws be obeyed exactly as written.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Ken Burns, the great American documentarian, producer most recently of a remarkable series on the American Revolution. We are so pleased and honored to welcome Ken Burns to The David Frum Show.

My book this week will be a very relevant history of the Soviet dissident movement by Benjamin Nathans called To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause. This may seem like a chapter from the history of a bygone regime, but the lessons that I want to single out for discussion this week are very applicable to the United States in the 2020s.



Before getting to either of those topics, I wanna open with some preliminary thoughts about some recent events in the news. I hope you are all following these proceedings with the plans to sell TikTok to a group of American advisers. This is supposed to happen, according to law, by December 16. There have been a number of deadlines, each of them postponed again and again by executive order.

In 2024, Congress passed a law requiring TikTok to be divested from its Chinese ownership to an American group. The law was signed by President [Joe] Biden, and it was approved by the Supreme Court as being a legal exercise of congressional authority. When Donald Trump won the election, he showed some displeasure about the law. TikTok had been very favorable to Donald Trump's cause in the 2024 election. He owed them a big debt of gratitude. He didn't wanna transform them, and he wasn't much interested in complying with a Biden-era law. But it is the law, and there were some opportunities here. And so Trump began to push back the deadlines repeatedly, later and later and later; the latest pushback is to December 16. But it looks like a deal is going to happen, and a group of hand-selected insiders are about to purchase 80 percent of the U.S. operations of TikTok from the Chinese company. A lot of this is very murky, but reports in The Wall Street Journal and other financial papers that quote unnamed senior administration officials suggest that the price is going to be about $14 billion.

Now, I'm gonna start with the financial aspect of this. TikTok U.S. throws off about $10 billion a year, and most conventional estimates would suggest that that would mean that the company should be worth $50 or $80 billion, or possibly even more. There will be no public auction--these insiders have been chosen, apparently, for their loyalty to President Trump. It looks like it's going to be the biggest giveaway since the days of the railway grants. But in those days, at least you got a railway for your money. In this case, the company already exists; all that's happening is a select group of insiders are going to receive a massive windfall.

Now, Donald Trump will presumably want something back--and I've written about this story in more detail in the print Atlantic, and if you want all the details, you should go there. But one can expect that the TikTok algorithm, owned by a group of people who owe tens of billions of dollars of thank-you to Donald Trump, will continue to favor Donald Trump's views, maybe even more outrageously than they do now. And this brings us to a challenge to our understanding that is going to be difficult for those of us of a certain age.

Now, if your mind goes back to America as it used to be--and in MAGA world, you hear this a lot--you have this idea of "the media"; there's this thing called "the media." And they are supposedly very liberal. And when you press people, What do you mean by "the media"? They usually answer something like The New York Times, CNN, maybe the broadcast evening news--CBS, NBC, ABC--because those were the companies that used to be the most powerful companies in America when they were young.

It used to be that the people who had the ability to decide what is news and what is not news, to make a discussion stick, to force politicians to answer, it was a sort of short list, thinking about the year 1975--again, the networks; major national papers: New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal; local news affiliates in major markets like Chicago, Los Angeles, and Houston; and major local papers like The Atlanta Constitution, the Chicago Tribune, and others; maybe Time magazine. These were all institutions that both produced and distributed their own content, they were primarily either text-based or television-based, and they had a kind of a shared outlook. They're not as liberal as all that, but they were broadly supportive of the foreign policy of the United States and the government of the United States, and they lean liberal, especially on issues of civil rights and civil liberties. That's the media landscape that many people grew up with and that many people imagine is still there.

But when you think about What does media mean in the year 2025?, I don't think there's any way to get around the fact that, by far, the single most powerful media company in the country today is TikTok. Even though TikTok doesn't produce its content--its algorithm decides what you see--it might as well be producing it. It picks and chooses among thousands of entrants, and it directs streams of revenue to the people who are chosen. TikTok is the--apparently among those under 30--it is the single most-relied-upon source of information.

What else would be powerful? Well, other kinds of new media platforms like Instagram and Facebook, owned by Meta; YouTube, owned by Alphabet. Again, they don't produce the content, but they decide what is seen. Now, there's some people who do produce content who are important: Fox News, watched by the president of the United States; and some consortiums of local TV stations, local TV affiliates, like those owned by Sinclair.

But we live in a new media environment, in which the media, as they exist in popular rhetoric and popular remembrance of older folks, are just not that important anymore. And the people who are important are companies that a lot of Americans are not in the habit of thinking of as the media, especially not TikTok. But these new media powerhouses, they are very different from the old. They are much more beholden on government for special favors. You may remember that story from the very beginning of the Trump administration when Amazon paid for the life rights for a Melania Trump documentary the reported sum of something like $40 million. It looks like this was just a straight gift for the family of the president to leave Amazon alone. Other media companies have paid their ransoms: CBS and ABC News and others have paid $16, $15 million ransoms to be let out of litigation that in the case of ABC was likely to lose, in the case of CBS was certain to lose. And CNN is under similar kinds of pressure. The New York Times has been put under similar kinds of pressure.

The new media, the platforms of today, are much more dependent on government and owned by people who are political allies of President Trump. We have moved imperceptibly from a world of sort of institutionalist, establishment-minded liberal media to post-institutional, very beholden to government, very pro-Trump media, and we don't see it because we are not in the habit of recognizing these media companies as media companies. But as you try to understand the information diet of your fellow Americans, if you are someone who is watching The David Frum Show and reading The Atlantic, you are consuming a media of a very different quality and kind and form than that which is consumed by most of your fellow citizens. And while, congratulations, you've got a much healthier media diet than they do, there are a lot of them, and they matter, and they vote. So to understand what is coming, you need to understand how this media is being shaped.

And you also need to understand that the people who are governing this country--Donald Trump and his circle--have a very clear view of the new media that matters. You should be aware of it, as well as the president and the people who are benefiting from his largesse. You should be aware of it, and you should act and think accordingly.

And now my discussion with Ken Burns.

[Music]

Frum: For millions of people in the United States and around the world, Ken Burns is the preeminent guide and teacher of the American nation's history. Since his first feature documentary in 1981 on the building of the Brooklyn Bridge, Burns has told the story of baseball, the Vietnam War, jazz, and the Civil War.

To tell his stories, Burns invented a new cinematic technique that transforms still photographs and seemingly static interviews into moving pictures. Now Burns has brought his method and his insight to the American Revolution in time for the 250th anniversary of 1776. I'm honored to welcome Ken Burns to The David Frum Show. Ken, thank you so much for joining me today.

Ken Burns: Oh, David, it's my honor. Thank you for having me.

Frum: Now, I have to warn you at the beginning: I'm gonna have a somewhat different perspective on this from some of the people you've talked to. I spend much of the year in a part of Ontario settled by refugees from the American Revolution.

Burns: And it's probably one of my ancestors--Eldad Tupper might be there amongst the gravestones in your cemetery, so I'm a little bit more comfortable.

Frum: All right. I literally live on a road called Loyalist Parkway.

Burns: (Laughs.) Perfect.

Frum: So I wanna ask the first question, and forgive me if this is a little long 'cause I wanna set the table for you about where I'd like to go. There are, prevailing in American society today, two main versions of the Revolution story, and let's call them the triumphalist and the tragic.

The triumphalist says American patriots rose up to defend their liberties against the tyrannical British Crown. They fought, at first, against enormous odds but with [growing] confidence and capacity and strength. They won a series of battles. They converted a ragtag group of militias into an army. They defeated the British on the battlefield using European techniques--they beat the British at their own game--and established a new nation of rights and liberties. That's the triumphalist story.

And then there's the tragic story, which is this revolution originated in mass surveillance and citizen-upon-citizen terror, that it was everywhere--it was a civil war that divided the nation, with people driven into exile. And it was a revolution that created terrible victims in Indigenous populations and enslaved people, and that ultimately resulted not in a new nation of liberty, but in a slave republic that continued slavery 30 years after the people against whom they revolted abolished slavery.

Now, as I watched all the episodes of your series, you give voice to both the triumphalist and the tragic version in a kind of balance. And here's the question: My perception--and tell me if this is wrong--is, as a viewer, is that while your head is with the tragic version, your heart is with the triumphalist version.

Burns: Oh, what an interesting interpretation. I would say that it's both; the head and the heart are invested in both things. In order to do good history, and that is to say, not take what I would say would be the lazy, academic--in academics, you would call it the historiography filter: the triumphal or sort of tragic filter that you would add to it--and be umpires calling balls and strikes.

It requires a passionate love of the game, but not with a thumb on any scale. And that is a discipline we have all tried to adhere to, and the we is not royal. It's my co-directors, Sarah Botstein and David Schmidt; very notably Geoffrey Ward, who I've been collaborating with for 45 years, who wrote the script; a number of really talented editors and people who've been digging with us to find the maps, to find the documents, to find the drawings, the paintings, to do the live cinematography--all of that is going on.

So to me, continuing the baseball metaphor, if you're just gonna reduce Babe Ruth to hitting home runs, that's one way to do it. You can also just say he struck out a lot, and that's also true. But you can also just show the balls and strikes, and also that Babe Ruth only comes up once every nine times at bat. And so you have suddenly, as [Abraham] Lincoln would say in 1862, you've disenthralled yourself from the old sort of narrative that had to decide. And you don't have to do that.

You have to say, "Without George Washington, we don't have a country." But this is a deeply flawed, rash riding out on the battlefields, risking his life and the cause in several instances--Kip's Bay and Princeton and Monmouth, notably. And he also makes two gigantic--at least two gigantic tactical mistakes on the battlefield: in the largest battle, Long Island, where he leaves his left flank exposed; and in another huge battle, Brandywine, where he leaves his right flank exposed. And he should have known better; he's a surveyor, as Rick Atkinson says in the film.

But it's also true--and I think this is the problem, that we live in a place in which we are so wedded, addicted, devoted to binaries, right? It's either one thing or another. And the novelist Richard Powers said the best arguments--which are, of course, binaries--the best arguments in the world won't change a single person's point of view. "The only thing that can do that," he said, "is a good story."

So a good story suggests that it's able to contain contradictions within it, that there can be undertow. On our editing-room wall, we've had for years--that I put up--a neon sign in lowercase cursive that says It's complicated. There's not a filmmaker in the world that doesn't wanna leave a thing that's working alone, but we've spent our entire professional lives destabilizing stuff that already works in favor [of] the great tension between the facts and art, that somehow we still had to ring art out of being adherent to the facts of this thing.

So all of those things that you mentioned are true. The only thing I would say is that it's even more of a kind of a Grand Canyon of sedimentary layers. It's a revolution--and first of all, it's an argument between British people over rights. It's then a revolution. It's then also a bloody civil war, which we don't really want to admit to ourselves. The Loyalists aren't bad people--they'd be called today conservatives--those people who think, quite correctly, that the best form of government on Earth is the British constitutional monarchy and Who are these crazy people who have been opening my mail for a few years and are gonna do that? Two ministers, as you noted and as I'm sure you saw in Episode 1, are looking and said, You wanna be ruled by one tyrant 3,000 miles away or 3,000 tyrants not a mile away?And then it's also, in addition to a civil war--and much more of a civil war than our actual Civil War was: lots of civilian deaths in the Revolution, not so much in the American Civil War--it's a world war. So that we do it with European techniques, but George Washington hasn't got any idea how to operate a siege. He's turning to his French--they've not only sent money and materiel and ships, but they've sent a general and thousands of troops. And it's [Jean-Baptiste Donatien de Vimeur, comte de] Rochambeau who knows how to conduct a siege, and Washington is completely at his mercy of how to do it.

So I love the complexity of this, the undertow of this. And it doesn't, at the end of the day--to go back to my heart, David--it doesn't diminish. In fact, it only enlarges the power of the ideas. The Ecclesiastes, which is the Old Testament, says, What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there's nothing new under the sun. But the Revolution is something new under the sun.

Frum: Lemme pause you there with something, because--just in deference to my Loyalist neighbors in Ontario--I don't think it's right to say that they were conservatives. Because of my neighbors, I've been interested in the subject and I said, Who were they? And the best predictor of who became a Loyalist was whether you were afraid of your neighbors.

So in the North, where most--especially in New England--where most of your neighbors were Congregationalists and Baptists and Methodists, the Anglicans became Loyalists. In the South, where most of your neighbors were Anglicans, the Congregationalists, Methodists, and Baptists became Loyalists. Up the Hudson Valley, if you were a Dutch farmer who had learned English, you probably went with the Patriots; if you were a Dutch farmer who had not learned English, you probably stayed loyal to the Crown. In areas where they were Huguenots, French Protestants, if they had learned English, they were probably Patriots; if they had not learned English, they were probably loyal to the Crown. If you were in a society where the elites had a lot of consensus, like Virginia, then the elites became Patriots. If you were in a place like New York where the elites did not have a lot of consensus, then the elites tended to--and so on. And everywhere and always, Indians and Blacks were Loyalists.

Burns: Right, well, that's--right. Exactly.

Frum: What this is more about is breaking a tie--a check on the power of local majorities at the cost of local minorities. And that is, regarded by everyone, that's the cause. It's not modern people versus conservative people; it's people who feel they will be empowered if the Crown is taken away versus people who feel they will be made more vulnerable if the Crown is taken away.

Burns: Yes. Yeah, I agree, and I'm sorry because I'm guilty of the same reductionism. By doing that, I've been trying to understand why we had not set up the simple binaries of This person is good or This person is bad. We follow John Peters, who is a Loyalist from Vermont, who's the leading man of his community, who's sent by his community in a not-yet-existent Vermont, a politically existent Vermont, to the Continental Congress and goes, Wait a sec-- the first one--I don't subscribe to this. And he's arrested four times on the way back home and starts, eventually--driven from his home and his family driven from his home--starts a regiment of Loyalists and comes back down to fight in [John] Burgoyne's ill-fated Saratoga campaign.

Frum: Yeah. One of the things I was struck by--and again, this is one of your binaries--there's been a long-running argument in American history whether 1776 or 1787 is the crucial year: the year of the Revolution or the year of the Constitution. And it used to be argued that the Constitution was actually a kind of counterrevolution.

Now, that argument's gone out of fashion--I think it's sort of true. And one of the things I was struck by is that you discuss the 1780s in the last 10 minutes of the final episode. But I often wonder if a lot of our assessment of the Revolution is because of the successful counterrevolution of the 1780s, and if that hadn't happened, the Revolution might look a little different. I'm thinking of [what] a friend of the American Revolution, Edmund Burke, said of the French Revolution: "The effect of liberty to individuals is that they may do what they please; we ought to see what it will please them to do, before we risk congratulations."

The American Revolution achieved stabilization and success. It wasn't obvious on the day of Yorktown or on the day of the treaty in 1783 that it would lead to a stable country; that only became clear after 1787.

Burns: That's correct. It's a wonderful point. We were talking before we got started about my Civil War series, and in ways, almost all of the Civil War and how we understand it is shaped by the period after the Civil War, which we call Reconstruction, which has been invented by one group to be this horrible tragedy and invented by another group to be the first experiment in civil rights and its collapse athe tragedy. And whatever it is, it [ushered] in a period of white supremacy.

So it's very hard to abandon a narrative, and it was very important to us, who thought we weren't gonna go racing for the exits once Yorktown happened and the surrender took place, but to understand the way in which the failures of the [Articles] of Confederation, replaced by the Constitution and then the government, was a way to understand the ongoing tensions of how we would configure ourselves for generations to come, as well as sort out the winners, if you will, and the losers. The Native Americans being the worst losers, Black Americans, women, the French, and then the British being the least losers, and of course, the white American males being the winners of the whole shebang.

So it's a tough narrative choice to make, but I agree with you, absolutely. And what I like is we did a film a few years ago on Benjamin Franklin and spent much more time in the Constitutional Convention, much more time arguing over some of this stuff, and felt not so much that I didn't have to do it, but in this case, having won at Yorktown, I've got about 40 minutes before I'm gonna run the credits. I mean, and we don't think of it that way; we just look to see what can fit and what you can do, and we hinted at, like the vermouth in a very dry martini, the excellent point that you've made.

Frum: Yeah. Well, your point about Black Americans being the losers, one of the things you, in the, again, final episode, you talk about very--if I'd known this, I'd forgotten it, and maybe I never knew it--was the extraordinary sea lift evacuation that the British did at the end of the war. Tens of thousands of people in 18th century--this is something that you associate with the United States in the 20th century, but the British did a refugee evacuation on tens of thousands of people, some to the Caribbean, some to Nova Scotia. A few made it their own way to what is now Ontario. Some went back to Britain. But the Americans said, Okay, you have permission to evacuate your refugees, but we have a condition: No Black people--no Black people to whom someone has a claim of property. And that's part of the peace deal, that the Black people who stayed loyal to you must be abandoned to us.

Burns: Right. And [Henry] Clinton, who was then the military leader of all the King's forces in North America, said, No, we made promises. And it actually works out--in a very ironic thing, I was just in Fraunces Tavern in Lower Manhattan just the other day, and there's a room in there where they got together, and they decided--they had two lists of Negroes, as they were called--and what happens is families are torn apart because the mother can prove that she's been in the service of this officer or this Loyalist for this long, and so they're the property and can go, but the child cannot. And so there are heartrending moments at dockside when families are literally being pulled apart.

Frum: Yeah, you have a heartrending painting of one of those scenes, with a child being pulled one way by a man in a tricorn hat and the mother in another way--a woman who went to, I think, Bermuda or Bahamas and had to leave behind her stolen daughter.

Burns: Yeah, Judith Jackson. And it's just one--like William Blake [said, the idea that] you could find the world in a grain of sand in Judith Jackson's story holds true. And there's several other people that we are able to identify, if we don't have a contemporary image or even a later image, by the signatures on a line, by the roll, by wherever they appear, by a gravestone, that proves their existence and adds to the complexity of the story.

Frum: Now, the Northern states use the occasion of the Revolution to write constitutions that prohibit slavery. Or, I should say, the New England state--New York doesn't get around to abolishing slavery, I think, until the 1820s or '30s, something like that. But New England and Pennsylvania abolish slavery--

Burns: That's correct--first.

Frum: So the Revolution has a kind of--people take their words seriously. But in other parts of the country, the Revolution seems to fasten the slave system even more intensely.

Burns: Yes. Yeah, and so there's a wonderful comment--when I was making my film about Benjamin Franklin, I had the good fortune of interviewing the late historian Bernard Bailyn, and sort of baiting and switching at the end, I said, We've also been working on this film about the Revolution. Would you let me talk [to you about it]? So he actually said something that we used in the Franklin film and then used again here, that he said that before the Revolution, people didn't talk about slavery that much. There were some people who gave voice to its evils, but it wasn't [central]. But the second the Revolution happened--because it's often the planters themselves, the large slave owners, who are using the idea that the King is enslaving them--that the hypocrisy comes out, that then the question of slavery. And because you've broken out these British rights to now big natural rights, that all men are created equal--as Yuval Levin says, it's not men are equal; it's all--that you've opened the door and we're gonna drive a truck through it, however long--four score and nine years or 144 years--before women get to vote, or whatever it's going to be, it's going to happen. And so then slavery is always in discussion. And the people who are hearing the liberty talk, as Jane Kamensky says, they're as alive, if not more alive, to the possibilities of freedom than anyone else. So you have destabilized a lot of arguments.

But you're absolutely right: Slavery's making the British Empire tons of money. We say 13 colonies; there are 26 colonies. We are the least profitable. The 13 in the Caribbean, because they have sometimes 90 percent slave population--Jamaica, Barbados--they're the most profitable of all the far-flung sort of revenue streams of the British Empire. And so there's hypocrisy in Lord Dunmore offering--who owns his own human beings--freedom to just the enslaved people of rebels and not to Loyalists. It's an incredibly complex dynamic that we wanted to kind of represent.

But yes, I think what happens is that when you have suddenly opened the door to these Enlightenment thoughts that transcend the argument here, it's gonna be gone. It's gonna take longer for the people who are making a lot of money to do that. And in fact, it gets re-entrenched because even, I mean, you could say that [Thomas] Jefferson and Washington are anti-slavery; they know it's wrong. And Annette Gordon-Reed has this wonderful thing--well, how could Thomas Jefferson know something was wrong and still do it? And she goes, Well, that's a question for all of us, not letting Jefferson off the hook, but putting the rest of us on the hook. But by the time you have an abolitionist movement in the early part of the 19th century, then the enslavers are digging in and saying, No, no, no, this is inferior--not that Jefferson didn't write about that in the Notes on the State of Virginia--these are inferior people. They need to be taken care of. And so you're scrambling around for arguments that are, of course, even more specious than before.

Frum: Well, this is one of the notes of complexity you strike. If I recall right, the last Founding Father we hear from in the whole series is Benjamin Rush.

Burns: That's correct.

Frum: The doctor from Pennsylvania, who is, I think, the only member of the Revolutionary generation who is convinced of the full moral and intellectual equality of the races. There are many abolitionists, like [Alexander] Hamilton and Franklin, but they were not so certain about equality. Rush was.

But to make it complicated, Rush was also a medical crank, who killed--

Burns: That's right.

Frum: --hundreds of people--

Burns: Experimenting, yeah.

Frum: Yeah, with purging and bleeding and was--I mean, I shouldn't call him a crackpot, because these were fairly common ideas at his time--but people were beginning to have doubts, and he was with the medical reactionaries who said, No, when someone has yellow fever, you take a razor to their arm and release some blood, and that'll fix 'em. Oh, that one died too. Oh, well.

Burns: Yeah, I know. It's unbelievable--and I have another ancestor, Gerardus Clarkson, who, with Rush, helped found the first medical college, hopefully to learn better, in Pennsylvania, from that insanity.

Frum: Well, I wanna ask you something about--and this is the most unfair, most provoking kind of question--but about the things you didn't talk about.

Burns: Yeah.

Frum: So one of the things that has been a fixture of American history for 200 years has been the comparison of the American Revolution to the French Revolution: Why did the American Revolution work, and why did the French Revolution seemingly, at least in the opinion of most Americans, not work? But a thing Americans are not interested in is, what I would've thought is the much more salient question, of why did the American Revolution work when the contemporary South American revolutions did not work? That people are ready to compare Washington to the heroes of French liberty; they're not so willing to compare Washington to [Simon] Bolivar.

Burns: To Bolivar, right.

Frum: And I've got some thoughts on this, but I'd like to hear--how do you integrate the Latin, or I should say, because in Mexico, the revolution actually failed until the last minute, but in South America, the revolutionaries succeeded, but they left behind enduring instability, unjust societies. How do you understand the difference when it happened in North America and South America?

Burns: Well, I think this is a really important thing. The first thing to understand is that, unlike your world, which is the intellectual pursuit of these ideas and the history that undergirds it, is a kind of additive process; what I'm involved in is a subtractive one. I'm talking to you from New Hampshire. We make maple syrup. It takes 40 gallons of sap to make one gallon of syrup. So we're actually collecting the stuff and then pulling away: What can our story contain? And so we'd love to go off, press that Benjamin Rush button, which you can't do at the very last moment, when you're hearing somebody say the American war is over, but the American Revolution is still going on, and go into Benjamin Rush and all of the cuckooness that you described.

At the same time, as we acknowledge a few minutes before that, that the American Revolution is going to set in motion revolutions for the next 200-plus years around the world:, first in Europe, then in the Caribbean and South America, and in Asia and Africa. We're talking about all of that, but we're not at that stage; just like at the end of the Civil War series, we could hint at this progress, this thing that was going to be called Reconstruction, but we couldn't delve into it. And so, to me--I'm now working, by the way, if this is in any satisfactory a sop to you, David--I've been working, thinking about for decades and now working on a film called Emancipation to Exodus, which is exactly that: self-emancipating slaves through the Civil War to the Reconstruction, its collapse, finally to the Great Migration. And so we'll be going back and answering a fundamental question not dissimilar to the one you just asked me. And who knows, maybe we'll be able to say this American project ought to extend beyond the borders of just one of the Americas.

Frum: Can I test a theory on you?

Burns: Yeah, sure.

Frum: I have a thought about why Washington succeeded and Bolivar failed, and I'd like to know what you, with your great study of the subject, what you think about it. And again, bracket Mexico--in Mexico, the Spaniards actually won. And the Mexican case, the way I compare it, is that imagine that the British completely beat the Americans and executed Washington, Jefferson, Hamilton, and Franklin: firing squads, hanging, they were all--

Burns: Drawn and quartered, yeah.

Frum: --all dead. And the Spanish hero who defeated them all was General Benedict Arnold, and he becomes the leader of the country. And then he turns against the British and crowns himself Emperor Benedict I and declares the independence of America under his imperial rule. That's the story of Mexican independence. (Laughs.)

Burns: Yeah, right.

Frum: But going farther south--[Agustin] de Iturbide is the name of the guy who did it--going farther south, here's my theory and tell me what you think of this. In the United States, certainly in the North and even in the South, the white American population was big enough. They were able to lock the Indigenous people and the slaves out of politics. And they were military factors, but they were not really political factors, and they were completely locked out. And when the British tried to make use of them, that only consolidated Patriot feeling more against the British.

Burns: That's a very good point, yes.

Frum: In South America, the populations were not, so you couldn't lock the Indigenous and the slaves out of politics; you had to bring them in in some way. And Bolivar ends up bringing them in. And the result is he turns a political revolution into a social revolution--and a revolution that is not just against Spanish rule while preserving the structures of Spanish society, but it's something that turns into a slave revolt at the same time that then the new powerholders try to suppress. And the story of South America has been: When you pull the Spanish out, you uncork the bottle. And then repressive forces try to put the cork in, and they're never able to succeed, and the oppressed forces are never able to push the cork back out again fully either, and that's why it remains so stable. And that's the difference, is that the United States, it remained a quarrel within the Americans of European descent, and they were able to lock the others out and thus to prevent the political revolution from turning into--it was something of a social revolution but not a very big one, whereas in South America, it was a huge one.

Burns: Yeah. I'm not sure I'd buy into just the terminology of "lock the others out," but I agree with you. I think that's very, very smart. [Winston] Churchill, looking back at it, said we could only do two things. We could only handle union; we couldn't handle slavery, right? So that the Revolution was making a simple choice. And I think what we did do, David, and it doesn't answer your question directly, but I think it places the sort of foundation on which our narrative progresses not on the grade-school taxes and representation--which is obviously a big, huge part of it, and not to take anything away from those motivations--but about Indian land, all the way through. And so you have, very much pride of place, put Canassatego and his celebrations of the land that they have and the worry that the white people don't understand their relationship to the land and his confidence in the power of his Confederacy, a union--remember he says, Never fall out one with the other; he's sort of telling us, Don't have a civil war. And by the end of the sixth episode, we've brought a civil war to the Haudenosaunee, the Iroquois Confederacy, which destroys them, in the name of grabbing land in upstate New York and northern Pennsylvania.

So all the way through, even from our opening topic sentence of the introduction: It's not just a clash between Englishmen over Indian land, taxes, and representation. There was something that I insisted on because I think that's the way to understand it, because you have Native peoples living in separate and distinct nations, that are like the difference between France and Prussia, who have formed alliances, that have fallen out of those alliances, and we treat them as them. And we have both assimilated and co-existing Native Americans within the land we've already spent the last 150 years securing--we're gonna spend the next 150 years taking the rest of it.

And by the way, we do not start that Congress and call it the Eastern Seaboard Congress or the Eastern Seaboard Army in which we are placing you, George Washington, in charge of; we're calling it a Continental Army. We know where we're going. So I think the heart of this is less--and I don't know enough about Latin or South America to be able to argue in any real way--but to say the conquering has taken place. Here, we're just all about uncorking potentiality. And that's the whole thing, that we see this as an empire in the making. And George Washington, in the '80s, as things are beginning to unravel because the Articles of Confederation are so toothless, he's saying--and there's Shays's Rebellion--he says he's worried about drowning "our rising empire in blood." They know what they got. And they got, in the Treaty of Paris, everything to the Mississippi, and they want everything beyond that too.

Frum: Well, the financial stabilization of the Union depends on the Indian land. Once Congress is formed, how does the United States pay its bills from the world?

Burns: Exactly.

Frum: Land sales.

Burns: And you have a states-rights guy in Thomas Jefferson who makes the greatest land deal in the history of the world, which is aghast. I'm not even sure Alexander Hamilton would've had the guts to say, Yep. And he buys--you know, doubling the size of the United States with the Louisiana Purchase.

I think we have to recenter Native American land in this story, and that's what makes it different from a France and makes it different from a Haiti and makes it different from South American examples that you bring up, which I wanna plead ignorant--

Frum: Okay, I'm sorry. I told you it was a dirty trick to ask you about something--

Burns: No, no, no. I'm fascinated. You're now gonna send me down that rabbit hole. (Laughs.)

Frum: I wanted to take it back to the story of your head and your heart because you have the American flag over your left shoulder.

Burns: This is actually--may I just say something to you that will help you understand all of my dancing, whatever I do to dance on your next question? That is a Navajo blanket. Does that change the dynamics? That is not an American [flag]. It is a representation of the American flag--it is neither a flag nor even a quilt, which I collect and are all over, but it is a blanket by the Navajo people. And it, to me--

Frum: So now you're intensifying the contradiction that I was about to ask you about, which is you say goodbye to the viewer and you make your peace with the story by saying--you've talked about the heroism and the valor of those who fought, you talked about how those who fought came from the bottom of society: at the beginning they had property, but by the end of the war, the professional Continental Army is an army of propertyless men; the Minutemen were not. But all through the many hours we've spent with you, you have entertained or invited us or introduced us to many qualms and doubts about what's happening, but you end by saying, I'm going to give you a vision of the future of how this will all turn out that vindicates what happened. But as you are sorting this out, as an historian but also a storyteller--to the extent those are different--how do we make sense of we have our feelings about 1781 and 1783 decided by outcomes that no one in 1781 or 1783 could know or have any confidence in, even if they had visions of what the future might be?

Burns: I don't know the answer to that. I know that I felt that, because we had been so assiduous in trying to maintain all the complexities that we've described in our conversation, that I still had a sense that this was the most consequential revolution in history. That, as I've been saying out on the road--much to the chagrin, I assume, of some of my colleagues, who are too polite to speak up--that I thought it was the most important event since the birth of Christ in all of world history, and I'm willing to sort of go there and defend it; I think it's a way to wake people up to think about it. That there's something deeply patriotic, in a good way--and reclaiming the word patriotism from the scoundrels--and Samuel Johnson said, "Lost souls escape their loss of control in patriotism."

There's a way in which I wanted to reclaim a sophisticated--and it meant that for all the yes-buts that the film is constantly throwing up in terms--those last moments, the 40 minutes after Yorktown, are filled with a lot of the contradictions and the losses. It felt important to at least say in a way, Didn't we throw something forward? Couldn't we have a place where we could agree that everyone--and I've been out on the road, David, for months and months and months, and I have said the same thing to Joe Rogan as I said to the New York Times Editorial Board, as I said to inner-city kids in Detroit, and kids from Chicagoland area, and audiences in the evenings everywhere around the country. Because I think that there's a place to have purchase, particularly in this divided time, that if you wanna be clear-eyed about not [the] cure, but just getting better, you need to, as any professional would do when a person's in crisis, you go back and find out: "Who are your parents? Where'd you grow up? What'd you do? So what's your origin story?" And that you begin to reassemble your narrative in a much more positive, healthy way.

So having told a more complete [story], calling balls and strikes--and there's some unbelievable balls and strikes, as well as some grand-slam home runs--that I wanted to give it back to the hopefulness of, like Jefferson said to [John] Adams, "I like the dreams of the future better than the history of the past." "And so we shall go on, puzzled and prospering beyond example in the history of men"--"puzzled and prospering." It's not in our film; I've used it in a couple of other films, couldn't just do it again. But it's really the sense that there is some embedded hopefulness in this story that I wish also to not be extinguished, that I don't want to, in your original binary, sort of subscribe to the triumphal, nor do I wish to subscribe to the sad story.

Frum: There's a spirit of history that says that, as [Leopold] von Ranke said, that history is just what happened. But in reality, what actually happens is history is a resource in which people search for what they need. So you've referenced Lincoln a couple of times. So in Lincoln's youth, when the Constitution enshrined slavery, which he did not like, but the rhetoric of the Declaration of Independence seemed to condemn slavery, Lincoln said, 1776, good; 1787, defective, and We have to revert from the Constitution to the Declaration. And he made a hero out of Jefferson in a way that actually didn't make a lot of sense, but--

Burns: No, no, no. (Laughs.) Because he was running, probably, the greatest Federalist government of all time.

Frum: But it made emotional sense. So in that era, Lincoln said--and those of his ilk in the 1830s, 1840s--1776, good; 1787, bad. The historians of the 1950s, fresh from the McCarthy period, said, Wait a moment. You let loose the politics of every day--you're going to let loose a lot of paranoia and conspiracy theory and a lot of--like, a lot of the people who fought in 1776, what they thought they were fighting for was to stop [King] George III from turning America Catholic. And that was crazy, but that's what they went to war to do. They thought there was a Catholic conspiracy against the liberties of Americans. And so the historians of the 1950s often said, 1787, good; 1776, a little more troubling.

And so it goes in different historical periods. And I was thinking, when I was watching your conversation with my editor Jeff Goldberg, I'm old enough to remember the 1976 bicentennial and the mood of 1976 was the United States had been through Vietnam, Watergate, the worst recession since the Great Depression, at that time, and America said, We need cheering up. We need a feel-good version of 1776 to cheer us up in the tougher days of 1976. And I remember at the time thinking, What's the mood going to be in 50 years? And I live to see it. And the mood is--I think we're back in the mood of the 1950s, where a lot of people are saying, We are not so confident anymore about what happens when you say, Let's, loose the spirit, so let's dissolve the bonds of authority; let's dissolve the bonds of knowledge. If you wanna go out into your pulpit in the backwoods and say, George III has a plot to make America Catholic, that it turns out all right. And we may be in a moment where it looks and feels more like 1958 than 1976.

Burns: The other evening, at the National Constitution Center, I was speaking with Yuval Levin onstage, and he was saying the founders--who were trying to reverse engineer an autocrat in their designs of the document, in the writing of the code in the summer of 1787--wouldn't be surprised to come back and find that somebody wanted to take more power. That would not surprise them. What would surprise them was the acquiescence of what is Article One, which is the legislative branch. And that's Article One; it's not Article Two--that's the executive branch. And so I think that we're gonna be constantly moving. It's a kind of centering process.

And for storytellers, it's not so much we're reading the moment--because we can't, David. I began this when Barack Obama had 13 months to go in his presidency, and we've gone through lots of what Mark Twain would call rhymes throughout. When the wife of the German general who's with Burgoyne is coming over, she's worried about Americans eating cats. If, for some thing, we'd come out last fall, this would be like a gigantic, Oh, Ken Burns, you did this because we're talking about Springfield, Ohio, and J. D. Vance, and everybody's talking about illegal immigrants eating cats. That would've been a big rhyme. I think it'll pass by this fall with hardly a kerfuffle. But there'll be other things that were in the film, you know, years ago that are going to just rhyme in spectacular fashions. I don't know. But I have felt, my whole professional life, the movement.

I mean, even Gordon Wood, in the middle of our declaration sentence, said Lincoln knew this--he said, "All honor to Jefferson." That's the beginning of taking it away from the Constitution. And I could go back, and one of the things I'm working on with this Emancipation to Exodus project is: People do believe that the Constitution is a racist document. Actually, it's people like Frederick Douglass and Lincoln who decide, You know what, it's not actually, and here's how we're going to use it. And the leverage of that is, I wouldn't say, equally as important in a big conversation of head and heart as Lincoln quoting Jefferson at the Gettysburg Address, which is the Declaration 2.0: We really do mean that all men are created equal. He's replacing the original catechism with a slight adjustment to it. I do think it's as much the underlying, undergirding constitutional things that even Frederick Douglass can find purchase within the original Constitution to make his arguments about human freedom and equality.

Frum: Yeah. When you say the Constitution's a racist document, it's a document in which slavery is sort of the embedding problem.

Burns: Yeah, I'm not saying I'm saying it--I'm saying that the interpretation, as you correctly said, in the early 19th century, was for many that the Constitution was flawed, and therefore, we should go back further and resurrect Jefferson and the Declaration.

Frum: And we've created, then, this imagined history where the Constitution as you have it now is the same document as it was in 1787.

Burns: Right. (Laughs.)

Frum: And it really isn't. But they were solving a problem, which is how did they reassert the authority of the central government? How did they fund it? And when we talked about land sales, I mean, even before Louisiana, that one of the things that is a provocation of the Revolution, as you say at the beginning, is the Quebec Act of 1774, which basically assigns Ohio and greater Ohio to the province of Quebec with a view to stopping--Quebec has a royal governor, and so you can stop, or try to stop more effectively, migration westward across the Appalachians into the Ohio Valley. It's probably doomed never to work because the British were never going to pay the cost of actually policing it. But it wasn't an impediment; it was certainly--

Burns: And it was also an internal thing. It's more local consumption. They're trying to also pacify the Catholic population of this new state that they've absorbed because of the Seven Years' War, what we call the French and Indian War. And it's really the 1763 demarcation that you can't go over it 'cause we can't afford to protect you.

And so that's why many Native tribes think--because the British have beat the French and because they're supposedly keeping their own people from crossing the border--why more Native Americans went in with the British than went in with the Patriots and same for Black people, because they just saw perhaps more daylight in a British ambiguous position on slavery than on an unambiguous position on slavery that the Patriots had.

Frum: But unlike the lands west of the Mississippi, which will be homesteaded in the 1860s, where you can just basically--you show up; you start farming; it's yours--the lands east of the Mississippi were sold. And they were sold for cash. And that was how the new government paid the Revolutionary debt, paid its bills, paid its army, at last. And that was the problem that consumed the people of 1787, which is, "How do you pay the debts?" Which [is] one thing that South American governments were never able to do, and that set them on many of their paths, and that the new Republic of Haiti was unable to do--

Burns: I think it's because they didn't have in front of them the kind of tabula rasa, the blank canvas, ahead of them that was going to be not just the Manifest Destiny, but it was the place where we were gonna be able to create the income necessary to keep things running.

Frum: Well, so then this is where I will end with your generous time, but to go back to your head-and-heart question: Are you with Lincoln as a man of 1776, or are you with the historians of the 1950s as a man of 1787?

Burns: All right, I am going to drive you crazy, David, because I'm gonna say neither and both. So in his message to Congress in 1862, he says, "Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history. The fiery trial through which we pass, will light us down, in honor or dishonor, to the latest generation," right? And a few seconds later, he says, The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. As our case is new, we must think anew, we must act anew, we must disenthrall ourselves, and then we can save our country.

In the second inauguration, he says, If you are, I'm willing to go 500 years with this business, right? Every drop of blood drawn by the lash will be replaced by one drawn by the sword--as Old Testament as you can get. And then he pivots and goes, With malice towards none, with charity for all. So I am--in the fact that the American project seems to be hinging, I wouldn't even say, between head and heart but between these polarities of a sort of vigorous prosecution and an understanding of how much the past informs where we are now and a sense that the point is right here, and there's a kind of New Testament generosity that you have. So I buy into all of it, and I'm just trying to, in Whitmanesque ways, you know, do I contradict myself? Yes. And I contain multitudes, and so I've tried to represent--it's not so much me that contains multitudes; I've tried to represent the multitudes that yell from either side of the brain or from the head and the heart in the American project.

Frum: As you say this, maybe you are resolving another binary that we have about you, which is one of the questions about Ken Burns, and maybe the one that students of your work will struggle with the most, is: Are you first and foremost an historian, or are you first and foremost an artist?

Burns: I am a storyteller, and so--

Frum: And historians hate contradictions, and artists love them.

Burns: Yeah. No, no, no, you need to have them. Wynton Marsalis, one of the great artists that I know--dear, dear friend, we're like brothers--said, in jazz, "sometimes a thing and the opposite of a thing are true at the same time."

Like, if you are trying to superimpose the historiography of one particular view of the Revolution or of the Civil War, it doesn't fit at all. And yet, you know, [John] Keats said of Shakespeare that Shakespeare had "negative capability," which is a wonderful phrase. That was the ability to hold in tension a person's strengths and their weaknesses, and to postpone the decision about it for as long as you can, because that was closer to the realities of our own world, in which the people closest to us remain inscrutable to us. And that, I think, is the role of art.

And so storytelling, with my It's complicated sign, is the winner, but it also has to be subservient, if you can believe that, to the facts of the past. We cannot mess with what happened. It's Daniel Patrick Moynihan--there's an opinion to art somewhere, I suppose, and people are entitled to that, but not to their own set of facts. And so I've spent my entire professional life trying to figure out how to fit that square peg into that round hole and still come out with a narrative that doesn't throw it out and isn't also sort of treacly triumphant at the same time, in the case of the Revolution.

Frum: Ken Burns, thank you so much for your time today. It's been such a pleasure and honor to talk to you, and what a remarkable legacy you have given to Americans in this coming 250th-anniversary year.

Burns: Thank you, David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Ken Burns for joining me today on The David Frum Show. I wanna add a special thank-you to listeners and viewers of The David Frum Show. You'll remember that, in August, I requested participation in a survey about what you like and what you don't like, what changes, what suggestions you have for the program. Six thousand people responded to that survey, and we are--all of us at The Atlantic--overwhelmed, astonished, grateful to each and every one of you. Thank you so much. It has been so helpful, so informative. We benefit so much, and we are so appreciative of the enthusiasm that so many listeners and viewers feel for this program. Thank you.

As mentioned, the book I will discuss this week is Benjamin Nathans's To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause, Princeton 2024. To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause is a history of the Soviet dissident movement in the 1960s and 1970s. To the Success of Our Hopeless Cause won the Pulitzer Prize in 2025, and I am honored to have served on the jury that recommended the book for the prize. It is amply deserving of it. It's a very substantial book, and it may be more about the Soviet dissident movement than everyone will wanna read all the way through. But there's a part of the book that I think is very bearing on present American problems. The book introduces us almost at the very start to an individual named Alexander Vopin, who was--sorry, beg your pardon, Alexander [Esenin-]Volpin--who was the inspiration, the first breakthrough of the modern Soviet dissident movement.

Volpin was born in 1924 in the Soviet Union. He graduated from Moscow State University in 1949 in mathematics, and he immediately encountered trouble with the regime. He wanted to live like a free human being and wouldn't accept that that was not allowed. He was sentenced to prisons. He was sentenced to mental institutions. He was eventually released after the death of Stalin in 1953. But he never relented in his struggle for his individual right. But he based all of his opposition, all of his struggle, on a startling insight that struck people as one of those things that's so brilliant that it's crazy, so crazy that it might be brilliant.

Volpin began by pointing out that the 1936 Stalin constitution of the Soviet Union granted large rights to Soviet citizens: rights of freedom of speech, rights of due process. Now, of course, everyone understood that these words were meaningless, empty, that the regime utterly ignored the laws it pretended to be bound by. Volpin insisted, But what if we acted as if the laws meant something? What if we treated the laws as if they were real? He explained to his friends, Soviet laws--and here are his words--"ought to be understood in exactly the way they are written and not as they are interpreted by the government, and the government ought to fulfill those laws to the letter."

So he would be arrested for handing out a leaflet or criticizing the government in a poem, and he would argue his rights under the Soviet constitution. Soviet courts didn't know what to make of it. No one had been so insane as to argue that the Soviet constitution gave anybody any rights--they all knew it was a dead letter--but he would be in court insisting otherwise. And the Stalin terror was over, and the regime was trying to become, if not more legal, then more predictable. And sometimes he'd win because, after all, it was the law, and the courts were not quite prepared to say the law didn't count for anything.

Volpin explained to his allies and comrades, who looked at him at first as if he were crazy, he would insist, What would happen if we acted on the assumption that the laws are binding, if we acted on the assumption that our rights are real? And again, in Volpin's words, If one person did it, he would become a martyr; if two people did it, they would be labeled an enemy organization; if thousands of people did it, they would be a hostile movement; but if everyone did it, the state would have to become less oppressive.

I think there's a lesson here for Americans. Now, I don't want to make any comparison between the Soviet Union, even after Stalin, to the United States of today. But the United States is moving in directions in which laws mean less and less, in which the authorities flat-out say they're not bound by law; due process doesn't mean anything. The laws are in trouble--they are shaking in the United States. And one of the great dangers to the freedom of citizens is that we will act worldly, we will act wise, and say, Well, we all know they ignore the law. Volpin reminds us: They only can get away with ignoring the law if people acquiesce in the ignoring of the law. But if everyone did it, the state would have to become less oppressive.

So it's important, even as you know in your mind that the laws mean less and less in the United States, important to act in your heart as if the laws meant everything and to commit your personal political work to the premise that the laws are binding, that your rights are real, even as you confront an authority that seems determined to shrink the laws and take away rights.

Alexander [Esenin-]Volpin went in and out of prisons. In 1972, he was released to the United States. In those days, the United States did stand for freedom, and he lived a long life--he lived to age 91--and he died in the spring of 2016. Mercifully, he had a full life and died before he saw the United States begin to descend in its own path to unfreedom. He was spared that sight. I don't know what he would've thought of it. Well, I do know what he would've thought about it--he would've said to us, as he told his Soviet fellow citizens, Laws ought to be understood in exactly the way [they are] written and not as they are interpreted by the government, and the government ought to fulfill those laws to the letter. If one person did it, he would become a martyr; if everyone did it, the state would have to become less oppressive. Let's everyone do it.

Thank you so much [for= listening today--or watching, if you watch on YouTube--The David Frum Show. Thank you for joining me. As ever, the best way to support this program and the work of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. You might also want to consider subscribing to a David Frum alert on The Atlantic site; that will let you know whenever I post a new article on the site. And I will, of course, return next week with another episode of The David Frum Show. Thanks for joining. Bye-bye.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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The U.S. Tactic That Russia Is Using to Hoard Power

As a Ukrainian, I've seen firsthand how Russia has learned to emulate American soft power for authoritarian ends.

by Tetiana Kotelnykova

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




For decades, USAID was one of the greatest tools America had to promote democratic values in Russia. The agency extended humanitarian assistance while fostering political reform, and in doing so endeared the United States to Russians even as it undercut the Kremlin's authoritarian ambitions. It was a supreme example of soft power: working "through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion," as the political scientist Joseph S. Nye Jr. defined the term. Then, in 2012, the Kremlin expelled USAID, a decision that seemed to confirm just how effective it had been.

So effective, in fact, that Moscow has now decided to create its own version. The Trump administration shut down USAID on July 1; one week later, a Russian-government official revealed that the regime planned to establish a development agency modeled on the one Washington had just dismantled.

Russia senses an opportunity. Under Donald Trump, America has lost both the will and institutional capacity to counter authoritarianism abroad, and Moscow is already exploiting the vacuum that the president has left behind. Indeed, it has been using soft power for more than a decade to centralize its authority, sanitize its image, and accelerate its imperialist aims.

As a Ukrainian, I have seen firsthand how the Kremlin emulates Washington's tactics, wielding them to undermine the same values they were meant to protect. Its plan to replicate USAID suggests that Moscow's mimicry is only just beginning. The age of Russian soft power is here.

No country studied America's use of soft power more closely than the Soviet Union. Its first lesson came early in the Cold War. In 1950, the CIA launched a covert operation in West Berlin called the Congress for Cultural Freedom, which looked innocuous on paper: The group would invite scholars, artists, and journalists for conferences, exhibits, and concerts. But these events served distinctly geopolitical aims. They offered attendees a place to participate in public exchanges beyond the censorship of the Soviet regime. Over time, the congress fostered a transnational network of culturally influential elites who favored liberal democracy over communism and Marxism. The CIA's involvement came to light in 1967--but not before the congress had helped seed an anti-communist faction among the Russian intelligentsia and helped erode the Kremlin's ideological hold over the U.S.S.R.

Unlike the Congress for Cultural Freedom, USAID never kept its mission a secret. The agency was founded in 1961 explicitly to promote democracy, prosperity, and stability overseas. In practice, this meant building institutions that supported democratic and civil-society initiatives as well as directing aid across dozens of countries. But USAID had clear limits: It could help educate voters or monitor elections, but the agency's guidelines prohibited biased interventions such as endorsing a candidate or offering assistance to only one party.

Read: The cruel attack on USAID

In the 1980s, America broadened its use of soft power in the Soviet Union and elsewhere. Congress established the National Endowment for Democracy, a nonprofit whose range of political functions exceeded USAID's: training political activists, facilitating democratic transitions, endorsing candidates. In Poland, for example, the NED provided nearly $2.5 million to the Solidarity movement, the independent trade union that opposed the country's Soviet-backed government. But the nonprofit did so discreetly, using the International Rescue Committee, a humanitarian organization, as a conduit for the funds.

American soft power achieved some of its most dramatic successes with the so-called color revolutions, a wave of democratization that swept former Soviet states. These included Georgia's Rose Revolution in 2003, Ukraine's Orange Revolution in 2004-05, Kyrgyzstan's Tulip Revolution in 2005, and, later, Ukraine's Euromaidan in 2013-14. Each was bolstered by American foundations such as the Open Society Foundations and state-linked organizations including USAID, the National Democratic Institute, and the International Republican Institute. In Ukraine, the NED provided major financial support to Ukrainska Pravda, an independent online newspaper that amplified government dissent during the Orange Revolution. Meanwhile, USAID funded the U.S.-Ukraine Foundation, which in turn funded local opposition groups.

For its part, Moscow saw America's use of soft power as brazen political interference--even a threat to its rule. In a 2007 speech at the Munich Security Conference, Russian President Vladimir Putin condemned America's use of soft power, arguing that it was creating a world in which "no one feels safe." Rather than eschewing soft power, though, Russia began amassing its own. A few months after Putin's speech, the Kremlin established the Russkiy Mir Foundation to promote Russian language and culture abroad. The Alexander Gorchakov Public Diplomacy Fund followed a few years later, financing study trips to Russia and hosting international conferences with journalists, activists, and scholars. The initiative looked a lot like the Congress for Cultural Freedom, but reverse engineered to expand the Kremlin's authority rather than diminish it.

As Moscow extended soft power abroad, the regime grew more concerned about other countries exerting it within Russia. In 2011, mass protests broke out in response to parliamentary elections that showed signs of vote-rigging. The Kremlin promptly decried the demonstrations as foreign-financed plots. (USAID and other groups had supported election monitors that found indications of fraud, but no evidence suggests that Western-funded agencies played a role in organizing the protests.) One year later, the regime began designating NGOs as "foreign agents" if they engaged in political activities and received outside funding. Putin claimed that such NGOs had taken in more than $1 billion from foreign sources, offering the figure as ostensible proof of Western meddling.

Amid this crackdown, Russia's Foreign Ministry ordered USAID to leave. By its final year, the agency was operating in Russia with a $50 million budget, 60 percent of which was "allocated for the promotion of democracy and civil society," according to one analysis.

Maany Peyvan: At USAID, I prioritized the wrong argument

Soft power officially entered Moscow's foreign-policy lexicon in 2013. In a strategy document that year, Moscow enshrined it as an "integral component of modern international politics" and a "comprehensive toolkit for addressing foreign-policy objectives," even as the same document warned of soft power's "destructive and unlawful use" in manipulating public opinion and destabilizing states.

Soon after, Putin decided that soft power should be an integral component of domestic politics too. In 2017, his regime established the Presidential Grants Fund, the central mechanism through which the state finances NGOs inside Russia. It was presented to the public as a way to promote grassroots initiatives that foster civil society. But in reality, it has prioritized groups that advance the Kremlin's priorities by, say, offering nationalistic education. Putin created the Presidential Fund for Cultural Initiatives four years later, which finances exhibitions, festivals, and art that rehabilitate Moscow's image both at home and abroad. No matter how "destructive" soft power was in the hands of foreign leaders, Putin decided it could be productive in his own.

Russia readily admits that it copies America's soft-power strategy. Indeed, the Kremlin has seemed to suggest that it was pressed to do so. In 2022, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said that any "attempts to interfere" in Russia's internal affairs must be met with a commensurate response. "We have something to say," he continued. "We are not shy. We have answers to the false concepts and arguments promoted by Western soft power."

I have seen Russia's "answers" for myself. In 2014, Russia-backed separatists seized control of Horlivka, my hometown in eastern Ukraine. Authorities quickly banned Ukrainian symbols and dismantled local institutions, then established cultural events such as literary contests, festivals, and concerts aimed to attract Ukrainian youth. At first, my friends and I thought these happenings were benign, even fun. But Russia had designed them to get us to stop identifying as Ukrainians and embrace our new "motherland." Teenagers competed in musical contests that required them to perform songs expressing devotion to Russia. Boys participated in tournaments that tested their martial prowess, glorifying the idea of fighting on behalf of Putin.

Soon these programs were the only public events on offer. They became bound up with the few happy memories I have from the period after the occupation; even my attempts to escape the war--seeing a concert, going to a festival--pointed me back to Russia.

Since the full-scale invasion in 2022 and the occupation of new territories, Russia has ramped up its soft-power campaign in Ukraine. The Presidential Fund for Cultural Initiatives has funneled some $500 million into other countries to subsidize Russian propaganda. Much of this has shown up in Ukraine. In parts of the Zaporizhzhia region, the Kremlin sponsored an event earlier this year that used crafts, music, and literature associated with Russian folk holidays to instill in Ukrainians a "sense of belonging" with their new occupiers. Organizers of another event in the region sought to integrate Ukraine's "liberated territories into a unified cultural and educational space" by staging productions that showcased Russia's "spiritual and historical" identity. Last year in Donetsk, one program invited children as young as 7 to participate in a dance concert whose goals included the "dissemination of ethnocultural identity."

Now Russia is flexing this muscle well beyond Ukraine. It exerts much of its soft-power  work through the Russkiy Mir Foundation, which tries to cast Russia to the world as an enlightened ally rather than a regressive tyrant. In Beijing, Russian and Chinese students gathered this summer to commemorate the "heroic deeds of their ancestors" in World War II. In Istanbul, locals visited the headquarters of the Russian Geographical Society to see an exhibition "highlighting Russia's rich natural and cultural heritage." In Barcelona, the Russian Academy of Music hosts concerts and competitions celebrating Russia's musical tradition.

As of 2022, the Russkiy Mir Foundation reported running 96 centers across 45 countries that promote Russian language and culture through exhibitions, lectures, and academic partnerships. The foundation organized nearly 2,000 events that year, in addition to operating a television channel, radio station, and magazine--all of which serve to sanitize the country's international image. Meanwhile, the Gorchakov fund works closer to home, sponsoring academic gatherings and Russian-language programs in former Soviet states.

Exactly how a Russian version of USAID would fit into these existing initiatives is unclear, given how little is known about the proposed agency. But recent history suggests that its mission would have less to do with proffering aid than with complementing the Kremlin's liberal use of brute force. When the Russian legislator Sergey Mironov was asked about the agency, he replied, "Soft power works effectively only when it is a glove worn over an iron fist."

Such an agency could allow the Kremlin to project substantially more power abroad, not least by unifying the many fragmented efforts currently run by various ministries and state-affiliated actors. More than anything, though, a centralized development agency would help Russia position itself as an alternative to America--or, more precisely, its replacement. Moscow has a chance to present itself as a protector to the many nations that the U.S. once supported but has since abandoned. That's an opportunity Russia isn't going to waste.
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Winners of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2025

A collection of some of this year's winning and honored images, selected from more than 60,000 entries

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 22 Oct 2025


Ghost Town Visitor. Winner, Urban Wildlife. A brown hyena wanders among the skeletal remains of a long-abandoned diamond mining town in South Africa. ((c) Wim van den Heever / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Caught in the Headlights. Winner, Natural Artistry. Simone Baumeister shows an orb weaver spider on its web on a pedestrian bridge, silhouetted by lights from the cars below. ((c) Simone Baumeister / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Synchronised Fishing. Winner, Behavior: Birds. Qingrong Yang perfects photographic timing to show a ladyfish snatching its prey from right under this little egret's beak. Location: Yundang Lake, Fujian Province, China. ((c) Qingrong Yang / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Frolicking Frogs. Winner, Behavior: Amphibians and Reptiles. Quentin Martinez discovered a gathering of lesser tree frogs in a breeding event. Location: Kaw Mountain, French Guiana. ((c) Quentin Martinez / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Cat Amongst the Flamingos. Winner, Behavior: Mammals. Dennis Stogsdill witnessed a caracal hunting a lesser flamingo in the Serengeti National Park, Tanzania. ((c) Dennis Stogsdill / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Alpine Dawn. Winner, 11-14 Years. Lubin Godin found himself in mist-shrouded mountains with silhouetted ibex. Godin spotted the Alpine ibex resting above a sea of clouds during an early morning ascent. As the mist rose and the sun broke over the crags, he retraced his steps to capture this ethereal moment before fog thickened and the light faded. Location: Col de la Colombiere, Haute-Savoie, France. ((c) Lubin Godin / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Orphan of the Road. Highly Commended, Photojournalism Impact Award Winner 2025. Fernando Faciole watched an orphaned giant anteater pup follow its caregiver after an evening feed at a rehabilitation center. Faciole wanted to highlight the consequences of road collisions, a leading cause of the decline in giant anteater numbers in Brazil. This pup's mother was killed by a vehicle, and the hope is that it will be released back into the wild after being encouraged to develop crucial survival skills by its caregiver. ((c) Fernando Faciole / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Deadly Allure. Winner, Plants and Fungi. Chien Lee used an ultraviolet light to reveal the fluorescent world of an insect-attracting pitcher plant in Kuching, Sarawak, Borneo, Malaysia. ((c) Chien Lee / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Sole Survivor. A selection from from the portfolio Watchful Moments by Luca Lorenz, Winner, Rising Star Award. Lorenz had been watching a tree hole where this Eurasian pygmy owl and its mate were nesting. When one disappeared, the other continued feeding the chicks. On this day, the remaining bird returned clutching the chicks' breakfast in its claws, and called for its mate, but there was no reply. ((c) Luca Lorenz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Seal Serenity. A selection from from the portfolio Watchful Moments by Luca Lorenz, Winner, Rising Star Award. When the heavens opened, Lorenz was out with his camera. He minimized the lens aperture to ensure the full expanse of the sea was in focus and framed an inquisitive harbor seal enjoying the patter of the rain. ((c) Luca Lorenz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Mad Hatterpillar. Winner, Behavior: Invertebrates. Georgina Steytler showcases the strange headgear of a gum-leaf skeletonizer caterpillar. This caterpillar's unusual headgear is made up of old head capsules, each retained with every molt. The resulting tower is believed to help deflect attacks by predators. Location: Torndirrup National Park, Western Australia, Australia. ((c) Georgina Steytler / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Dawn Watch. A selection from from the portfolio Watchful Moments by Luca Lorenz, Winner, Rising Star Award. Lorenz was lying flat on the dewy grass for a better perspective of one of this park's ubiquitous blackbirds when four deer emerged from the mist and stopped to assess the situation. ((c) Luca Lorenz / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)



Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.
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        Trump Is Trying--And Failing--To Shield MAGA From the Shutdown
        Toluse Olorunnipa

        Each time President Donald Trump--nominally the leader for the entire country--has been asked about the government shutdown, he has replied with the rhetorical equivalent of a shrug, claiming that the situation is hurting "Democrat things" and that he is protecting the paychecks and priorities of his supporters. "The Democrats are getting killed on the shutdown because we're closing up programs that are Democrat programs that we were opposed to," he told reporters last Tuesday. "We're not closing u...
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        In what appears to be a case of extreme political hardball, the Trump administration has frozen funding for two of the most important infrastructure projects in the country, both based in New York City: the construction of new tunnels to carry trains under the Hudson River, known as the Gateway project, and the extension of Manhattan's Second Avenue Subway. The White House's decision, announced during the government shutdown, seems designed to put pressure on Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries, th...
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        This week, Politico revealed the contents of Young Republican leaders' group chats, which were filled with rampant bigotry, endorsements of rape, and praise for a certain fascist dictator ("I love Hitler").Some Republicans, including those who have directly employed the people in these chats, condemned these messages. But Vice President J. D. Vance had a different, and more telling, response. "I refuse to join the pearl clutching," he posted on X defiantly.When a political ally does something con...
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        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 ...
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Trump Is Trying--And Failing--To Shield MAGA From the Shutdown

The administration has tried to hurt only "Democrat things." It's not that easy.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Each time President Donald Trump--nominally the leader for the entire country--has been asked about the government shutdown, he has replied with the rhetorical equivalent of a shrug, claiming that the situation is hurting "Democrat things" and that he is protecting the paychecks and priorities of his supporters. "The Democrats are getting killed on the shutdown because we're closing up programs that are Democrat programs that we were opposed to," he told reporters last Tuesday. "We're not closing up Republican programs, because we think they work."

Those words are backed by actions. The president has taken extraordinary steps over the past three weeks to weaponize the closure of the government, steering federal funds to shield his chosen beneficiaries from the shutdown's harms even as he opportunistically damages the interests of his opponents. But despite Trump's efforts, he has failed to split the shutdown into a red-blue binary of winners and losers. His MAGA base has already been affected by the shutdown, his denials notwithstanding--and the pain for the president's supporters will increase significantly if the lapse in government funding continues into November.

Read: The Project 2025 shutdown is here

Farmers, a key constituency for Trump, are among those getting hurt. The Department of Agriculture halted crucial farm aid just as planning for the 2026 planting season was getting under way. Furloughs and mass layoffs, meanwhile, have decimated a small-business-lending program popular in rural communities. Federal subsidies keeping small-town airports afloat are scheduled to run out within days. And despite what Trump might suggest, the majority of the federal employees who are currently going without a paycheck live outside of the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area. Trump-friendly West Virginia, for instance, has among the highest number of government workers per capita in the country. "No matter how these programs are labeled by the administration, the cuts that are happening hurt everyone," Abigail Andre, the executive director of the Impact Project, which has been tracking federal workers' fates during Trump's second term, told me. "It's difficult to argue that you can cabin off certain parts of the country from impact effectively for very long."

It's true that Trump has been able to blunt some of the real-world ramifications of the shutdown for wide swaths of the public. Troops--whom the president sees as a key part of his political base--were supposed to miss their paychecks for the first time last week, but Trump ordered funds to be repurposed to cover the cost of their salaries. He did the same for members of the FBI, immigration agents, and other federal law-enforcement officers. He has steered money from tariff revenue to continue funding for the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children--commonly known as WIC--and ordered certain military celebrations to continue as planned. The administration is also looking for ways to pay air-traffic controllers, Politico reported. The moves, perhaps ironically, may be helping lengthen the shutdown by taking some of the pressure off of lawmakers to end the impasse.

But the longer the shutdown drags on, the more certain groups are going to require special treatment--and the more Trump's supporters will get hit as collateral damage. The administration has said it plans to "batten down the hatches and ride out the Democrats' intransigence." That strategy is making some of the president's allies nervous. Republicans are privately clamoring for additional carve-outs or bailouts to shield their constituents from the growing impact of a closed government--and are more publicly acknowledging that the expiring health-care subsidies at the core of the shutdown fight will also hurt their voters. All of this could force Trump, who has so far been something of a bit player in the shutdown drama, to take on a more central role in the inevitable dealmaking necessary to reopen the government.

On October 17, Arkansas lawmakers passed a resolution saying farmers were "in need of strong leadership from President Donald J. Trump" and Congress to prevent the imminent closures of thousands of local farms. "This is going to affect the state of Arkansas in a very mighty way," State Representative DeAnn Vaught, a Republican and farmer who introduced the resolution, told her fellow legislators before the vote. She likened the situation to "a tsunami coming." The government shutdown arrived as farmers were already suffering from low commodity prices, Trump's trade war, increased tariffs, and the expiration of the Farm Bill, several industry experts told me. Nearly half of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's staff has been furloughed, and local offices that help farmers access capital and other assistance have been closed since early October. Trump has promised to provide a bailout for farmers using billions of dollars collected from tariffs, but USDA officials have said plans for aid are on hold while the government is closed. Yesterday, Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins said her agency would be reversing course and restarting several aid programs beginning Thursday. But industry leaders have predicted that up to a third of farms in Arkansas could be forced out of business before next year's harvest without more federal intervention in the form of a multibillion-dollar bailout. Farmers in other states are facing similar pressures.

"The biggest worry of farms that see themselves as eligible for a trade-related bailout is that the delay may make it difficult to get the money," Vincent Smith, a professor in agricultural economics at Montana State University, told me.

Chris Gibbs, who grows corn, soybeans, and other crops in Shelby County, Ohio, told me he was waiting for the government to reopen so that he could apply for a commodity loan at his local Farm Service Agency. The office has been closed since October 1. The program's website says this is because of the "Radical Left Democrat Shutdown" and that Trump "wants to keep the government open and support those who feed, fuel, and clothe the American people." Rollins wrote on X yesterday that those offices would reopen on Thursday at Trump's direction, providing more than $3 billion in assistance. The people who will be staffing the offices, many rural voters themselves, will continue to miss paychecks as they return to work.

Read: Americans are about to feel the government shutdown

"Special thanks to our great USDA employees who continue to work without pay to serve our farmers and ranchers," Rollins wrote.

Gibbs, a former Republican and longtime USDA official who now chairs his local Democratic Party, said he opposes Trump's tariff-and-bailout policies but acknowledged that many farms "are under extreme pressure" and need help as they approach another planting season with tumbling prices for soybeans, corn, and wheat. China, a crucial market for American crops, has reduced its purchases in response to Trump's trade war.

"We're going to lose some farmers," Gibbs told me.

Even as his voters face hardship, Trump has made light of the shutdown, posting memes of Democrats in sombreros and depicting his director of the Office of Management and Budget, Russell Vought, as the grim reaper. Throughout the shutdown, Vought has been cast by the administration in the role of a shadowy and brutally effective operator empowered to direct the trauma of a government closure exclusively toward Democratic priorities.

Vought has sought to live up to Trump's hype, taking to X to announce freezes and cancellations of more than $35 billion for projects in Democrat-led states and pledging to enact upwards of 10,000 permanent layoffs during the shutdown. But his push to target blue states--including by halting $18 billion worth of infrastructure upgrades for Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer's hometown of New York--has not been as seamless as Trump may have envisioned.

When Vought announced that "nearly $8 billion in Green New Scam funding to fuel the Left's climate agenda is being cancelled," he listed 16 states--all of which voted against Trump in 2024. The post did not mention Montana, which was set to receive part of a $1 billion grant to help produce hydrogen fuel--a grant that was canceled by Vought's announcement. Republican Governor Greg Gianforte had been among the backers of the project, saying in 2023 that it "would create good-paying Montana jobs."

Just last month, local leaders in Mineral County, Montana--where Trump won more than 70 percent of the vote last year--had celebrated the proposed project as a potential boon to the community. The town of St. Regis had lost one of its largest employers, a sawmill, in 2021, and the hydrogen project was set to replace some of those jobs, State Senator Denley Loge, a Republican who represents the area, told me. Vought's cancellation announcement was devastating for a rural community already struggling from the shutdown, he said.

"Western Montana--especially the county we're in--is pretty economically depressed, and this might have been just a little bit of a boost," Loge said of the hydrogen project. "It's disappointing, because we were finally thinking we were making some momentum."

Several of the other 321 energy projects that were canceled are located in congressional districts represented by Republicans. White House officials have maintained that Democrats are to blame for any collateral damage from the shutdown. They have repeatedly pushed Schumer and other Democratic senators to vote to reopen the government before any negotiations over health care can begin. "The Trump Administration is working day and night to mitigate the pain Democrats are causing, and even that is upsetting the left--with many Democrats criticizing the President's effort to pay the troops and fund food assistance for women and children," White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in a statement.

It's not clear whether that sentiment will be sufficient for Republican lawmakers who are hearing from a growing number of their impacted constituents as the shutdown stretches into its fourth week. "Government shutdowns have tangible, painful consequences for real people," Senator Shelley Moore Capito, a Republican from West Virginia, wrote on October 7 in a local op-ed, highlighting the state's large concentration of federal employees. High-poverty states such as West Virginia rely disproportionately on government aid, including food stamps and other programs that are set to run out of money as soon as next month.

Some Americans might find buying a house or accessing scarce forms of transportation more difficult because of the shutdown. The National Flood Insurance Program is currently dormant, disrupting potential home sales along the Gulf Coast. Republican lawmakers have clashed over a stand-alone bill to reauthorize the program amid the shutdown, Politico reported. The Essential Air Service, a subsidy program that supports airlines operating out of small-town airports, is set to run out of emergency funds by November 2. Senator Lisa Murkowski, a Republican from Alaska, where the service helps connect remote communities that are inaccessible by road, said she has been reaching out to the Trump administration to relay how detrimental any disruption would be for her constituents. Even Congress--which is uniquely positioned to end the shutdown--is feeling it. Members are still getting paid (the House hasn't taken a vote since September 19), but many of their staffers missed a paycheck for the first time on Monday.

The administration's moves to lay off thousands have not fallen neatly along partisan lines. On October 10, the entire staff of the Community Development Financial Institutions Fund, a small-business lending program popular in underserved areas, received layoff notices. The CDFI Fund typically would be disbursing grants to small nonprofits and banks around this time of year, providing capital that would disproportionately flow to borrowers in rural America, industry leaders told me. Eight of the 10 congressional districts that received the most CDFI-supported funds are represented by Republicans, according to a recent analysis by the Urban Institute. (CDFI Fund staff also help support key pillars of Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, including a revamped version of Opportunity Zones designed to boost rural communities.)

Read: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

One CEO of a local lender, speaking on condition of anonymity due to fear of retribution by the White House, told me that community banks "serving small towns in rural America" will ultimately be forced to close because of the Trump administration's layoffs.

"It's going to be brutal," he told me.

For his part, Trump has said little about the impact of the shutdown on his supporters, instead telling Fox Business recently that the lapse in funding had given him "the right to cut programs that Republicans never wanted," including "giveaways" and "welfare programs." But those programs are a lifeline to the very people who helped Trump get into office--which makes his minimization of the shutdown an unsustainable position, Andre, of the Impact Project, told me.

"People across the country may not all notice right away, but the most vulnerable among us probably feel that pinch already," she said. "And the longer it goes on, the more of us will be impacted."










This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/shutdown-democrat-states/684653/?utm_source=feed
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Steve Bannon and the Murderers and Hitmen Who Became His 'Besties'

What the man who has Trump's ear learned in prison

by Jonathan D. Karl

Tue, 21 Oct 2025




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

The adult-education program at Federal Correctional Institution Danbury needed a civics teacher. Conveniently, a new prisoner with a history of intimate involvement in American politics--inmate No. 05635-509--needed a work assignment. And that is how Steve Bannon, the man who stood accused of helping orchestrate an effort to undermine American democracy and to overturn a presidential election, found himself on the federal payroll making 25 cents an hour teaching civics to fellow convicts.

Bannon's class met up to five days a week, with as many as 50 inmates showing up for the sessions. Whether that impressive attendance had more to do with Bannon's lectures or the sweltering summer heat is anyone's guess--the classes were held in one of the only buildings at Danbury with air-conditioning. In class, he taught the story of the American founding, referencing both The Federalist Papers and the writings of the anti-Federalists who believed that the Constitution gave the federal government too much power. His lesson plans described how the growth of what Bannon calls the administrative state betrayed America's founding principles. After one class on the evils of the Federal Reserve and the national debt, Bannon says one of his convict students raised his hand to ask, "And they say we're the criminals?"

The 70-year-old former chief strategist for Donald Trump had been found guilty on two counts of contempt of Congress. His crime: defying a subpoena and refusing to cooperate with the congressional committee investigating the January 6 attack on the Capitol. For four months, he would be housed in a two-story cellblock with 83 other men, all of whom shared two showers. Bannon's willingness to serve time rather than cave to Nancy Pelosi cemented his status as a towering figure in the MAGA movement. "I am proud to go to prison" if that's what it takes "to stand up to tyranny," he'd told reporters on the day he showed up to serve his sentence.

Danbury is not the kind of prison where you would typically find someone like Bannon. But because he had another pending legal issue--he later pled guilty to one felony-fraud count in New York related to a fundraising campaign--he could not be sent to one of the minimum-security prisons, sometimes referred to as "Club Fed," where inmates live relatively comfortably. Bannon wants you to know that he was locked up with hardened criminals in a real prison.

From the July/August 2022 issue: American Rasputin

Just a couple of weeks after his release, I sat down with Bannon in the cluttered living room of his townhouse on Capitol Hill. We spoke for nearly three hours about his time in prison. It was a dialogue that started with a phone call the day he was released, in late October 2024, and continued over dozens of telephone interviews as the former inmate resumed his role as one of Trump's most important outside advisers. As we talked about Trump's return to power, our conversations often came back to Bannon's experience behind bars.

"I wasn't in a camp like that pussy Cohen," Bannon told me, referring to Trump's former fixer Michael Cohen. Danbury is, in Bannon's words, "a rough place"--"a fucking low-medium security with gangbangers and fucking drugs and stabbings." Soon after he arrived, he told me he saw a group of inmates "take a shiv out and fucking rip a guy." There was "blood everywhere." When police officers asked Bannon what he'd seen, he refused to tell them anything. "You just can't," he said. "You answer any question a cop asks you, and you're done." He was eager, though, to tell me about the "murderers, fuckin' mob hitmen, who were my besties."


This article has been adapted from Jonathan Karl's book, Retribution: Donald Trump and the Campaign That Changed America.



Among the prison's few amenities is a small room with three TVs--"a Spanish TV, a white TV, and a Black TV"--behind a glass barrier; inmates can use handheld radios to listen to the TV of their choice. One evening in July, all three were tuned to the same channel, to the reports from a Trump rally in Butler, Pennsylvania.

Bannon had been in the computer room when a guy raced down to get him: "Hey, boss," the inmate said. "Trump shot."

"What?"

"Trump shot."

Bannon had long feared that something like this would happen. I had spoken to him weeks before his prison sentence began, and he told me the only way Trump wouldn't return to the White House was if the election was stolen or he was assassinated. "I'm very worried," Bannon said. The Democrats, the media, "they're giving moral justification that whoever takes [Trump] out is a hero." In a speech that summer, he warned a crowd in Detroit, at a conference sponsored by Charlie Kirk's Turning Point USA, that "between now and Election Day, they're going to try to take out so many people." It was, he predicted, "victory or death!"

Now, watching the news through the protective glass, he was convinced his fears were coming true. The Secret Service had failed to protect Trump. A gunman had taken a shot at him. Bannon watched as a blood-flecked Trump stood up and shouted, "Fight! Fight!" Had Bannon not been in prison, he would have immediately taken to the airwaves to amplify that message.

At the time, I had one thought: America is lucky that Steve Bannon is behind bars.

For as long as Bannon has been in Trump's orbit, he has been the voice channeling the anti-establishment rage at the heart of the MAGA movement, preaching a no-compromise, screw-your-opponents, tear-down-the-institutions approach to politics. He used his post as "chief strategist" in the first Trump presidency to go after Republicans inside and outside the White House who were unwilling to do what was necessary for Trump to transform Washington. Bannon kept a list of Trump's major campaign promises on a whiteboard in his West Wing office. After seven months, only a few items were checked off, and Bannon was fired. The truly radical Trump presidency would come later.

Bannon wasn't out of Trump's good graces for long, though. And unlike many of Trump's allies, he did not waver in his support after the failed attempt to overturn the election. In fact, he became even more devoted, building his video podcast, War Room--the twice-daily dose of resentment and retribution for Trump supporters--into the center of the MAGA-media ecosystem. The show guided hard-core Trump supporters through all of the state election recounts in early 2021 and helped spread the bonkers theory that the former president could be reinstated before the next election. The plan to oust Kevin McCarthy from the speakership in 2023 had been largely hatched on Bannon's show. Trump himself was a regular viewer. At least once, Bannon interrupted an interview to answer his phone. "Hey, Mr. President," he said. "I'm live on TV; can I call you back?"

Bannon lined up an eclectic group of about 20 guest hosts--including his daughter Maureen, Rudy Giuliani's son, and Osama Bin Laden's niece--to keep the podcast going while he was behind bars. "I'm not a journalist. I'm not in the media," Bannon said shortly before going to prison. "This is a military headquarters for a populist revolt. This is how we motivate people. This show is an activist show. If you watch this show, you're a foot soldier. We call it the Army of the Awakened."

But even while he was imprisoned, he found ways to wield his influence. One of the first things I talked with Bannon about after his release was the assassination attempt. If Trump had shown up to the convention declaring, "'Fuck them, they tried to kill me,' I think the country would have been on fire," I told Bannon. "He calmed it down."

"He calmed it down, yes," Bannon replied.

"But you would have been fanning the flames."

"Throwing fucking gasoline on it. Fuck yes!" Bannon shot back. "I would have revved that thing up to a 10."

And, he added, cryptically: "I'm not saying I didn't make that recommendation through code."

Through code?

Yes, Bannon had a way of getting messages to the Trump campaign--and to Trump himself--while he was behind bars.

In prison, Bannon spent as much time as he could in the computer room, using one of the four PCs--equipped with a two-decade-old Windows operating system--that were shared by the 84 prisoners in his cellblock. He would sign up to use the computers for an hour, and then, after a 15-minute break, sign up again. Bannon was cognizant of "prison etiquette" about not hogging the computers, but said that he would sometimes spend 10 hours a day "working on campaign stuff."

David A. Graham: What to cheer about in the sentencing of Steve Bannon

The devices were not connected to the internet, but he could communicate via email with a few dozen preapproved individuals. The Bureau of Prisons would review the correspondence on its way in and on its way out. His daughter Maureen, whom he calls Mo, and his chief financial officer, Grace Chong, helped him keep up with the news. "They had a system of sending me, first off, all polling data, everything like that, analytics," he remembered. "They would send it to me, and I'd be able to comment and ask questions." They also sent him images of various news websites so he could see what stories were online even though he didn't have direct access to the internet. "I'd have 50 stories. I couldn't click on the stories, but I said, 'Send me boom, boom, boom.' And they'd cut and paste and drop it in there."

Bannon claims that an investigative officer at Danbury--an official he described as "pure MAGA"--had warned him that his communications were being reviewed by "Main Justice," otherwise known as the Biden administration. So he developed a coded system to let "the girls" know which messages were to be passed on to Trump or to those around him, in particular the aide Boris Epshteyn: "I had just a system to get to Boris, kind of in quasi-code, through Mo into Grace," he said. Was there literally a code word? "Well, we had--" he began, before catching himself. "I don't--the Bureau of Prisons could go back through it. We had a way that they could get to him."

And in the days following the assassination attempt, Bannon let campaign officials know that he believed they were making a huge mistake by trying to reduce tensions rather than raise them.

"Trump's going to be Trump. You're not going to have that 'unity,'" he remembered saying. "What you're going to do is blow a huge opportunity to differentiate yourself. And quite frankly, throw down harder that they tried to assassinate him. Put it back on them. Get into the thing about the lax security. Double down, triple down on this. It's a winner."

Fortunately, the campaign disregarded the advice. As Bannon watched speaker after speaker at the convention praise Trump's message of unity, he found himself growing angrier and angrier. "I hated the convention," Bannon told me. "The kumbaya, the cancellation of all the guys who wanted to get up there to fucking throw fucking fists."

"If I had been around, that would have never happened," he said. "Ever."

Though much of Bannon's attention for those four months was focused on the world outside Danbury, he said he learned a lot in prison.

"You can actually get a sense of where the country is in prison," he told me. "Every Hispanic and Black family in America has someone they know that's incarcerated; that's just the reality. It may not be their son, but it's a cousin, or nephew, or a next-door neighbor. These mass incarcerations are out of control for nonviolent drug charges."

Bannon wanted me to know he didn't hang out just with the other nonviolent offenders. One of his closest prison buddies was an Italian guy named Vito--"the single biggest Trump fan you've ever seen," Bannon told me. "He could literally quote" Trump's speeches.

Vito is a reputed member of the Columbo crime family named Vito Guzzo. He had been locked up for nearly three decades after pleading guilty to five murders and several other crimes, including arson, racketeering, and attempted murder. When he pleaded guilty in 1998, the judge asked him to describe his crimes. He did so with no emotion. "I killed Ralph Sciulla by shooting him in the head," he said, reading from a piece of paper. "I killed Anthony Mesi by shooting him. I shot John Borrelli."

Vito has been a free man since April. Bannon helped him get an early release--after serving 26 years of his 38-year sentence--through the First Step Act, the criminal-justice-reform bill signed into law by Trump in 2018.

A friend captured on video the moment Vito walked out of Danbury--swaggering in a white Sergio Tacchini tracksuit, pristine tennis shoes, and dark sunglasses, his hair slicked back.

"Come on," Vito can be heard saying as he gives his girlfriend a hug. "Let's get out of here."

Vito's girlfriend sent the video to Bannon, who watched with gleeful pride at his friend's composure. "That guy is so impressive," Bannon told me. "Look at that guy's tracksuit; look at the shoes; look at the hair." Nearly three decades behind bars and he "walks out, totally precise. These guys amaze me."

Bannon had been a critic of the First Step Act--it was one of the only things he disagreed with Trump about. The initiative, which sought to improve conditions in prison and to give inmates more opportunities for education and early release, had been pushed by Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner, whom Bannon often clashed with. Now Bannon had come around. "Jared was a genius about this. It is our ticket to a massive coalition," Bannon told me. "Remember, in Spartacus the slave revolt starts in a prison, right?"

(Though Bannon expressed what seemed to be genuine concern for the treatment of the inmates he got to know at Danbury, his compassion for the accused was far from consistent. He had only praise for the Trump administration for flying two planeloads of alleged Venezuelan gang members, without the benefit of a hearing or reasonable notice, to the CECOT prison in El Salvador--a place that actually resembles hell on Earth. "Guess what, if there are some innocent gardeners in there? Hey, tough break for a swell guy," Bannon said on War Room in March.)

Read: No one was supposed to leave alive

Bannon's time in Danbury convinced him that Trump was going to win again. In his view, he told me in October, Kamala Harris was doomed by her record as a prosecutor in California. "No Black or Hispanic men are going to vote for Kamala Harris, because of the mass incarcerations," he told me. "The Black community, the Hispanic community, they literally hate her." Prison, he said, "is the most MAGA place I've ever been in my life, from the minorities." (According to a Navigator Research postelection survey, Harris won 49 percent of the Hispanic-male vote and 71 percent of the Black-male vote. Directionally, though, Bannon's broader point stands: Joe Biden did 35 percentage points better than Harris among both groups in 2020.)

But the main thing Bannon learned in prison is that he doesn't want to go back there. He was released on October 29, at 3 a.m.--because prison authorities wanted to avoid the commotion of a press conference. As he walked out of the prison gate, he was met by Maureen, who ran over and gave him a hug. It was exactly one week before the 2024 election, and within hours of his release--before 6 a.m.--Bannon's phone lit up. Donald Trump was on the line.

"My Steeeeeeve! My Steeeeeve!" Trump said as they both laughed. "You're a convict." The former president had lots of questions for Bannon about his life behind bars. If Trump lost the election the following week, there was a very real chance that he would end up in prison. How bad was it?

"Let me be blunt," Bannon told Trump. "It's hard as shit. So we're not going there."

Trump didn't go to prison, obviously; he went back to the White House. And his second term is proving to be far more consequential, more radical, and more lasting than his first.

He has put his personal legal team in charge of the Justice Department, squeezed top law firms to do his bidding, and upended a half century's worth of ethics and anti-corruption reforms by mixing family business deals with government business. He is attempting to use the Federal Communications Commission to police and punish television networks that he says treat him unfairly and is pressuring U.S. attorney's offices to prosecute his political enemies.

Trump hasn't always taken Bannon's advice on policy, but Trump's brazen attack on norms and on his real and perceived enemies is exactly what Bannon has been preaching. From his powerful post on War Room, Bannon is pushing the aggrieved president to use his power to not just defeat his enemies but destroy them, and Trump is pursuing that agenda to a much greater degree than he did the first time around.

The unity talk Bannon so despises is gone completely. Two days after the killing of Charlie Kirk, Bannon attacked Republicans who were calling for people to turn down the partisan rhetoric. Bannon hated it when Governor Spencer Cox stepped forward the day Kirk was killed and said we had to "stop hating our fellow Americans."

"We're not gonna say it's a time to bring people together," Bannon told the foot soldiers of the MAGA movement. "You know why? One side has to win here."

At times, Trump still turns to Bannon for guidance, as if he were working down the hall from the Oval Office. Case in point: Bannon's previously unreported role in the events leading up to President Trump's remarkable confrontation with Volodymyr Zelensky at the White House in February.

On Monday of that week, President Trump convened his top national security advisers in his dining room adjacent to the Oval Office. It was a busy time. French President Emmanuel Macron had just met with Trump, and British Prime Minister Keir Starmer was due soon. Both were pleading with Trump to continue military support for Ukraine and its president. Zelensky himself would be coming to Washington in a few days, though the visit had not yet been announced.

Trump's advisers had worked out an agreement with their Ukrainian counterparts whereby, in exchange for continued military support, Ukraine would promise the United States a share in the development of its natural resources, including its deposits of rare-earth minerals. But as Trump reviewed the draft agreement, he didn't like what he saw, believing the terms were not favorable enough to the United States. He looked out at the most important officials in his administration: Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Special Envoy Steve Witkoff, National Security Adviser Mike Waltz, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, and Vice President J. D. Vance. Then he turned to Waltz:

"Get Steve Bannon on the phone."

Bannon saw Waltz calling and sent him to voicemail with a text: "The show is live. I'll call you at noon." A few minutes later, his phone rang again. This time he could see it was Trump calling from his personal cellphone. Bannon quickly went to commercial break, telling his producer to make it a long one.

"Yes, Mr. President."

"Hey, Steve, I've got the boys here," Trump said. "I'm going to put you on speaker."

For the next 30 minutes, Trump had Bannon tell his national-security team, through the little iPhone speaker, why he didn't like the deal and why he didn't trust the Ukrainian leader.

"I hear you don't love this deal," Trump said.

"I fucking hate it," Bannon said. "I hate everything to do with it." He said he understood that Trump wanted to recoup the $350 billion that he estimated the U.S. had spent on Ukraine. But the deal "ties us to Ukraine." Bannon, who knew there had been talk of a Zelensky meeting, referred to the Ukrainian president as "that punk": "If that punk comes here, he's going to want a security guarantee," Bannon said. "You can't trust him. You can't trust any of the Europeans. You can't trust Putin either, but these guys are really slippery."

Read: A man who actually stands up to Trump

The rest of the saga surrounding Zelensky's visit to Washington is an extraordinary piece of U.S. history, and there's little doubt that Bannon's advice set the tone for the coming conflict.

"You're not in a good position," Trump told Zelensky, his voice rising. "You don't have the cards right now."

"I'm not playing cards," Zelensky interrupted.

"You're playing cards," Trump shot back. "You're gambling with the lives of millions of people. You're gambling with World War III."

"What are you speaking about?" Zelensky asked.

"You're gambling with World War III," Trump repeated. "And what you're doing is very disrespectful to the country, this country that's backed you far more than a lot of people said they should have."

It was the kind of tough-guy language that would make a mob hitman proud.

For nearly a century, America had helped keep peace in Europe, standing shoulder to shoulder with our allies against aggressors. But there in the Oval Office, Trump was doing more than berating an American ally; he was declaring to the world that America was no longer the country that, in John F. Kennedy's words, would "pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty." Now a U.S. president was showing an ally the true meaning of "America First."

Trump's final words before the cameras left the Oval Office made clear that, although Trump was angry, he was also enjoying himself. "All right, I think we've seen enough," Trump said to the shocked reporters in the room. "What do you think? This is going to be great television. I will say that."

Great television, perhaps, but, thanks in part to Trump's favorite convict, Trump is now doing far more than playing to the television cameras. He's changing America in ways that will long outlive his presidency.



This article has been adapted from Jonathan Karl's book, Retribution: Donald Trump and the Campaign That Changed America.
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ICE's 'Athletically Allergic' Recruits

Push-ups, sit-ups, and a brisk jog pose a threat to Trump's deportation campaign.

by Nick Miroff

Mon, 20 Oct 2025




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

President Donald Trump's plan to double the size of the ICE workforce has met a foe more powerful than any activist group. It is decimating new recruits at the agency's training academy in Georgia. It is the ICE personal-fitness test.

More than a third have failed so far, four officials told me, impeding the agency's plan to hire, train, and deploy 10,000 deportation officers by January. To pass, recruits must do 15 push-ups and 32 sit-ups, and run 1.5 miles in 14 minutes.

"It's pathetic," one career ICE official told me, adding that before now, a typical class of 40 recruits had only a couple of candidates fail, because the screening process was more rigorous.

The academy's standards have already been eased to boost recruitment, he said, and the new parameters "should be the minimum for any officer." He and others, none of whom were authorized to speak with reporters, told me that agency veterans are concerned about the quality of the new recruits being fast-tracked onto the street to meet Trump's hiring goals.

An email from ICE headquarters to the agency's top officials on October 5 lamented that "a considerable amount of athletically allergic candidates" had been showing up to the academy; they had "misrepresented" their physical condition on application forms. The email directed leaders at ICE's field offices to conduct preliminary fitness exams with new recruits before sending them to the academy.

"We all know the self-certification method has failed," Ralph Ferguson, an operations official at ICE headquarters, wrote.

The Department of Homeland Security spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin told me in a statement that the one-third failure rate reflected only "a subset of candidates in initial basic academy classes," and not all new hires. She said DHS expects to fill 85 percent of new deportation-officer positions with experienced law-enforcement officials whom they can fast-track. Although they will not be required to pass a fitness test at the ICE academy, "they remain subject to medical, fitness, and background requirements," McLaughlin wrote.

Read: Who wants to work for ICE? They do. 

The Trump administration has slashed the amount of time that new ICE recruits spend at the federal-law-enforcement training academy in Georgia, from roughly four months to eight weeks. Some of the fresh hires have dropped out of the academy after flunking exams on immigration law and Fourth Amendment limits on officers' search authority, one official told me. But the fitness test has been the biggest nemesis to the new recruits. The 1.5-mile run, in particular, has toppled more trainees than any other requirement, two officials said.

The requirement is not arbitrary. Under Trump, ICE has tripled the number of people it arrests on U.S. streets, and, as more and more social-media videos show, being a deportation officer often involves chasing people through parking lots and wrestling them to the ground. Veteran officials typically want younger officers to be the ones doing the chasing and the tackling. And if they have to face angry crowds, they want capable backup.

Senior ICE officials have moved up the fitness test on the academy's calendar in hopes of weeding out unfit candidates earlier in their training. The agency can't afford to waste slots at the academy with recruits "who can't even do push-ups," one official said.

McLaughlin confirmed the change, but insisted that the department wasn't cutting corners. "We are moving fitness checks earlier in the training sequence to improve efficiency and accountability--not to lower standards," she told me. (This all comes as Department of Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth has overhauled military fitness standards and implemented new testing requirements that include push-ups, running drills, and weight lifting.)

ICE is offering a $50,000 hiring-and-retention bonus, along with student-loan forgiveness and other enticements. New hires are being told to report to work in sneakers so they can more easily drop and do crunches and push-ups on the carpets of crowded agency offices. The logistics of staging a timed 1.5-mile run have been more difficult to coordinate, one official told me.

And what happens when someone fails the pre-screening or the academy test? ICE's field-office directors can try to rotate those candidates to an administrative job or another position with lower fitness standards. But with so many candidates failing, the directors have had to seek guidance from ICE's legal department as to whether to revoke job offers. The attorneys told them to cut loose new hires who fail if they aren't fit for other openings at ICE. But they have to assign them administrative tasks to perform while waiting for ICE's human resources to issue termination letters. "It's a disaster," one senior ICE official told me.

Read: Trump loves ICE. Its workforce has never been so miserable.

DHS has boasted that ICE has received more than 175,000 applications from its recruitment drive as it rushes to spend some of the $75 billion in new funds it received from the One Big Beautiful Bill Act this summer. But that figure is not quite as large as it seems. The number of unique individuals who have applied is about 50,000, one official told me, because many people have applied for multiple positions. There are three pools of candidates: new recruits with no training, current law-enforcement officers, and recently retired ICE officials who can come back and continue collecting their pensions in addition to a salary.

The new recruits are the only ones who have to complete the fitness test. Retirees and currently employed law-enforcement officers can "self-certify" without being tested. The latter group will comprise the bulk of new hires for the deportation-officer jobs, according to DHS officials, who insist that the overall goal of 10,000 additions by January remains on track.

Those hired from other police agencies have a much easier path, and many are already reporting for work at ICE field offices while they complete online training courses in immigration law and Fourth Amendment procedures. But one official told me that ICE does not have enough guns or vehicles for everyone, and the lack of experience among new hires with booking and processing procedures means they're not especially helpful for administrative tasks. Other ICE field offices are short of parking spaces and bathroom capacity to accommodate a two- or threefold jump in staffing, a senior official told me. They've been told to divide up cubicles and look for additional space to lease.

I wrote to eight people I met who applied for ICE jobs at a hiring expo outside Dallas in late August. Of the five who responded, four did not get offers. Only one said he remained in the pipeline for a job.

He runs triathlons and isn't worried about the fitness test. But since completing a lengthy questionnaire for his background check a week ago, he hasn't heard back. "There have been some twists and turns," he wrote. "I suspect it may be a while with the government shutdown."
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Why the 'No Kings' Protest Moved Me

The protesters' depth of feeling was matched only by the modesty and decency of the event.

by George Packer

Mon, 20 Oct 2025




Radicalized By Basic Decency read the sign of a middle-aged man in a ball cap and fleece jacket. Among the hundreds, maybe thousands, of people lining the main street of a small town in upstate New York on a perfect fall Saturday afternoon, this man and his words stuck with me. He was the sort of mild, ordinary-looking person you'd never notice in a crowd if not for his sign. And that was true of almost everyone. These were not the America-hating, Hamas-loving, paid street fighters that Republican leaders had dreamed up in the days before the countrywide "No Kings" rallies. Amid hundreds of American flags, I saw one Palestinian and several Ukrainian. The people were mostly over 40, many much older, some using walkers and wheelchairs, alongside parents with young children, like the woman with two small girls I saw standing slightly outside the crowd holding up a sign: So Bad Even the Introverts Are Here.

The tone of the protest was good-natured indignation, as if something these people cherished had been taken from them and defiled: This Is the Government the Founders Warned Us About; Make Orwell Fiction Again; Longtime Republican, First Time Protester; He doesn't even own a dog; I [?] USA. So many signs referred to the patriotic events of 250 years ago that you might have thought you were at a Tea Party rally. There wasn't a hint of unruliness, let alone violence. Three town cops looked on with nothing to do. (Down in New York City, 100,000 people marched without a single arrest.) At sunset in a nearby park, after listening to a gray-bearded man read out an updated Gettysburg Address beside a giant inflatable Donald Trump, the crowd began to leave. "Thanks, guys," a woman called to the cops, who waved and wished her a safe trip home. By nightfall, the ruling party had changed its line, while keeping a straight face, to mocking irrelevant old white people.

From the November 2025 issue: I don't want to stop believing in America's decency

I don't know if No Kings will transform from an intermittent day of protest into a political movement. But if anything can rouse the stupefied mainstream in time to stop the collapse of everything good about America, it's a spectacle like this: dignified, irreverent, driven by old-fashioned love of country. No Kings has no celebrated leaders. It offers no political platform or strategy, but instead a reminder, an example, and a rebuke. It presents a vision--perhaps a mirage--of what once was and might still be. Hope in a dark time is enough to make you want to cry, and I found myself on the verge of tears. There was something moving about the modesty of the idea, and the quiet depth of feeling--anger, longing.

My wife and I were in town to visit our college freshman during Family Weekend. At the rally, he was sad to see relatively few people of his generation. "No one my age has any hope," he said. I stifled a parental urge to argue him out of hopelessness--for he was right. To be young in America is to come of age with the old gods of democracy, equality, and upward mobility dead or discredited. At school and in the culture, his generation learned that the famous words of 250 years ago no longer mean anything and probably never did. The older generations, the "OK Boomer"s and Gen X ironists, took everything for themselves and left nothing for the young. Why fight for your country if all it stands for is power and greed?

View: More 'No Kings' protests across the U.S.

The dominating public figure of our son's young life is counting on his generation's cynicism. Trump has made a bet that Americans no longer think of their country in moral terms at all--that the words of the Declaration of Independence don't stir them, that the specter of a king doesn't appall them, that they expect their leaders to be corrupt and cruel. The day's rallies were such unimpeachable displays of patriotism that Trump couldn't possibly outdo them in honor and dignity, so he had to go the other way--as far down as his imagination could take him. That night, he released an AI-generated video of himself, flying a plane called the King Trump, dropping an immense load of shit on a crowd of protesters in a city street, covering his fellow Americans in his filth.

Even for this lowest of all presidents, the image was shocking--yet it makes perfect sense. This has always been and always will be Trump's answer to basic decency. The question is whether the rest of us still care enough about our country to be radicalized.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/no-kings-protests-trump-patriotism/684626/?utm_source=feed
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Crime in Chicago Is a Choice

The problem with minimizing the city's violence

by Michael Powell

Mon, 20 Oct 2025




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

On a mild spring night in Chicago, a woman told her 18-year-old boyfriend she wanted money for a barbecue. He rounded up three teenage friends, each with a long criminal record, and, according to prosecutors, they donned masks, carried guns, and robbed four people, tossing two to the ground. They went searching for more victims in a stolen Kia; shortly after 1:30 a.m. they crossed paths with Areanah Preston.

Preston, a police officer, had finished her shift and, still in uniform, parked across the street from her family home on the South Side. The 24-year-old was to receive a master's degree in law the following week. The police department viewed her as a future leader; the FBI had talked with her about a job. The young men in the Kia saw her as a target. They ran at her; a grainy security video shows muzzle flashes. Police and prosecutors say that at least two of the teenagers shot at Preston, who returned fire but was struck in the face and neck. One of the young men grabbed her firearm, and they fled.

Preston's mother, Dionne Mhoon, had been out with friends in the suburbs and arrived home to patrol cars and swirling red lights. An officer drove her, praying, to the University of Chicago hospital. In a private waiting room, a door opened, and the mayor and a trauma surgeon walked in. We're so sorry. We did all that we could. She was so brave, your daughter. Mhoon felt ruin. "I had poured so much love into her," she told me in late September, as we sat in her office on Chicago's South Side, where she runs a day care. She grew up and raised her daughters there. "It was unreal. I never expected this outcome, never. I don't know what to make of this city."

The story of this accomplished young Black woman slain in front of her family's home gripped me when I first read of it. Preston died in May 2023, but her killing remains a powerful symbol of Chicago's inability to solve its decades-long violent-crime problem. Mhoon and her daughter tried to ward off the violence around them but still couldn't avoid it. And Preston's own department failed her: The ShotSpotter sensor technology the city used marked the sound of eight shots and relayed the address to police dispatchers. Preston's smartwatch alerted dispatchers to what it detected as a "car crash" and also conveyed the address. Yet, on a busy night for the police, 31 minutes passed before an officer arrived and found Preston lying on the sidewalk. (The police department launched an investigation into the response time. I asked a spokesperson about the status but didn't get an answer by publication time.)

Preston's killing was particularly high-profile, but among America's cities with populations of more than 1 million, Chicago has, for decades, had among the highest rates of homicide. President Donald Trump has seized crudely upon this misfortune and recently described the city as a "killing field." He has mocked the mayor, Brandon Johnson, and Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker, and earlier this month he sent 500 National Guard troops to the Chicago area declaring that Johnson and Pritzker "should be in jail." (Courts have temporarily blocked troops from deploying in the city.)


Dionne Mhoon, the mother of Areanah Preston, started a foundation in honor of her daughter. (Taylor Glascock for The Atlantic)



Democratic politicians have taken the president's bait. Chicago, they argue, is not as violent as it once was. Crime in some cities in Republican-run states is worse, and red-state gun stores sell many of the weapons that Chicago men slip into their belts and hoodies. Pritzker, who has said that Trump's threats against the city suggest that he has dementia, took a walk last month along the Chicago lakefront with an NBC reporter. The reporter recited a litany of recent shootings, and asked whether the governor would advise friends to ride the city's public transit at night. Pritzker waved that off. Trump "has no idea that crime has gone way down in the city of Chicago," he said. (He added, "Every crime, of course, is a tragedy.") Johnson recently angered many in Chicago, not least the state's attorney and police officers, when he insisted that "jails and incarceration and law enforcement is a sickness that has not led to safe communities."

Read: What we lose by distorting the mission of the National Guard

What these politicians refuse to acknowledge is that violent crime in Chicago remains a serious problem, as I heard from residents there on a visit last month. The number of homicides has indeed dropped from a recent peak of 805 in 2021, and stands at 347 so far this year. But New York City, with a population more than three times that of Chicago's, has recorded 255 homicides in 2025. The most recent homicide tally for Los Angeles, which has about a million more residents than Chicago, stood at 217. Chicago, in the same year that officials celebrated its "safest summer" in six decades, could end up roughly four times deadlier than New York and twice as deadly as Los Angeles. Chicago is deeply segregated, and homicides remain a plague for Black and Latino young men, who make up the great majority of the killed and the killers. A study of homicides in Chicago in 2020 and 2021, when the murder rate was even higher, found that young adult males who lived in the city's most violent zip codes faced a greater risk of gun death than U.S. soldiers deployed to Afghanistan and Iraq. The homicide rates in the deadliest neighborhoods remain dozens of times higher than those of Chicago's safest, mostly upper-middle-class and white neighborhoods.

In total, Chicago registered more than 8,000 homicides from 2010 to 2024, and more than 41,000 Chicagoans were wounded by gunfire in that time. A modern gun is a potent instrument; bullets can hit thighs and arms, or tear holes in intestines and lungs, paralyzing victims from the waist down or leaving them with a colostomy bag permanently affixed to their side. Selwyn Rogers, a top-ranked trauma surgeon at the University of Chicago, wrote a 2023 article in The New England Journal of Medicine about what it was like to treat the terribly wounded: "I fantasize about other possible lives for these patients. What if they had never been shot? What if they had grown up in a safe neighborhood? What if they had a fair chance to live up to their potential?"

I reported on New York's crack and crime epidemic in the early 1990s, and on the wave of homicides in Washington, D.C., later in the decade. As violent crime fell dramatically in those cities and elsewhere, I wondered why Chicago remained so bloody by comparison. Disinvestment and industrial decline are part of the answer; these forces led about 1 million people to move out of the city over decades, and left many Black and Latino neighborhoods blighted and dangerous. Another is the ineffectiveness of the Chicago Police Department, which has moved far too slowly into the 21st century and has never managed to bring the city's gangs to heel. Perhaps most troubling of all, the city's political leadership--which Democrats have dominated for nearly a century--has tolerated disorder for far too long. Some politicians talk of killings as they might of the weather, an implacable force.

Few residents I spoke with said that they want to see the National Guard manning corners on the West and South Sides, although several parents of children who navigate risk-filled blocks to school told me that they did not object to that possibility as strenuously as politicians might imagine. There are far worse traumas. Mhoon recalled laying down rules for her daughters: home before dark, homework done, care for your neighbors and each other. Areanah followed these rules and prospered. "She's been fearless since she was a little girl, and I loved that in her," Mhoon said. "But all I did was worry."

Walking the streets of the South and West Sides of Chicago, I passed several commercial stretches multiple blocks long where every storefront--what used to be butchers, hardware stores, dress shops--was boarded up and abandoned. Some residential blocks had handsome, well-tended homes. Others were so deserted that they had an almost rural character, with knee-high grasses and alders, red hickories, and oaks.

Read: Trump gains when elites downplay D.C. crime

The commercial buildings of Chicago's Magnificent Mile feature an exhilarating blend of Art Deco and modern architecture. There are the beaches and marinas along the waters of Lake Michigan, the Art Institute, and the gentrified neighborhoods that run north through Wrigleyville to Evanston. But beyond those parts of the city, Chicago too often feels hollowed out. Its once-formidable manufacturing economy has fallen away, and although finance, insurance, and health care are strong industries, the population has decreased by nearly 900,000 since 1950. Black residents led the exodus. From 1980 to 2017, 391,000 Black Chicagoans left, greater than the population of Cleveland.

I walked two miles west from the 51st Street Green Line L stop to the Back of the Yards neighborhood, where the Union Stock Yards once stood, offering jobs to tens of thousands of immigrants and inspiring Carl Sandburg to write of the "stormy, husky, brawling, City of the Big Shoulders." A map of the area produced by DePaul University researchers confirms what the eyes reveal: Today, Back of the Yards, across its roughly five square miles, has 478 city-owned vacant lots and another 2,000 or so privately owned vacant lots. Chicago as a whole has more than 40,000 vacant lots, about 9,000 of which are held by the city. Most of these lots are in predominantly Black and Latino neighborhoods, where years of disinvestment resulted in many thousands of foreclosed and abandoned homes. City officials, fearing that these homes posed a crime threat, were assiduous about tearing them down.


Chicago has more than 40,000 vacant lots; about 9,000 are held by the city. (Taylor Glascock for The Atlantic)



That decision, however, has contributed to physical disorder in these neighborhoods that, in turn, has led to a pervasive sense of menace and fear on many blocks. Chicago officials have talked of plans and more plans but have handed over relatively few vacant lots to local groups and developers, community leaders told me. "We have been cannibalizing our city for decades," Richard Townsell, the longtime executive director of the nonprofit Lawndale Christian Development Corporation, told me. "It has been planned shrinkage, and it's asinine."

Jens Ludwig, the director of the University of Chicago Crime Lab, told me that efforts to rebuild the city's troubled neighborhoods might be the only social programs that truly matter in attacking violent crime. He pointed to a study in which an organization picked vacant lots at random in Philadelphia and cleaned and beautified them, putting up fences around many; crime fell around those same lots. "Changes to the built environment make a remarkable difference," Ludwig said.

Townsell's organization is part of United Power for Action and Justice, a 38-member consortium of religious groups and neighborhood nonprofits that wants to build 2,000 new homes on the West and South Sides. For several years, organizers told me, members have pressured city officials to turn over some 600 lots for a dollar a piece. The group has raised more than $50 million and built and sold 57 affordable homes; another 150 are under construction. (An affiliated organization in New York, East Brooklyn Congregations, has built 5,000 affordable homes, opened public schools, and renovated parks. New homeowners applied pressure to police precincts to crack down on drug corners.)

Read: The conquest of Chicago

In a former school building that now houses the Precious Blood Ministry of Reconciliation, a Catholic group that is a member of United Power and focuses on building relationships with families and youth scarred by violence, I met the director, David Kelly. A lean man with a baritone voice, Kelly, a priest, told me that he holds a monthly meeting with mothers and grandmothers. "We have over 100 mothers who have lost children to homicide," he said. He explained how a desolate landscape amplifies the neighborhood's threats. "You have such open lands. There's no grocery store here, no Target, none of that stuff," Kelly said. "And the kids know it's dangerous to walk anywhere. Why wouldn't they carry guns?"

Kelly introduced me to a young man named Joe Montgomery. He was polite and spoke softly. At 19, he had been sentenced to four years in prison for armed robbery. Now 28, he works as a lead mentor at Precious Blood, counseling younger boys. I asked him what it was like to grow up in Back of the Yards. "My friends, we all grew up around each other. We felt okay, right?" He paused. "Then, as time went on, you know, a lot of us died, right? And a lot of us went to jail." The empty lots, the trees and tall grasses, do not register to him as bucolic. He still does not take casual walks or ride alone on the elevated trains (which were near empty when I got on at mid-evening). When he sees a car pull a U-turn or slow as it approaches, his nerves jump. "I had a childhood friend," he told me. "She was standing on the sidewalk, and some people killed her. They weren't aiming at her, but, y'know, it's not like a bullet has anyone's name on it."

He used to shrug this off as just a part of life. "Now I look back at it, like, and think, Goddamn, that's a traumatizing way to grow up."

Chicago's recent drop in homicides has stirred much hope, and it feels unkind to sound a skeptical note. But the city has seen seemingly promising drops in homicides since the 1990s, only to watch violence flare up again.

Part of the problem is that the Chicago police have been slow to modernize. New York City and Los Angeles, thanks in part to leaders such as Bill Bratton and, early on, Raymond Kelly, diversified their forces, offered better training and accountability, and infused data analysis into crime fighting. Chicago is still "a long way behind" New York and L.A., Ludwig said. "Those cities show us that even in an ocean of gun availability, you can reduce gun violence dramatically." Politics plays a role as well. In Chicago, which last elected a Republican mayor in 1927, police departments were often creatures of the Democratic political machine, not to mention a political force in their own right; the lack of political competition perhaps has given them less incentive to change.

The Chicago police, Ludwig added, have begun to use data in a sophisticated manner, and some police-district captains are learning to work better with local organizing groups. In August, the mayor's office said that the city's homicide clearance rate had leapt to an astonishing 77.4 percent. Still, earlier this year, the Chicago Sun-Times reported that Chicago police claimed a high number of "exceptional clearances" for homicides; these were cases in which no arrest was made owing to the death of a suspect or because prosecutors declined to bring charges. Only about 25 percent of Chicago murders led to an arrest, the newspaper noted.

Read: A very, very expensive way to reduce crime

There is also the question of discipline. From 2019 to 2024, according to an analysis by the local PBS station, WTTW, the city spent $491.7 million to resolve lawsuits concerning 1,643 Chicago police officers who allegedly committed a wide range of misconduct, including false arrests and use of excessive force. A ProPublica report earlier this year found that the department frequently failed to investigate officers accused of sexual misconduct. A police department with a reputation for brutality alienates precisely the communities from which it needs support.

The city cannot rely on policing alone, a point often made by the mayor, who lives with his family in the Austin neighborhood, where gun violence runs high. Many neighborhoods on the South and West Sides of Chicago have long been dominated by gangs: the Vice Lords and Latin Kings, the Black Disciples and the Gangster Disciples. Federal investigations have brought down leaders, but gangs in turn have fragmented into loose affiliations of young men laying claim to desolate turf. What sparks them to violence can be hard to pinpoint, former members told me. Some beefs are so old that younger gunmen lose track of the origin story. Social media plays a pernicious role. One group mocks another--a guy kisses another guy's girl on TikTok, say--and young men with guns start saying they want to "light up someone's ass," as Montgomery put it.

In the past few years, city officials, philanthropists, businesses, and community-organizing groups have worked to short-circuit the impulse to pull out a gun and shoot a rival or just someone who annoys you. The notion is that violence interrupted is violence delayed, which opens an opportunity for an intervention. Arne Duncan played basketball as a teenager in gyms across the South Side and lost mentors to gun violence. He later served as Chicago's school chancellor and President Barack Obama's secretary of education. Of late, he runs Chicago CRED, which, along with many other community organizations, fields an army of more than 1,200 peacekeepers and violence interrupters. (Duncan is also a managing partner at Emerson Collective, the majority owner of The Atlantic.) CRED's work is challenging and can leave him sounding haunted. "In my seven years heading the schools, we lost a child every two weeks. Today I saw the mom of a child who had been killed on the bus going home," he told me one evening. "Now I find myself trying to negotiate a gang peace with a 17-year-old."

To work with these boys and men requires diplomatic skills and an appreciation for the blustering insecurities of young people. Cedric Hawkins is a CRED violence interrupter in the Roseland and West Pullman neighborhoods of the South Side. He has an easy swagger that speaks to his own decades on the street; he served a 10-year sentence in federal prison for dealing heroin and cocaine. He took me for a drive around the neighborhoods where he grew up and now works. Hawkins pointed to a corner where three teenagers had died, a bungalow once used as a drug traphouse, an avenue where seven young men died in a single shootout in 2020. He slowed his car as he eased it through the gully that was the site of his first gun bust, at age 12. Hawkins told me that he has lost eight cousins and an uncle to gun violence. He's the rare one who made it into his 40s.


Cedric Hawkins, who served time in prison for dealing drugs and has lost several relatives to gun violence, is now a violence interrupter for Chicago CRED. (Taylor Glascock for The Atlantic)



When he got out of prison, he cast about for work. Some friends suggested peacekeeping. "They say, 'You didn't tell on nobody. You took your sentence like a man. People respect you,'" he told me. "But to be honest, I was reluctant. I didn't want anything to mess up my negative credibility." Once he tried mediating, his view of himself changed. He saw the work as compensation for all the pain he had brought to the world.

He explained his diplomatic arts. If groups are beefing, he tries to negotiate a nonaggression pact. "We're not saying you all got to love each other. Just agree to stay off each other's turf and play defense, cool?" This means that gang members agree not to cross a truce line. "You saw Trump trying to tell Ukraine what to do?" Hawkins said, wagging his head. He explained that the president was trying to dictate terms to warring parties. "That's not the way to do it. You let one side say what they can do, and you let the other side give their line." When a nonaggression pact turns into a peace agreement between two gangs, Hawkins and CRED try to cement it with the promise of education, jobs, and therapy. The offer of therapy piqued my interest. Hawkins was surprised at my surprise. "Around here, we got trauma coming out of the womb," he said.

I asked Duncan whether all of this could really work. Can former gangbangers--and the assumption that all are former gangbangers requires a leap of faith--actually help police tamp down homicides? He said he is aware that some peacekeepers might be a "foot and a half" away from their old lives. But he pointed to the city's recent decline in homicides as a promising sign. His hope is that peace begets peace, even as he harbors no illusion of a miracle. He mentioned New York's much lower violent-crime rate and said, "My goal is just to be normal for a big city."

Nine days after Areanah Preston's death, Johnson delivered his inaugural address as the new mayor. A candidate of the left, he had once described incarceration as a "racist system," and promised during his campaign to end the ShotSpotter technology, which he argued is susceptible to human error and can encourage cops to act too quickly. (Johnson discontinued the city's use of the technology in 2024. A majority of alderpersons representing Black and Latino districts have voted to keep ShotSpotter, and some claim that the mayor is putting Black and Latino lives at risk. Surveys suggest that most Black and Latino residents also favored the technology.) In his speech, Johnson invoked Preston by first talking of Adam Toledo, an armed teenager who two years earlier had fled in the dark from a cop and was shot dead after dropping his gun. "The tears of Adam Toledo's parents are made of the same sorrow as the parents of Officer Preston's parents and relatives," Johnson told a cheering crowd. (Johnson's office didn't respond to interview requests for this story.)

Read: Trump is right that D.C. has a serious crime problem

Johnson was correct when he said recently that National Guardsmen "occupying our city" would solve more or less nothing. Pritzker, too, was correct when he told the NBC reporter that big-city crime is inevitable, although that sidesteps the particular tragedy of Chicago's high homicide rate. The National Guard deployments, although significant for the country and our sense of our democracy, are in most respects a sideshow in Chicago. At the same time, Trump doesn't entirely miss the mark when he lambastes generations of political indifference to so much suffering. When he deployed the National Guard in Washington, D.C., crime fell.

What is striking, infuriating even, is that Dionne Mhoon speaks with more honesty and compassion than any one of these leaders about ending the city's violence epidemic. She is herself dubious that the National Guard can accomplish much. They are not, she told me, intimately familiar with Chicago's troubled communities. But she sees a deeper pain and deterioration that often goes unaddressed by politicians. When she went to watch the bond hearing for the young men charged with her daughter's murder, she told the press that she was praying for the accused even as she wanted them imprisoned. (All have pleaded not guilty, and their cases have yet to go to trial.) Afterward, she told me, family members and friends of those young men crowded around her, as if trying to draw her into a fight. (Two law-enforcement sources confirmed Mhoon's account to me.) She told me that she has received "dozens" of anonymous threatening phone calls and letters. At one point, the police department posted a patrol car outside her house for a month. "There has to be some accountability in the households. Like, we can't blame the mayor or the superintendent if your child is on the street at 11 p.m.," she said. "Too many in our communities are detached from values and morals."

Mhoon has started a foundation in honor of her daughter, with an emphasis, she told me, on reaching precisely the at-risk children who too often grow up to become victims and victimizers. She volunteers weekly at public schools on the South Side. She talks with young girls, telling them that they matter. She speaks with boys too, hoping to break the cycles of violence that claimed her daughter's life. "I talk about thinking about their choices, and their long-term effects, however hard that may seem," she said. "Too many are clueless about love. They don't have it, and they don't know it."

I asked whether her work offered any salve for her loss. She took off her glasses, rubbed her eyes, and shook her head. There's no healing, she said. "Even when I'm pumping gas, I look around and think, Do you know what I lost? You don't have a clue," she said. "Then I hear every other day of another kid getting shot, and I wonder: How do we make it end?"




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/chicago-crime-national-guard/684505/?utm_source=feed
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American Infrastructure Is About to Get Even Worse

<span>Donald Trump is using the power of the White House to load public-works projects down with bureaucracy.</span>

by Marc J. Dunkelman

Fri, 17 Oct 2025




In what appears to be a case of extreme political hardball, the Trump administration has frozen funding for two of the most important infrastructure projects in the country, both based in New York City: the construction of new tunnels to carry trains under the Hudson River, known as the Gateway project, and the extension of Manhattan's Second Avenue Subway. The White House's decision, announced during the government shutdown, seems designed to put pressure on Chuck Schumer and Hakeem Jeffries, the Democratic leaders in the Senate and House respectively, who both happen to represent New York State. But the specific way in which Donald Trump has decided to block the projects--by imposing an onerous regulatory-review process--is a troubling omen of how he might broadly undermine development across the country. A figure who campaigned on promises to slash government bureaucracy and unleash prosperity has now become the nation's NIMBY in chief.

If anyone should appreciate the downsides of excessive red tape, it's Trump. Forty years ago, the New York City parks department was struggling to rebuild Central Park's decrepit Wollman ice-skating rink. But a state anti-corruption statute known as the Wicks Law precluded the city government from hiring a single general contractor to do the job. Instead, the parks department was required to bid the plumbing, electrical, and ventilation jobs separately, lest they all be awarded to some corrupt municipal official's incompetent brother-in-law. As a result, the new rink's construction had run behind schedule and over budget. Most dispiriting, when the project was ostensibly completed in 1986, the ice wouldn't stay frozen. Mayor Ed Koch was rightfully enraged.

Then swooped in a local builder named Donald Trump, who made the mayor an offer he  couldn't refuse: Hand the rink over to the Trump Corporation, and the private company would rebuild it once more, for a much lower fee and no profit. What Trump understood was that, as a private developer, he could bypass the demands of the Wicks Law and accomplish what government had proved incapable of doing. And he did: The rink opened under budget and before the next holiday season, and Trump became known as a man who got things done. One skater, interviewed following the new rink's celebratory opening, said of the future president: "Anybody who can get anything done right and done on time in New York is a bona fide hero. He should get a ticker-tape parade."

Now New York City is again trying to get something done, and this time, Trump is the obstacle. The problem revolves around diversity mandates. The federal government has long required that companies hired with federal funds direct at least 10 percent of the subcontracts for any given project to "disadvantaged business entities," typically small businesses owned by minority or female executives. Because New York's tunnel projects, as with essentially all major U.S. infrastructure, rely substantially on federal funding, the firms employed to build them have been subject to that requirement.

Marc J. Dunkelman: How progressives broke the government

Given Trump's well-established antipathy toward diversity initiatives, you might have expected him to reverse any policy designed to benefit minority and female-owned businesses moving forward. Instead, in the case of the New York City projects, his administration has replaced one set of rules with an even more burdensome process that requires changing contracts for work that has already begun. As soon as the shutdown began on October 1, the Department of Transportation announced that it would investigate whether New York's application of the rules favoring minority and female-owned businesses was contrary to new rules that the Trump administration had announced the day before. Until the review was complete, Washington would not uphold its financial obligations to the two projects. And thus, it seemed, the whole stack of financing, with preparatory work and manufacturing already under way, was at risk.

Whether the "disadvantaged business entities" rule is good policy--whether the costs that it imposes on extending public transit to underprivileged communities, for example, outweigh the benefits to those communities--is up for debate. But when the various state agencies building these megaprojects signed the contracts to begin construction, they were unquestionably in compliance with the guidance they had received from Washington. Typically, when the government changes its guidance, the update applies only prospectively; projects that broke ground before the change are grandfathered in. But that's not what Secretary of Transportation Sean Duffy asserted. The government entities overseeing the tunnel projects, he announced, would need to follow the newly issued rules even though their contracts had already been signed. Until he was satisfied that they were in compliance, the agencies would be cut off.

The implications of Trump's stance are remarkable. After all, the Second Avenue Subway and Gateway projects are not the only ones to have heeded the federal law first passed decades ago to direct contracts to disadvantaged businesses. All of the major federal transportation projects being pursued in red and blue states alike have taken pains to comply. The Trump administration seems to be claiming the right to shut down every federally subsidized transportation project across the country. (On Wednesday, Trump told reporters that the Gateway project had been "terminated.")

America pays orders of magnitude more for infrastructure projects than other wealthy countries do. And a growing body of research reveals that the ultimate source of those added costs is process. Any given project faces so many legal hurdles--environmental reviews, community demands, preservation standards, and more--that contractors are compelled to charge higher prices for fears of delays, changes, and unforeseen hurdles.

Trump seems to have won office in part by convincing some voters that he would do for the whole country a version of what he had done with Wollman Rink: sidestep burdensome regulations and simply get the job done. As president, however, he isn't reprising his old role as a fixer. He is using the power of the White House not to get things done but to load projects down with bureaucracy. Instead of cutting through red tape, he's adding more. Trump was right when he argued that America needed a builder as president. Unfortunately, that's not what he has turned out to be.
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Why Is Vance Defending That Racist Group Chat?

How a trove of bigoted and violent texts among young Republicans indicates the future of the party

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 16 Oct 2025




This week, Politico revealed the contents of Young Republican leaders' group chats, which were filled with rampant bigotry, endorsements of rape, and praise for a certain fascist dictator ("I love Hitler").

Some Republicans, including those who have directly employed the people in these chats, condemned these messages. But Vice President J. D. Vance had a different, and more telling, response. "I refuse to join the pearl clutching," he posted on X defiantly.

When a political ally does something controversial, there are three ways to respond: defend it, repudiate it, or deflect attention away from it. Defense is the obvious option if you think the action is acceptable enough to the public. Repudiation makes sense if the matter is so toxic that you can't afford to keep the guilty party in your coalition.

Deflection is the response of choice only when the behavior of an ally is too toxic to defend, but so widespread within your coalition that you cannot afford to criticize it.

Yair Rosenberg: The MAGA influencers rehabilitating Hitler

Deflection can take different forms. You can insist that the story does not merit attention, because other issues are more important (as if the public can entertain only one subject at a time). Alternatively, you might claim that the offenders in question are too powerless to be held publicly accountable. Vance employed both tactics. "Grow up! I'm sorry; focus on the real issues. Don't focus on what kids say in group chats," he said on The Charlie Kirk Show. This despite the fact that the participants included people in their 30s, and many work as high-level staffers in Republican politics.

A decade or so ago, as illiberal norms were spreading in progressive spaces such as universities, deflection was by far the most popular way for Democrats to address the subject. Why focus on the excesses of the left when the right is doing worse things?, many progressives would insist, as if the awfulness of the other side precludes ever criticizing one's own. Or they'd say the troublemakers were just young people--"college students" was a common shorthand--doing silly things they'd soon outgrow. It was never true that left-wing illiberalism was confined to campuses, or that campus illiberalism was confined to students, but the pretense was useful for purposes of deflections.

If progressive illiberalism had been confined to a handful of unruly teenagers, cutting them loose would have been easy enough. The fact that allies were so reluctant to repudiate leftist cancel culture was itself a sign that these illiberal ideas weren't marginal. The reliance on deflection was a sign of underlying changes within the progressive coalition, which suddenly included a lot of radical, illiberal activists whose ideas and rhetoric alarmed the general public.

From the July 2025 issue: The talented Mr. Vance

This dynamic is now playing out on the right. Yet the rhetoric in the Republican chats is far more disturbing, in both its nature and its influence.

That a group of ambitious professional Republicans can spread nakedly racist messages without rebuke signifies the transformation of conservative political norms in the Trump era. Party members now regularly engage in what the political commentator Richard Hanania has called the "based ritual," a kind of game of rhetorical one-upsmanship. The only professional risk they perceive is being seen as insufficiently devoted to the MAGA cult. Displays of devotion involve espousing authoritarian, racist, and sexist concepts.

Given Vance's evident ambitions to succeed Donald Trump as the Republican standard-bearer, his response is revealing.

The vice president apparently grasps that openly defending references to Black people as "watermelon eaters" and quips about sending political rivals "to the gas chamber" would hurt his political standing, but he also clearly needs these Young Republican leaders if he hopes to consolidate the Trump base behind him. Deflection is a calculated response. In the racist provocations of conservative cadres, Vance clearly sees the future of the party he intends to lead.
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The Conquest of Chicago

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

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 16 Oct 2025




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.



Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.



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 struck 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
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        For more than a decade, after the government of Iran deemed his work "propaganda against the system," the filmmaker Jafar Panahi was banned from making films or leaving the country. He spent some of that time in prison and under house arrest, but he still found ways to produce art--including the 2011 documentary This Is Not a Film, which was recorded in his Tehran apartment and smuggled into the Cannes Film Festival on a flash drive. The ban has since been lifted; even so, Panahi chose to make his...
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China Gets Tough on Trump

Beijing explores the leverage it now has to work its geopolitical will.

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




Donald Trump has always talked tough about China. He returned to the White House in January gunning for a renewed trade war and demanding that Beijing suppress the illicit fentanyl trade, which kills tens of thousands of Americans each year. What he seems not to have planned for is the response: China is getting tough on Trump.

Earlier this month, Beijing announced that it was tightening export controls on rare-earth metals. These elements are indispensable for manufacturing semiconductors, weapons systems, and other products vital to American national security. China processes 90 percent of rare earths globally. Now some foreign companies that use them in their products may need approval from the Chinese government to export those products to customers.

Beijing began curtailing the export of rare earths to the United States at the height of the trade dispute in April. A worried Trump team prioritized securing supply in its negotiations with China at that time. This month's move has once again put Washington on the back foot. "I don't want them to play the rare-earth game with us," Trump said on Sunday.

A few days after the rare-earths announcement, Beijing struck out against the American shipbuilding industry. In an investigation that concluded in January, Washington determined that China has been engaging in unfair practices to promote its shipbuilders. According to Beijing, five U.S.-linked subsidiaries of a South Korean shipbuilder called Hanwha Ocean cooperated with this U.S. probe. Hanwha is a major investor in American shipbuilding, an industry that Trump seeks to expand. Now China has announced sanctions forbidding Chinese companies and nationals from doing business with Hanwha's subsidiaries. Losing access to Chinese-made equipment could hamper Hanwha's plans to expand its U.S. operations.

Read: How America lost control of the seas

These maneuvers succeeded others China made in the spring. In May, Beijing stopped buying U.S. soybeans. The loss hit American farmers, a core Trump constituency, particularly hard; Trump has since promised them a bailout expected to run into the billions of dollars.

Trump and China's leader, Xi Jinping, are slated to meet at the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in South Korea at the end of the month. Chinese leaders may decide to continue dialing up tensions, perhaps even derailing the talks and reigniting the spring's tit-for-tat tariff war. Trump has already threatened to impose an additional 100 percent tariff on Chinese imports on November 1, in response to Beijing's rare-earths controls, and the Chinese government has warned that it would retaliate.

Trump and his team seem keen on downplaying the unease between the two countries. U.S. Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent will meet his Chinese counterpart in the coming days in Malaysia, likely to try to relieve it. "Don't worry about China, it will all be fine!" Trump posted on social media after fears of a renewed trade conflict sparked a sell-off on Wall Street. "Highly respected President Xi just had a bad moment."

China's leaders have proved adept at exploiting Trump's political vulnerabilities by withholding what he wants or needs--making him supplicate for a trade pact, for example, or a fentanyl agreement, or even soybean imports. Trump has managed to extract just one concession from Beijing: a deal to rescue TikTok's U.S. operation by arranging for American investors to take majority ownership. But even that may not be a done deal, as the Chinese government has not confirmed that Xi has given his consent.

Xi could be using rare-earths restrictions and soybean imports to build up his negotiating leverage--to get Trump to loosen U.S. export controls on advanced AI chips, for example, or pull back support for Taiwan. But the measures also suggest something more sweeping about China's understanding of its economic might. The new rare-earths restrictions can be deployed not only against the United States, but against any country that dares to oppose Xi's will. This marks a real shift in Chinese policy--a willingness to use economic power to compel companies around the world to act in Beijing's interest.

The move could easily backfire. Trading partners could seek to cut China out of global supply chains if they find that access to vital Chinese-made products has become unreliable. But that's a risk Xi may be willing to take in a world where global economic relations are defined by competition more than by integration. Trump, with his tariffs and his threats, may well discover that what goes around comes around.
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The U.S. Tactic That Russia Is Using to Hoard Power

As a Ukrainian, I've seen firsthand how Russia has learned to emulate American soft power for authoritarian ends.

by Tetiana Kotelnykova

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




For decades, USAID was one of the greatest tools America had to promote democratic values in Russia. The agency extended humanitarian assistance while fostering political reform, and in doing so endeared the United States to Russians even as it undercut the Kremlin's authoritarian ambitions. It was a supreme example of soft power: working "through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion," as the political scientist Joseph S. Nye Jr. defined the term. Then, in 2012, the Kremlin expelled USAID, a decision that seemed to confirm just how effective it had been.

So effective, in fact, that Moscow has now decided to create its own version. The Trump administration shut down USAID on July 1; one week later, a Russian-government official revealed that the regime planned to establish a development agency modeled on the one Washington had just dismantled.

Russia senses an opportunity. Under Donald Trump, America has lost both the will and institutional capacity to counter authoritarianism abroad, and Moscow is already exploiting the vacuum that the president has left behind. Indeed, it has been using soft power for more than a decade to centralize its authority, sanitize its image, and accelerate its imperialist aims.

As a Ukrainian, I have seen firsthand how the Kremlin emulates Washington's tactics, wielding them to undermine the same values they were meant to protect. Its plan to replicate USAID suggests that Moscow's mimicry is only just beginning. The age of Russian soft power is here.

No country studied America's use of soft power more closely than the Soviet Union. Its first lesson came early in the Cold War. In 1950, the CIA launched a covert operation in West Berlin called the Congress for Cultural Freedom, which looked innocuous on paper: The group would invite scholars, artists, and journalists for conferences, exhibits, and concerts. But these events served distinctly geopolitical aims. They offered attendees a place to participate in public exchanges beyond the censorship of the Soviet regime. Over time, the congress fostered a transnational network of culturally influential elites who favored liberal democracy over communism and Marxism. The CIA's involvement came to light in 1967--but not before the congress had helped seed an anti-communist faction among the Russian intelligentsia and helped erode the Kremlin's ideological hold over the U.S.S.R.

Unlike the Congress for Cultural Freedom, USAID never kept its mission a secret. The agency was founded in 1961 explicitly to promote democracy, prosperity, and stability overseas. In practice, this meant building institutions that supported democratic and civil-society initiatives as well as directing aid across dozens of countries. But USAID had clear limits: It could help educate voters or monitor elections, but the agency's guidelines prohibited biased interventions such as endorsing a candidate or offering assistance to only one party.

Read: The cruel attack on USAID

In the 1980s, America broadened its use of soft power in the Soviet Union and elsewhere. Congress established the National Endowment for Democracy, a nonprofit whose range of political functions exceeded USAID's: training political activists, facilitating democratic transitions, endorsing candidates. In Poland, for example, the NED provided nearly $2.5 million to the Solidarity movement, the independent trade union that opposed the country's Soviet-backed government. But the nonprofit did so discreetly, using the International Rescue Committee, a humanitarian organization, as a conduit for the funds.

American soft power achieved some of its most dramatic successes with the so-called color revolutions, a wave of democratization that swept former Soviet states. These included Georgia's Rose Revolution in 2003, Ukraine's Orange Revolution in 2004-05, Kyrgyzstan's Tulip Revolution in 2005, and, later, Ukraine's Euromaidan in 2013-14. Each was bolstered by American foundations such as the Open Society Foundations and state-linked organizations including USAID, the National Democratic Institute, and the International Republican Institute. In Ukraine, the NED provided major financial support to Ukrainska Pravda, an independent online newspaper that amplified government dissent during the Orange Revolution. Meanwhile, USAID funded the U.S.-Ukraine Foundation, which in turn funded local opposition groups.

For its part, Moscow saw America's use of soft power as brazen political interference--even a threat to its rule. In a 2007 speech at the Munich Security Conference, Russian President Vladimir Putin condemned America's use of soft power, arguing that it was creating a world in which "no one feels safe." Rather than eschewing soft power, though, Russia began amassing its own. A few months after Putin's speech, the Kremlin established the Russkiy Mir Foundation to promote Russian language and culture abroad. The Alexander Gorchakov Public Diplomacy Fund followed a few years later, financing study trips to Russia and hosting international conferences with journalists, activists, and scholars. The initiative looked a lot like the Congress for Cultural Freedom, but reverse engineered to expand the Kremlin's authority rather than diminish it.

As Moscow extended soft power abroad, the regime grew more concerned about other countries exerting it within Russia. In 2011, mass protests broke out in response to parliamentary elections that showed signs of vote-rigging. The Kremlin promptly decried the demonstrations as foreign-financed plots. (USAID and other groups had supported election monitors that found indications of fraud, but no evidence suggests that Western-funded agencies played a role in organizing the protests.) One year later, the regime began designating NGOs as "foreign agents" if they engaged in political activities and received outside funding. Putin claimed that such NGOs had taken in more than $1 billion from foreign sources, offering the figure as ostensible proof of Western meddling.

Amid this crackdown, Russia's Foreign Ministry ordered USAID to leave. By its final year, the agency was operating in Russia with a $50 million budget, 60 percent of which was "allocated for the promotion of democracy and civil society," according to one analysis.

Maany Peyvan: At USAID, I prioritized the wrong argument

Soft power officially entered Moscow's foreign-policy lexicon in 2013. In a strategy document that year, Moscow enshrined it as an "integral component of modern international politics" and a "comprehensive toolkit for addressing foreign-policy objectives," even as the same document warned of soft power's "destructive and unlawful use" in manipulating public opinion and destabilizing states.

Soon after, Putin decided that soft power should be an integral component of domestic politics too. In 2017, his regime established the Presidential Grants Fund, the central mechanism through which the state finances NGOs inside Russia. It was presented to the public as a way to promote grassroots initiatives that foster civil society. But in reality, it has prioritized groups that advance the Kremlin's priorities by, say, offering nationalistic education. Putin created the Presidential Fund for Cultural Initiatives four years later, which finances exhibitions, festivals, and art that rehabilitate Moscow's image both at home and abroad. No matter how "destructive" soft power was in the hands of foreign leaders, Putin decided it could be productive in his own.

Russia readily admits that it copies America's soft-power strategy. Indeed, the Kremlin has seemed to suggest that it was pressed to do so. In 2022, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said that any "attempts to interfere" in Russia's internal affairs must be met with a commensurate response. "We have something to say," he continued. "We are not shy. We have answers to the false concepts and arguments promoted by Western soft power."

I have seen Russia's "answers" for myself. In 2014, Russia-backed separatists seized control of Horlivka, my hometown in eastern Ukraine. Authorities quickly banned Ukrainian symbols and dismantled local institutions, then established cultural events such as literary contests, festivals, and concerts aimed to attract Ukrainian youth. At first, my friends and I thought these happenings were benign, even fun. But Russia had designed them to get us to stop identifying as Ukrainians and embrace our new "motherland." Teenagers competed in musical contests that required them to perform songs expressing devotion to Russia. Boys participated in tournaments that tested their martial prowess, glorifying the idea of fighting on behalf of Putin.

Soon these programs were the only public events on offer. They became bound up with the few happy memories I have from the period after the occupation; even my attempts to escape the war--seeing a concert, going to a festival--pointed me back to Russia.

Since the full-scale invasion in 2022 and the occupation of new territories, Russia has ramped up its soft-power campaign in Ukraine. The Presidential Fund for Cultural Initiatives has funneled some $500 million into other countries to subsidize Russian propaganda. Much of this has shown up in Ukraine. In parts of the Zaporizhzhia region, the Kremlin sponsored an event earlier this year that used crafts, music, and literature associated with Russian folk holidays to instill in Ukrainians a "sense of belonging" with their new occupiers. Organizers of another event in the region sought to integrate Ukraine's "liberated territories into a unified cultural and educational space" by staging productions that showcased Russia's "spiritual and historical" identity. Last year in Donetsk, one program invited children as young as 7 to participate in a dance concert whose goals included the "dissemination of ethnocultural identity."

Now Russia is flexing this muscle well beyond Ukraine. It exerts much of its soft-power  work through the Russkiy Mir Foundation, which tries to cast Russia to the world as an enlightened ally rather than a regressive tyrant. In Beijing, Russian and Chinese students gathered this summer to commemorate the "heroic deeds of their ancestors" in World War II. In Istanbul, locals visited the headquarters of the Russian Geographical Society to see an exhibition "highlighting Russia's rich natural and cultural heritage." In Barcelona, the Russian Academy of Music hosts concerts and competitions celebrating Russia's musical tradition.

As of 2022, the Russkiy Mir Foundation reported running 96 centers across 45 countries that promote Russian language and culture through exhibitions, lectures, and academic partnerships. The foundation organized nearly 2,000 events that year, in addition to operating a television channel, radio station, and magazine--all of which serve to sanitize the country's international image. Meanwhile, the Gorchakov fund works closer to home, sponsoring academic gatherings and Russian-language programs in former Soviet states.

Exactly how a Russian version of USAID would fit into these existing initiatives is unclear, given how little is known about the proposed agency. But recent history suggests that its mission would have less to do with proffering aid than with complementing the Kremlin's liberal use of brute force. When the Russian legislator Sergey Mironov was asked about the agency, he replied, "Soft power works effectively only when it is a glove worn over an iron fist."

Such an agency could allow the Kremlin to project substantially more power abroad, not least by unifying the many fragmented efforts currently run by various ministries and state-affiliated actors. More than anything, though, a centralized development agency would help Russia position itself as an alternative to America--or, more precisely, its replacement. Moscow has a chance to present itself as a protector to the many nations that the U.S. once supported but has since abandoned. That's an opportunity Russia isn't going to waste.
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What an Iranian Filmmaker Learned In Prison

Jafar Panahi discusses his most daring work yet.

by Arash Azizi

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




For more than a decade, after the government of Iran deemed his work "propaganda against the system," the filmmaker Jafar Panahi was banned from making films or leaving the country. He spent some of that time in prison and under house arrest, but he still found ways to produce art--including the 2011 documentary This Is Not a Film, which was recorded in his Tehran apartment and smuggled into the Cannes Film Festival on a flash drive. The ban has since been lifted; even so, Panahi chose to make his latest film, It Was Just an Accident, in secret, without an official permit. This month, he showed the thriller at the New York Film Festival. 

Much of Iran's clandestine cinema, including some of Panahi's earlier works, is didactic, focused on valorizing the victims of the regime's injustices. But It Was Just an Accident turns the camera inward, toward the pugnacious debates that pit Iranians against one another.

Set in contemporary Tehran, It Was Just an Accident tackles a conundrum familiar to dissidents and revolutionaries. A former political prisoner chances upon a man he suspects is the interrogator who tortured him in prison. (He was blindfolded at the time but thinks he recognizes the squeak of the man's artificial leg.) He takes the man hostage, then, panicking about his decision, gathers a group of former inmates. As they drive around in a van with the man, they fight about whether they have the right guy and, if so, what they should do with him. The question becomes more urgent when they encounter the man's young daughter and very pregnant wife.

Read: Silenced at home, Iranian filmmaker finds eager audience in France

When we met up in New York, Panahi told me that the film grew out of the seven months that he spent in Evin Prison in 2022 and 2023, as Iran was roiled by protests under the slogan "Woman, Life, Freedom." What began as an outcry against the hijab mandate quickly grew into a movement challenging the country's clerical rule. Iranians began to debate whether violence should be used against the regime, and to ask how various opposition groups could build coalitions with one another.

The dissidents in the film disagree not just over the treatment of their captive and his family but also over how they should be living. The young, hotheaded Hamid, who has been unable to find a well-paying job since being released from prison, sees himself as risking everything for the cause, and he shames the others for pursuing careers and getting on with their lives. He keeps reminding them that "we are at war." The others, led by Hamid's ex-girlfriend Shiva, an artist who makes a living as a wedding photographer, believe that their prisoner should be given the chance to defend himself. (Hamid wants to simply off him and bury him in the desert.)

"Each of the characters represents something I saw either in prison or in the society at large," Panahi told me. "I wanted each tendency to have its own representative, whether the nonviolent ones or the pro-violence ones. If you didn't have someone like Hamid in the film, it would be all a lie."

Panahi is a household name in Iran, one of the regime's most prominent critics; earlier this year, he called for a stop to the Iran-Israel war and asked the country's leadership to step aside and make space for a democratic transition. But he is adamant that his work is not political. "Political films are partisan and divide people into good or bad," he told me. "I am a social filmmaker, and in social films, there is no absolute good or bad. You don't judge. The audience decides."

Read: 'This war is not helping us'

Still, it's clear where Panahi's sympathies lie. Hamid's character is a stark warning against extremism in social movements. Instead of finding ways to unite with his van mates against their common foe, he keeps bickering with them. Hamid accuses Ali, the only member of the group who is not a former political prisoner (he's tagging along with his fiancee), of belonging to the "gray stratum"--the term for Iranians who are not aligned with the regime but who are too afraid to join the opposition. During an onstage talk with Martin Scorsese at the New York Film Festival, Panahi said he was concerned with the question of whether the "cycle of violence" would continue in Iran even if the Islamic Republic came to an end.

A few years ago, Panahi was imprisoned with the Iranian sociologist Saeed Madani, who taught his fellow inmates classes on the history of nonviolent resistance movements. When prison authorities barred Madani from teaching in his cell, he resorted to leading walking classes. Strolling in the prison courtyard with Panahi and others, including the Oscar-nominated filmmaker Mohammad Rasoulof, Madani preached the principles of nonviolence. The scene is surreal to imagine, like something straight out of a Panahi movie.

Panahi had been imprisoned before; he spent a few months in Evin Prison in 2010. When we spoke, he relayed a conversation from back then with an interrogator who'd asked why he made the films he did. "I told him I made what I saw in society. For instance, even though I couldn't see his face, all this conversation would probably make it into a film," Panahi said. Indeed, the conversation inspired a scene in his 2015 film, Taxi, which featured Panahi as a driver interacting with a cross section of Iranian society. In the scene, Panahi trades grisly interrogation stories with the activist and fellow former political prisoner Nasrin Sotoudeh. Shot entirely in a car so that he could avoid the authorities, the film won him the Golden Bear at the Berlinale.

Panahi is one of the most decorated filmmakers alive, having won the top awards at the three major European festivals. Only three other directors have achieved the same. It Was Just an Accident won the Palme d'Or at Cannes in May. (In his acceptance speech, Panahi called on Iranians to get over their differences so that they could "get to freedom sooner.") France has chosen the film as its candidate for Best International Feature Film at next year's Oscars. (The film was eligible to be France's pick because a French production company helped finance it.)

Panahi has won this international acclaim while telling only Iranian stories set in Iran. For years, however, he has hoped to adapt a novel by the Iranian writer Ahmad Dehghan that is set partly during the 1980s Iran-Iraq War and is about the futility of conflict; because of the scale of the story, Panahi would have to film it abroad. He envisions a retelling that wouldn't reference any particular location and that would feel universal. "I always think I haven't made my best film yet, and I think this might be it," he told me.

Read: Anything could happen in Iran

This was Panahi's first visit to the United States since 2000, and he was shocked by what he encountered. "I've seen people whispering because they think someone might be listening. I see a fear in this society that I can't believe," he told me. He worried that Americans won't stand up for their rights, because unlike Europeans, they don't have a generous social safety net to fall back on. "They'll fire them if they speak out," he said. He recognizes the signs of encroaching autocracy. "We in Iran live in a future that others might yet come to see," he said.

But Panahi remains hopeful. "Regimes like Iran's can't last," he told me. "History proves this. They won't last. So we need to worry about what comes next."

"Without hope, you can't make films," he said.
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Can Trump Contain Israel's Hard Right?

Israel's extremists aren't giving up on settling Gaza. Trump's regional agenda depends on restraining them.

by Yair Rosenberg

Tue, 21 Oct 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

When Donald Trump arrived in Israel last week to celebrate his Gaza agreement, Israelis of all stripes fell over themselves to thank him for his efforts to end the war and bring hostages home. The Knesset was lit up in red, white, and blue; its members gave the president a two-and-a-half-minute standing ovation when he arrived. A Tel Aviv beach was decorated with a giant silhouette of his face. Isaac Herzog, Israel's president, announced that Trump would be awarded the country's Presidential Medal of Honor, its highest civilian commendation. But one notable person didn't join the festivities. In fact, she boycotted them.

The day before, Limor Son Har-Melech, a far-right member of Parliament, had declared that she was "not interested in joining the applause" and announced that she would not attend the president's Knesset speech. "President Trump presented the current deal as a peace agreement," she wrote. "It is not. It is a shameful agreement." Har-Melech's outrage was sharp but not surprising. Since October 7, 2023, she had been one of the chief advocates for the Israeli resettlement of Gaza. Just two months after the Hamas massacre, she said she told Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu that "the only image of victory in this war is that we will see Jewish homes in Gaza. Victory will be when we see the children of Israel playing in the streets of Gaza."

Polls showed that most Israelis opposed this land-grabbing plan. But Netanyahu was beholden for his political future to the radical minority that supported it, and constantly catered to their whims. As the war in Gaza dragged on, and Israel plunged deeper into the Palestinian territory, the settler right appeared poised to obtain its prize. Trump called to "clean out" Gaza and relocate its population to make way for a "Riviera of the Middle East." Nearly two dozen lawmakers in Netanyahu's coalition signed a letter to Israel's defense minister urging him to permit activists into Gaza itself to scout possible settlement locations.

The pieces were falling into place. That is, until Trump halted the war and imposed a peace plan that explicitly rejected any Israeli territorial designs on Gaza.

Read: The worst-kept secret of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

It wasn't supposed to go this way. When Trump was reelected, members of the Israeli right rejoiced, believing that he would happily facilitate their aspirations. Instead, he has begun to frustrate them. The first blow came on September 25, when the president categorically ruled out any attempt to extend Israeli sovereignty over the occupied West Bank, which Palestinians claim for their future state. "I will not allow Israel to annex the West Bank," Trump told reporters in the Oval Office. "It's not gonna happen." The president's Arab allies had made clear that annexation could shatter the Abraham Accords forged in Trump's first term; faced with the potential unraveling of one of his signature achievements, the president acted quickly to curb the Israeli right's ambitions.

That intervention turned out to be just a prelude. Four days later, Trump unveiled his 20-point plan for ending the Gaza war--and punted on his prior proposal to cleanse Gaza of Palestinians. "Gaza will be redeveloped for the benefit of the people of Gaza, who have suffered more than enough," read point No. 2. "No one will be forced to leave Gaza, and those who wish to leave will be free to do so and free to return," added point 12. "We will encourage people to stay and offer them the opportunity to build a better Gaza." Trump then proceeded to bully both Hamas and Netanyahu into accepting this agreement.

No wonder Har-Melech and her allies were angry. Just days before, they'd appeared ascendant. Now, thanks to Trump, they were the skunks at the party, watching the public celebrate peace without any thought of settling Gaza. While the war was at full tilt, Har-Melech's minority settler faction had been able to exercise outsize influence over Netanyahu's decision making, deepening Israel's entanglement in Gaza. As soon as the conflict began to wind down, so did the faction's ability to shape events.

But although Trump may have momentarily stuffed the far right into a locker, it will slink out as soon as he turns his attention elsewhere. "There will be Jewish settlements in Gaza," vowed Bezalel Smotrich, a powerful far-right minister in Netanyahu's government, the day after Trump's victory speech in Israel. "We have patience," he went on, "we have determination and faith, and with God's help, we will continue the series of victories, and the big miracles." On Sunday, two Israeli soldiers were killed in Gaza, and the army responded with air strikes. Smotrich gleefully posted one word on X before the shaky cease-fire was reestablished: "War!" The settler movement did not get where it is by giving up; its activists excel at exploiting every opening.

Trump's Gaza plan presents many such openings. According to the agreement, in the early stages of the current deal, Israel will remain in control of much of Gaza's uninhabited territory until Hamas is disarmed and displaced. These are precisely the areas that the far right hopes to settle and even annex to Israel. Hamas is dragging its feet on releasing the bodies of dead Israeli hostages, publicly executing Palestinians opposed to its rule, and showing no sign that it intends to give up its weapons. The Israeli army and Hamas are still skirmishing along the cease-fire line. Even if none of this is enough to capsize the accord, it will likely delay further implementation and provide a window for the settlers and their political allies to try to insinuate themselves into those parts of Gaza.

Only Trump can stop this from happening--at least until Israel holds new elections next year that could boot Netanyahu and his partners from power. The president can pressure Hamas's patrons in Qatar and Turkey to compel the group to disarm, and he can strong-arm Netanyahu into preventing settler spoilers from upending the fragile peace. What Netanyahu wants is not this peace deal or avaricious annexations, but to stay in power. And he will make whatever choice seems most likely to keep him there.

Like other political leaders with an exaggerated sense of their own importance, Netanyahu perceives himself as indispensable, and his leadership as the only thing standing between his country and catastrophe. Equating his personal interest with the national interest, he justifies every reversal and betrayal of past principles as necessary for Israel's survival. Such compromised leadership is perilous for Israel, but advantageous for Trump: As Netanyahu's only consequential friend on the international stage, the U.S. president has immense sway over the Israeli leader's choices. Left alone, Netanyahu will act however his coalition tells him to, but countermanded by Trump, he will have different incentives.

The truth is, Israel does not and has never needed Netanyahu to survive; it needs to survive Netanyahu. How Trump chooses to treat the Israeli premier and his far-right coalition will determine not just whether the president's peace plan will succeed, but whether Israel will succeed in outlasting its extremist minoritarian government.
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A Cease-Fire Is a Moment to Count the Dead

Palestinians in Gaza know that they'll never return to the life they once had.

by Ghada Abdulfattah

Tue, 21 Oct 2025




We are a few days into something called a cease-fire. Can we even say that-- "a few days into a cease-fire"? For Palestinians in Gaza, the words feel strange on the tongue. Perhaps they are supposed to connote peace, relief, and the chance to take a breath after months of suffocation. Yet I feel none of those things. I don't even feel that the war has stopped.

By now we should be experts on cease-fires. We've lived through many cycles of war and cessation. And yet I don't know what to feel. "New chapter," I say to myself. I imagine a director with a clapboard calling, "Scene three!"--but at this point I've lost count of the takes.

I'm not alone in this unease. Among my friends and relatives, no one seems to trust this peace. We fear that it will shatter, as the agreements before it have.

Two years of war is a long time. Wounds don't heal, but fester. Hardly anyone remembers what normal feels like. Technically, the fighting has paused, but we still hear the same sounds, feel the same fear, the same absence of everything familiar. Maybe, my sister-in-law suggested to me, this is why we don't feel relief or a sense of safety: because we know that whatever comes next will not be a return to the life we had.

Life doesn't restart--it stumbles forward, uncertain and bruised. At moments like this, I think of an old Arabic saying: "The drunk has sobered, and the thought has come." During the war, we had no time to think. The only focus was survival, hour by hour, moving from one place to another under bombardment, looking for food, water, medicine, cash, a place to exist. In such circumstances, thoughts, dreams, plans--even grief--collapse into a single instinct.

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

With a cease-fire, the thinking returns, and with it, pain. One of my childhood friends, Shaima, was killed in an Israeli air strike along with her three children. So were her two brothers, one of them with his wife and their four children. Shaima and I studied together for eight years. Her family had the only Ping-Pong table in our neighborhood, and she used to try to teach me to play. She was a master. I never learned, but she did teach me to skip rope like a pro. We'd laugh until we fell over.

Days after Shaima was killed, her mother, in Egypt, died grieving. Many Gazans are still searching for missing loved ones whose names appear on no lists. No one knows whether these people are alive, buried under rubble, detained, or dead.

The sky over Gaza may be silent, but Shaima is still gone. A cease-fire is a moment to count the dead.

Gaza's streets are all rubble. Barely a house stands. The landscape itself feels erased. People say it will take many months just to clear the debris, and longer still to restore water, electricity, even a single functioning road. We've lived through this work before--years of halting reconstruction efforts that were never truly completed. But what we face now feels different. We've lost schools, hospitals, the streets themselves, the very veins of the city. All of our civil infrastructure has been ground to dust.

Across Gaza, education has been displaced into makeshift tents or broken classrooms, where teachers try to piece together lessons between interruptions. The lack of electricity and stable internet connection make online learning all but impossible. The rhythm of a school day--waking up early, putting on a uniform, hearing the morning bell--has become a memory from another lifetime.

I've watched my 20-year-old nephew, named after my father, sink into quiet grief. He was supposed to be in his Tawjihi year, the final stage of high school; he once dreamed of studying engineering. Instead, he has been displaced again and again, carrying his books with him, the one thing he refuses to leave behind. Sometimes he lends them to other students who lost theirs under the rubble. The Ministry of Education attempted to resume exams at one point. He went, more out of habit than hope. How can anyone study when life itself is on hold?

Read: How Trump pushed Israel and Hamas to yes

Even health care has been suspended. My 14-year-old niece has been waiting to get braces for nearly a year. Few dentists remain open in Gaza, and the materials for braces are scarce. No one knows whether the necessary parts are still available. We are living in war mode, where fixing a smile or a tooth no longer feels like a priority.

For young people in Gaza, time has stopped. The future hangs suspended in a place without continuity or promise.

People often say here that a cease-fire marks another kind of war--not of weapons, but of suffering. The war of the mind. The war of loss. The war of remembering. The war of reconstruction. A cease-fire means entering a fragile limbo between survival and recovery.

Sometimes during the first cease-fire this past winter, I would catch myself thinking, When the war ends, I will do this. Then I would pause--wasn't this supposed to be the end?

These days, my mind still whispers, When the war ends--as though the war is continuing inside me, even after the noise of the air strikes outside has stopped.
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Ukraine's Underground Generation

Addressing the isolation of young people has become an urgent priority in eastern Ukraine.

by Robert F. Worth

Sun, 19 Oct 2025


Young students return to school in the village of Savyntsi.



In a town called Staryi Saltiv, in northeastern Ukraine, many buildings lie in ruins after years of war, but only one has been demolished twice: the district school. Russian missiles leveled it in early 2022. The town gradually raised the money not just to reconstruct it but to enlarge and improve it, adding new facilities for disabled children. Then, just days after the work was completed in early May, the Russians sent five Shahed drones into it, leaving it a burned-out ruin.

"We don't know why," Iryna Glazunova, the town's director of education and culture, told me. "I think the overall point is to destroy Ukraine."

Now an enormous, colorful banner draped over the wreckage reads WE WILL CONTINUE ANYWAY.

They will continue in a reinforced-concrete bunker three stories underground, where Staryi Saltiv is digging its new school out of the earth. Similar schools are under construction across eastern Ukraine. Kharkiv, the largest city in the northeast, has seven major subterranean schools, and more are being built; the resources being poured into this effort testify to the grim expectation that such facilities will be in use for many years.

Visiting them is an eerie experience: Aboveground, schoolyards and jungle gyms are empty and silent. Only when you descend two or three stories into the bunker do you hear the familiar shrieks and laughter of children.


A school lies in ruins in the village of Zalyman, Kharkiv region, Ukraine. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



Russian drones have made a clear sky into a source of terror for Ukrainian young people. Most have taken instruction only by Zoom since the full-scale Russian invasion began, in 2022. They study in apartments they share with their parents, with frequent interruptions, such as when the power goes out or when the air-raid sirens send them fleeing to shelters. Many are so isolated and anxious that they are unable to imagine a future.

The plight of Ukraine's young people is a direct consequence of Russia's effort to eradicate their national identity. In a little less than four years, Russia has damaged or destroyed some 3,500 schools in an apparent campaign to demoralize the population and pave the way for its Russification. The onslaught has also reduced churches and town halls across northeastern Ukraine to rubble, and with them, much of the physical and mental infrastructure of life for the country's youth.

Read: Bakhmut, before it vanished

When I visited the Kharkiv region this summer, I heard from administrators, teachers, and military officers in town after town that the isolation of Ukrainian children presents an existential threat to the country's future. To confront it, community members are building new institutions underground and improvising new forms of social life.

Young people now spend much of their life in a subterranean world of schools, recreation centers, shelters, even malls. Some adults told me that the effort to create such spaces is as important as anything happening on the war's front lines. When Iryna Markevych, a psychologist in Kharkiv, began fundraising for a Mobile School of Resilience in 2022, "people said, 'We only need money for the army,'" she told me. "We said, 'If the children are all unhappy, what are you fighting for?'"

Three years later, the urgency of the task is now widely acknowledged. Ukraine's adolescents will soon grow up and be needed to defend their country's fragile civic unity. They may also have to fight in a war that could last for many more years; if they're lucky, they will then shoulder the even greater burden of rebuilding all that Russia has destroyed.



"The light temperature is adjusted to re-create the quality of natural light," Yulia Bashkirova, the city's district-education director, told me as we descended an immaculate stairwell to visit School 105 in Kharkiv. "The technical requirements were developed by the city hall."


Children attend underground school number 105 in the city of Kharkiv. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



She opened a heavy door to the school's main corridor, and suddenly we were surrounded by flocks of schoolchildren. It was like being inside a submarine. Every square inch of space was used for something: bookshelves, projectors, wall calendars. The kids eat lunch (provided by the school) at their desks because there is no room for a cafeteria. Colorful murals substitute for windows. Children who would once have been spread out among nine different schools now attend School 105 in shifts because so many families are desperate for an offline-school experience. Perhaps for that reason, everyone I saw seemed gleeful.

"There have been educational losses" during the years of online schooling, the school's director, Nataliya Teplova, told me. "We are trying to make up for that--additional classes during weekends, that kind of thing."

The learning deficits are hard to measure, because testing protocols have changed in the past three years. In western Ukraine, many schools went back to in-person classes years ago. But in the eastern areas close to the front, movement of any kind is dangerous, and electricity and phone service are often disrupted. Educators spoke about 10-year-olds who have not yet learned to read. Even underground facilities are usually impossible to build in these places, because the construction sites get targeted.


Young students celebrate the start of the school year in the village of Savyntsi. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



The war's emotional effects are just as real but even harder to measure. "Some children have no faith in the future," Teplova said. "They are more irritable and have more trouble dealing with their emotions. It will take a long time to deal with that." When Staryi Saltiv opened its first underground learning center, "kids would come in and just touch another child," said Glazunova, the town's education-and-culture director, miming a wide-eyed child reaching her hands out hungrily for contact. "They didn't have the experience of being close to others."

Every adolescent I spoke with in Ukraine talked about the misery of isolation. "I don't remember my life without this war," Solomiia Taranenko, a 19-year-old university student in Kyiv, told me. As a child, she said, "you'd be watching cartoons, then you change the channel and you see a city on fire" in eastern Ukraine, where Russia began a proxy war in 2014. After the 2022 invasion, she said, she spent months confined at home; later, she began bringing potassium-iodide pills everywhere, in case of a nuclear attack. "It became really normal: class, air alert, go to the bomb shelter, back to class."

In a small farming town called Savyntsi, a group of local officials described to me a recent study showing elevated cancer rates among young people in the area. Sickness was just one of many ways, they said, in which the cumulative stress of war had permeated children's lives: anxiety, depression, reduced academic achievement. Nothing, they told me, was more important than restoring a sense of normalcy to the younger generation. In early 2022, the town's brief Russian occupation ended, leaving behind dozens of bombed-out buildings. The officials decided to delay the town's aboveground reconstruction and instead put all of their efforts into a regional underground school that would accommodate 450 students from 18 nearby hamlets.

"This school is our No. 1 priority," Oksana Suprun, the mayor, told me. In the meantime, the school is sending teachers to give lessons in smaller underground spaces in the hamlets.

Towns like Savyntsi are getting help from a loose movement of nonprofits and zealous volunteers such as Markevych, the psychologist who founded the Mobile School of Resilience three years ago. Markevych works with about 20 colleagues and spends much of her time driving around eastern Ukraine in a van, organizing tutoring and puppet shows and handing out books. In the formerly occupied areas, she told me, the Russians removed all of the Ukrainian books from local libraries.

"Everyone needed help in the gray zone" near the front line, Markevych said about her work, which began as a one-woman volunteer effort in 2017. "Some were accused of being traitors because they stayed" during the Russian occupation. "Some kids born after 2014 never knew peace." When she and her colleagues first began organizing summer camps in formerly occupied areas, Markevych told me, "some parents resisted because the Russians 'invited' kids on trips and they never returned." (Russia has abducted almost 19,000 children, according to Ukrainian authorities, and some estimates run much higher.)

Markevych briefly teared up as she described the first summer after the Russian invasion, when she helped organize a summer camp for kids from formerly occupied towns. Many were traumatized, and when they saw fireworks, "they hid inside and cried," she said. "But the camp was important because they regained contact with friends. That allowed them to begin planning their future."


The Patriots 1654 youth organization commemorates the Day of Remembrance of the Defenders of Ukraine on August 29. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



Ukrainian educators and child advocates told me that getting children into real classrooms was only one part of their project. Another was to bolster their sense of Ukrainian identity. I attended an opening-day school ceremony in Savyntsi in early September during which every speaker--the town mayor, teachers, valedictorians--emphasized the importance of teaching Ukrainian language, history, and culture. After the speeches came Ukrainian songs, poems, tributes to soldiers, and, of course, the national anthem.

One of the groups that has done the most cultural-preservation work is Plast, the main Ukrainian Scouting organization, which has expanded its efforts to serve Ukrainian children since the 2022 invasion. Plast was founded in 1911 and banned by both the Nazis and the Soviet authorities. It has taken on a new significance in the past three years as a defender of Ukrainian traditions against the threat of Russification.

Plast has tried to downplay its aggressively nationalist past. But Yaroslav Yurchyshyn, a member of the Ukrainian Parliament and a former scout, told me, "We exchange instructors and knowledge with the Khartia brigade," a large military unit based in Kharkiv. In a country where 85 percent of people identify as Christian, Plast has an unmistakable, though ecumenical, religious orientation: Every Christmas, Plast scouts make their way to the front line with a "peace flame" that has traveled all the way from Bethlehem via an Austrian cathedral. The scouts tell the soldiers, "We give this to you," as they pass on the flame, Yurchyshyn said. "You can rely on us. You have a place to return to. You will return to a better society."

Some youth groups work even more closely with the military. One evening in Kharkiv, I happened upon a memorial service for fallen soldiers. Dozens of adolescents stood at attention in neat rows. They all wore navy-blue shirts bearing the words Patriots 1654, the date of Kharkiv's founding and the name of a youth wing created by Kraken, a volunteer military brigade based in the city that has a reputation for recruiting bouncers and soccer ultras. One of the kids, an athletic-looking teenager named Ladislav, told me that 1654 is organized into platoons that train with Kraken commanders. Many of them go on to fight in the infantry. A number of other Ukrainian brigades have created their own youth wings.

These efforts may be essential to Ukraine's ability to maintain the pipeline of new soldiers that it needs for the war effort. Everyone is keenly aware that Ukraine is at a demographic disadvantage vis-a-vis Russia, which continues to hurl infantry soldiers into the war with little regard for their lives. Many Ukrainians also know that just across the front line, Russia is engaged in a much more extreme form of youth indoctrination.



In the occupied areas of Ukraine, Russian authorities have been remaking the schools since 2014, eliminating classes in Ukrainian language and culture and implementing military training alongside a rigid Russian-nationalist curriculum. These classes start in the first grade.

Tetiana Lychko, a documentarian at Almenda, a Kyiv-based think tank that has reported on Russia's activities in the occupied areas, told me that the classes are compulsory, and that if students do not attend, their parents are called in. Soldiers and priests visit the schools to talk to the youngest children about the importance of the "special military operation." In a class called "Security and Defense of the Motherland," introduced last year, seventh- and eighth-grade students learn to operate assault rifles and first-person-view drones. Some specialized "cadet schools" start the training in preschool, where 4-year-olds are taught the names of weapons and how to make camouflage nets for the front line. Outside school, authorities organize even more advanced military-training regimes, such as Zarnitsa 2.0, an open-air war game with origins in the Soviet era.

Read: My hometown became a different country


Anna Kovalenko, 19, refused to leave the Saltivka district of Kharkiv despite the Russian onslaught there. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



In spite of Russia's efforts, Ukrainian children regularly escape from the occupied areas, many with the help of their parents. I met one of them in Kyiv, an 18-year-old woman from a town in the Donetsk region whom I'll call Mariya; she asked that I not use her real name, because she still has family in the occupied zone. She told me that before she escaped last year, "I didn't really understand I lived in Ukraine--they said in school it was the republic of Donetsk." Her parents were opposed to the Russian occupation but too frightened to talk about it. After Russian-backed forces seized Donetsk in 2014, Mariya told me, people loyal to Moscow "pointed to those who were pro-Ukrainian and they were taken away. So most stayed quiet. My family too."

Mariya was 7 when the occupation began, and the changes started immediately. "I had the impression that everything went back to the '90s; there was no investment, and things decayed," she said. "Our school was like what Grandma described."

Credit cards disappeared, as did mobile internet access, and public transport became scarce and unpredictable. Year by year, the propaganda at her school grew more aggressive and all-encompassing, and after Ukrainian classes were abolished, Mariya's ability to speak the language faded. Eventually, she persuaded her parents to let her leave, and her mother accompanied her on a risky trip through Russia into the Kyiv-controlled part of Ukraine. Even now, her parents (who stayed to take care of a grandparent) tell anyone who asks that she is studying in Russia.


Diana, a 17-year-old, sits on the bank of the Siverskyi Donets river in Izium, Kharkiv region of Ukraine. (Jedrzej Nowicki for The Atlantic)



Hundreds of other children have made the same journey. I spoke with Olena Rozvadoska, the co-founder of Voices of Children, a Kyiv-based nonprofit that provides psychological support to children, including those who come from the occupied areas. "These kids are promised 1 million rubles if they stay" in the Russian-controlled areas, Rozvadoska told me. "It's nonsense. They say: 'You will have nothing in Ukraine. It's a fake country. You will be killed.'" The children tend to be euphoric after they first arrive in Ukrainian-controlled territory, she said, but many succumb to depression afterward, especially if they have left family in the east. That is when they need help.



Behind all of the concern about the mental health of Ukrainian children lurks a bigger question regarding the generations too young to have taken part in the unifying 2014 revolt against Russia. The Revolution of Dignity brought thousands of young Ukrainians into the center of Kyiv and ultimately deposed the Russian-backed President Viktor Yanukovych; the experience was formative for Ukrainian Millennials, who cast their lot with a democratic West against what many saw as a rapacious and autocratic neighbor. It was also the immediate precursor to the 2014 Russian annexation of Crimea and incursion into eastern Ukraine.

Today's young people have lived under martial law for three and a half years, with no near prospect of participating in meaningful elections; their political and social isolation has left many Ukrainians wondering whether they will inherit their elders' dedication to democracy. But Anton Grushetskyi, a Kyiv-based pollster, told me that he saw some encouraging signs--for instance, that 60 percent of young Ukrainians believe that a successful life is possible in their country, despite what looks to most of them like a permanent state of war.

Read: Ukraine's most lethal soldiers

Many in this young cohort may share the idealism that drew their predecessors to the barricades, even if they have not had much chance to show it. I met several adolescents who said they took seriously the idea that their generation could help provide a moral example to the world. One was a 19-year-old university student from Kharkiv named Anna Kovalenko, who recently organized a series of musical and artistic gatherings called Imagination Space that drew hundreds of participants. She grew up in Saltivka, an enclave in northern Kharkiv that was hit very hard during the first month of the 2022 Russian invasion. Her mother had wanted to get her out of Ukraine at the time--the family had offers of help and money from abroad--but Kovalenko told me that she'd refused to leave her father and grandparents. She hopes to become an architect and help rebuild her country after the war ends.

"Every time people could be helped, I'm overexcited; I barely explode," she said over the din of an air-raid siren in a Kharkiv cafe. "It's amazing that I can be helpful in this place. That's why I'm still here."

In July, thousands of young people participated in anti-corruption protests across the country. The rallies succeeded in stopping the passage of a bill that would have reduced the independence of two of Ukraine's anti-corruption bodies. Yana Sliemzina, a 29-year-old journalist who helped organize one of the street protests in Kharkiv, told me that the victory was a political rite of passage for many, partly because corruption has been something of a taboo subject in recent years, thanks to its prominent role in Russian propaganda against Ukraine. Others who took part told me they were happy for any chance to assert their belief in democracy after years of feeling that their lives were permanently on hold, their horizons shrunken by a constant, anxious search for social-media tips about where the next drone would strike.

In a war that has come to seem endless, many young people told me that they prefer not to think about the future at all. Perhaps that is because they know the war's end will bring a whole new set of challenges and a different kind of heroism. They will have to restore a shattered, traumatized country full of single mothers, maimed veterans, and homeless and displaced people. The outside world may be much less willing to help them than it is today.

"It's very hard, the weight of it all," Katya Markevych, a 15-year-old in Kharkiv, told me when I asked her to envision life after the war. "We feel like we will have to rebuild this country literally and metaphorically. It's a lot of responsibility."
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One Era Ends in Gaza, and Another Begins

A moment for radical hope

by Graeme Wood

Mon, 13 Oct 2025




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

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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        You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong
        Ian Bogost

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here."That's enough screen time for today," you tell your kid, urging them to turn off the video-game console or iPad. As for what they should do instead, you are not quite sure. And what about you? If only you could put down your phone and listen to your spouse, or read a book, or embrace the sensation of your own existence, then surely you would be a happier, better person.But this is wrong. Screen time is not a...
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        Ali Breland
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        The End of the Old Instagram
        Kaitlyn Tiffany
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        "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...
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You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong

The first step to recovery is acceptance of this fact.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 23 Oct 2025




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

"That's enough screen time for today," you tell your kid, urging them to turn off the video-game console or iPad. As for what they should do instead, you are not quite sure. And what about you? If only you could put down your phone and listen to your spouse, or read a book, or embrace the sensation of your own existence, then surely you would be a happier, better person.

But this is wrong. Screen time is not a metric to optimize downward, but a name for the frenzy of existence in an age defined by screens. You may try to limit the time that you or your children spend with screens, and this may bring you minor triumphs. But you cannot rein in screen time itself, for screen time is the speed of life today. To recognize that fact--and to understand how it happened--is a small, important step toward salvation.

Long before screen time was a brand name for self-loathing--long before it had given rise to smartphone apps that were supposed to cleanse your soul of backlit sin--the notion had to be invented. This happened in the summer of 1991, when Mother Jones published an issue called "We Hate Kids." Its cover featured Bart and Lisa Simpson, characters then but two years old; tucked away inside was an essay by the writer Tom Engelhardt called "Primal Screen." "The screen offers only itself as an organizing principle for children's experience," it said. Television shows didn't just tell stories; they showed characters such as Garfield watching television themselves, sometimes obsessively. MTV, then scarcely more than a decade old, famously put literal televisions on-screen and on set. Kids were watching "screens within screens within screens," Engelhardt wrote, and they were doing it a lot: Even six-month-old babies were getting "an average hour and a half of screen time a day; the typical older child, about four hours."

Televisions had already been around for decades, and people had lamented their existence from the start. The nickname "boob tube" first appeared in the 1950s. Screen panics of various kinds arose and subsided every decade thereafter. In 1984, the American Academy of Pediatrics warned parents that television might have ill effects on childhood development. Reaffirming the idea in 1990, the AAP reported that American children were spending more time watching television than any other activity, apart from sleeping. Time spent with TV was concerning, it said, because passive viewing of the screen "may displace more active experience of the world."

But any measure of time spent in front of screens did not--and still does not--explain the changing nature of this experience. For Engelhardt, the problem screen time named was not merely one of duration but one of pace. The endless, frenzied display of screened images proceeds "as if chased by some implacable force," he wrote, and "it is that pace that drives the child." Time in the age of screens was rapidly changing, brazenly commercializing, exploding into bits and then getting distributed across multiple venues and devices. By the early '90s, many American households had multiple televisions, along with VCRs and video-game consoles, and kids carried Game Boys when they went outside. Engelhardt observed that different sorts of screens, including cinema, television, and games, were getting linked together in what would later be described as "franchise media." Merchandising was a side effect of this infectious spread, an invitation and a demand to consume the trappings of the images that screens emitted.

Read: I tried to limit my screen time

In the 34 years since Engelhardt's essay, the outbreak of screens has increased in scale many times over. So has the pace of activity on those screens as the inescapability of screen life became entrenched. Engelhardt probably used a word processor to write his essay in 1991, but the experience would have been quiet and solitary. Today, I write this one on a different sort of screen: a windowed computer operating system. Even as I work, I will receive reminders about my appointments, various requests from friends and family, constant emails, and dozens of notifications from the other apps and services I use. Today's screens within screens within screens are shredding my attention into bits.

Television foreshadowed this situation. Over the past few decades, all TV has become more like MTV. Commercial-free streamers offer no natural breaks for a viewer's attention. Even standard news programming is as noisy and disjointed as the output of a Bloomberg terminal. But just using a television now demands a faster pace. Channels have been replaced by streaming services, each of which has its own menu screen with an individual visual language and interaction paradigm. Selecting a show may result in the involuntary viewing of multiple, in-line trailers. And then, once you've settled on a program, you probably also tap at and scroll on the smartphone in your hand while watching, whether to respond to work messages or shop for home goods or argue on social media or crush candy. If you go to the gym, you might watch a trainer or a YouTube video on the screen atop your stationary bike. You might even operate your motor vehicle (at your peril) by touching screens. The car I bought recently asks drivers to sign in to its screen with a profile, as if the vehicle were just another Netflix. Its hybrid engine adds yet one more screen to my instrument panel for monitoring electrification. When I go to fill up the tank, the gas pump has a screen, too, hawking services that might also take place on screens.

In this context of screen omnipresence, to measure the amount of time you spend looking at a screen is simply to ask how much time you spend awake and cogent, for almost everything you do now requires a screen to do it. (If you wear a watch or a ring at night for sleep tracking, your slumber will be reclaimed by a screen, too.) The fallacy of screen time holds that measuring a ubiquitous phenomenon provides information that allows for control of that phenomenon--that keeping records of a chronic state will give rise to certain habits of self-healing.

This won't really help you to adopt new habits, for two reasons. First, because general-purpose computing made screens so widespread that many worthwhile activities take place on them. You are almost certainly reading this article on a screen! My Washington University in St. Louis colleague Phillip Maciak, who wrote a book called Avidly Reads Screen Time, points to the obviously beneficial practice of using screens to text or video-call friends and family. The raw quantity of time one spends in the thrall of screens says almost nothing about the value of the time spent.

Read: What did people do before smartphones?

Measuring screen time for self-improvement also fails because few, if any, activities even exist outside of screen time. Nature has been conquered by cellular coverage. Bars and restaurants were already riddled with screens before everyone at the table also clutched one in their hand. Psychologists and educators are calling for bans on smartphones at schools, but many schools have already replaced chalkboards with computer-controlled smartboards, or distributed Chromebooks or iPads to every student. Even bowling alleys--the fantasy site for mid-century, prosocial communion, thanks to the political scientist Robert Putnam's Bowling Alone--require programming and then operating screens to keep score.

What to do, then, about screen time? The fact is, you cannot participate fully in contemporary life without devoting a substantial amount of time to the screen. Even if you try to pare back your screen time to some bare minimum for engagement with the world today, whatever quantity remains will still be chaotic and attention-shattering by nature. You might rationally take steps to protect your children from that situation while their identity (and brain) is still forming, but those efforts will only delay the inevitable. Every kid will be thrust into the frenzy of screen life at some point during their adolescence, or else they will fail to enter contemporary adulthood.

Screen time is a systemic issue, so an individual response--your screen-time monitoring, your screen-time mitigation--will likely be of little use. Past experience suggests that this problem will resolve itself at historical scale instead. After all, in the early days of literacy, reading--now perhaps the paradigmatic example of a non-screen-time activity--was considered ominous; people reading silently to themselves might have seemed demented. Even in the 19th century, the novel was considered a dangerous medium, one that would trap people--especially impressionable young women--in the thrall of isolation and fantasy. (Today, a couple of centuries later, people instead complain that young adults no longer have the attention span for isolationist fantasy.)

It's hard to fathom now, but Marshall McLuhan, who became famous in the 1960s for the idea that media forms shape perception, saw the screen as an antidote to the poison of the book. McLuhan appreciated television for its lo-fi ambience that activated many senses all at once. As such, he thought that screens would help usher in a new age, a "global village" in which multisensory media would connect people in small scale, ad hoc ways, replacing the top-down, authoritative forms of media that preceded them, such as books.

The world ended up getting the global village McLuhan had predicted, albeit not in exactly the way he had predicted it. In particular, screens mated to computers, the most flexible machines ever invented. Together, the two amended all previous media forms. The computer-with-a-screen subsumed those media, and it did so at the pace of screen time, that is, with increasing speed and swelling fragmentation.

Will screen time ever slow? Can it ever be controlled? Tom Engelhardt thought such an end was inevitable--if for no other reason than sheer exhaustion. His object lesson was Pee-wee Herman, a "bizarrely hyperactive" screen-time-accelerated counterpoint to Mr. Rogers. Surely, Engelhardt suggested, the limits of the human body and brain could not sustain such extreme energy, not for long. His conclusion was wrong back then, half a lifetime ago: The hyperactive energy of the television age has persisted--and then spread into every corner of contemporary life. Perhaps someday the age of screens will end, at the hand of some unthinkable novelty or civilization-ending calamity. But until that happens, tracking use of screens--let alone trying to curtail it--will have little meaning. For now, at least, you are doomed to live at screen time.
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MAGA's Next Top Influencer

Charlie Kirk's death left a void on the right. Jack Posobiec looks better positioned than anyone to fill it.

by Ali Breland

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Two days after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, his signature podcast was back on the air. To honor Kirk's memory, four of his closest colleagues hosted an episode of The Charlie Kirk Show. They gathered inside his old studio at Turning Point USA's headquarters, keeping an empty chair for Kirk. Directly to the right sat Jack Posobiec, a conservative influencer. "I know the seat looks empty, but it's not," Posobiec said. "Because in a way, Charlie is the only thing we're all thinking about right now."



Unlike the other three co-hosts, Posobiec's primary job wasn't working for Kirk. Nonetheless, he has become one of the most prominent faces of TPUSA since Kirk's death. He has regularly spoken at the influential right-wing organization's events, appeared on various TPUSA podcasts, and occasionally filled in as a guest host for Kirk's show. He has done high-profile media hits with CNN and CBS News to talk about his late friend, and he delivered remarks at Kirk's funeral--joining a list of speakers that included President Donald Trump, Vice President J. D. Vance, and several Cabinet members.



Posobiec, who declined to comment for this story, has long been a star in the world of MAGA. He has 3.2 million followers on X, where his podcast, Human Events Daily, regularly accrues more than 100,000 views. In a 2023 Semafor poll, dozens of Republican strategists most commonly named Posobiec as the influencer with the biggest pull among the party base.



Posobiec and Kirk have many differences, Posobiec's friends and colleagues emphasized to me. "Nobody can replace Charlie," Raheem Kassam, the founder of The National Pulse, a right-wing media site, told me. The late TPUSA founder ran a sprawling organization with its tentacles in voter-registration efforts, campus events, fundraising, and media. He also presented himself as a level-headed person who was willing to calmly engage with his political opponents. "Charlie was trying to be a uniter," Steve Bannon, Trump's former strategist, told me. "Jack is totally different." Posobiec's approach to politics is much more adversarial.



Even so, Posobiec is better positioned than anyone else to fill at least some of the void Kirk has left as one of the most important figures on the contemporary right. He shares one of Kirk's biggest strengths: His ability to simultaneously reach both the MAGA base and the most prominent Republicans in Washington. "If there ever was a natural inheritor," to Kirk in this respect, Kassam conceded, "Jack has that ability."



Earlier this month, Posobiec attended Trump's antifa roundtable, gathering in the White House alongside top administration officials, including Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and FBI Director Kash Patel. In June, Posobiec posted a photo of himself in the Oval Office next to Trump and Vance. Even if no one can replace Kirk, Posobiec, with his large audience and his deep connections, is now more indispensable on the right than ever before.



I first came across Posobiec in 2017, when he dashed by me while I was covering a Democratic press conference about net neutrality on the Capitol lawn. Posobiec passed out flyers and asked the senators holding the event why they supported "satanic porn." What did demonic erotica have to do with regulating internet-service providers? He never clearly explained. If you had told me then that Posobiec would become one of the most important influencers on the right, I wouldn't have believed you.



Posobiec started his path to political commentary around 2015, while running a Game of Thrones fan blog. He wrote "The Lady and the Trump," a satirical Game of Thrones story in which the then-presidential candidate falls in love with Sansa, a teenage character in the show. He was 30 years old at the time and was working as an intelligence officer for the Navy Reserve. Posobiec's early techniques seemed incompatible with establishing a serious political career. In 2016, he went to Comet Ping Pong--the pizzeria in Washington, D.C., that conspiracy theorists had decided was ground zero for a supposed pedophile ring being run by liberal elites--and livestreamed his amateur investigation. In doing so, he helped mainstream Pizzagate: On a Sunday afternoon, less than a month later, a gunman fired multiple shots inside Comet Ping Pong while families gathered there for lunch.



In 2017, a month before I saw him on the Capitol lawn, Posobiec and fellow right-wing stunt artist Laura Loomer interrupted a performance of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar in Central Park to protest its references to Trump. While Posobiec was trolling the libs, Kirk, just 24 years old at the time, was busy raising millions of dollars to grow TPUSA into a powerful organization on the right.



During the early Trump years, Posobiec also flirted with the far-right fringe. At least twice in 2016, he posted references to 1488, a number popular among neo-Nazis. (It combines the number of words in a slogan about preserving a white future--14--and the position of h in the alphabet, a reference to "Heil Hitler.") He has also repeatedly spread hoaxes. In 2017, Posobiec circulated a post that falsely claimed that CNN had published and then deleted an article defending Bill Maher's use of an anti-Black slur. In 2020, Posobiec tweeted: "2 crates filled with pipe bombs discovered near Korean War Memorial in DC after suspects spotted in bushes. Federal assets in pursuit." None of this was true.



Posobiec no longer pulls the stunts that he used to. In the past several years, he's slid into a more conventional influencer role, both podcasting and frequently posting on X. (Bannon takes credit for this. In 2020, he "chewed his ass out" and told Posobiec that he was "too valuable" to be wasting his time with goofy escapades, Bannon told me.)



But his penchant for the extreme hasn't gone away. Last year, he co-wrote Unhumans, a book in which he contends that progressives are subhuman and appears to defend Augusto Pinochet--the Chilean dictator who killed dissidents by dropping them out of helicopters. "Wherever Pinochet was, there was no communism," writes Posobiec and his co-author, Joshua Lisec. The book is dedicated "to the memory of those who have fought communism." (Vance glowingly blurbed Unhumans on its book jacket.) Last October, he boosted false claims that then-vice presidential candidate Tim Walz had sexually abused one of his former students. At a TPUSA event in July, he pushed the idea that it's "wrong" to think that "if you just hand someone a piece of paper, that makes them American." He focused in particular on Zohran Mamdani, the New York mayoral candidate who was naturalized as a citizen in 2018. "Is Zohran Mamdani an American like we are?" he yelled to the crowd. "No, he's absolutely not!"



Posobiec maintains close relationships with many people in the Trump administration. I spoke with half a dozen of his friends and colleagues, who all mentioned his connections. In February, Posobiec joined the press corps with Secretary of the Treasury Scott Bessent on a trip to Ukraine and was invited as press on a diplomatic trip with Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth to Germany. Donald Trump Jr. described Posobiec to me, in a statement via a spokesperson, as "one of the most influential media voices in the America First movement today."



During a speech last March that Posobiec attended, Vance named "Jack P." as one of his "good friends" in the crowd. Kassam told me that Posobiec has "almost immediate access to anybody he wants in the White House. He can probably walk into Mar-a-Lago whenever he wants." Bannon and Kassam both told me that Posobiec has relationships with Peter Navarro, White House senior counsel for trade and manufacturing, and Sergio Gor, the ambassador to India. (Until earlier this month, Gor was the director of the White House Presidential Personnel Office.)



Anna Kelly, a deputy White House press secretary, declined to comment on Posobiec's ties to Navarro and Gor. "He has been invited to cover numerous White House events due to his status as a trusted voice within the MAGA movement and reach that dwarfs that of The Atlantic and others," she said in an email. A spokesperson for Vance declined to comment.


 In large part, Posobiec has been able to ingratiate himself among the most powerful people in Washington for a simple reason: He is nice--at least to conservatives and especially to Trump. "Jack's a great guy," Libby Emmons, the editor in chief of the publication Human Events, the media outlet he podcasts for, told me. "He's a good family man. He's a good friend. He's trustworthy. He makes friends easily." (Today, Human Events agreed to the Pentagon's media restrictions and joined its "new media" press corps.) Others I spoke with offered similar explanations for his deep connections. "Everybody loves him. There's a genuineness to him," Lucian Wintrich, a right-wing media personality and friend of Posobiec's, told me.



I couldn't help but think of the similarities with Kirk, who was also widely beloved in MAGA circles. This is frequently not how things work on the right. Loomer--a provocateur and media figure with influence over Trump--is notorious for picking intra-party fights. Tucker Carlson has repeatedly criticized the Trump administration and doesn't shy away from attacking other prominent influencers. (Carlson has said that Loomer is "the world's creepiest human"; Loomer has called him "Tucker Qatarlson.") Meanwhile, Posobiec generally doesn't get mired in MAGA squabbles and focuses his ire on the left.



There are other reasons for how Posobiec has become so well-connected. He is seen as an expert on China by his inner circle--almost everyone I spoke with cited his ability to speak Mandarin. Tom Sauer, a figure on the right who served in the Navy with Posobiec, told me that his "time in the Pacific" has given him a unique knowledge of geopolitical affairs. Both Sauer and Bannon said that Posobiec was in consideration for a position at the National Security Council earlier this year. (The White House declined to comment on whether Posobiec was considered for an NSC job.)



And with his large following, Posobiec is seen by many on the right as both a bellwether for what the base cares about and a way to reach that base. "People ask his opinion," Bannon said. "They know that if they have to drive a message, Jack has a huge reach." Last month, Posobiec targeted Mark Bray, a Rutgers historian, calling him a "domestic terrorist professor" on X. Because Bray studies anti-fascist movements, Posobiec accused him of belonging to antifa. "The day after the Posobiec tweet, I received a very direct death threat saying that someone was going to kill me in front of my students," Bray told Wired. Fearing for the safety of his family, Bray decided to leave the United States and move to Spain.



Posobiec is sufficiently unctuous to the correct people, he espouses the correct ideological positions to align himself with the administration, he triggers the libs, and he can rally the base. These are the things that matter to Trump, and Posobiec excels at them--as did Kirk. Each man has had a gift at influencing. And they both illustrate the paradox of what it means to be influential in MAGA world. Kirk's and Posobiec's nativist perspectives have strengthened the purchase of those ideas in the administration, but the two were ultimately advocating for things Trump had already said he wanted--closed borders, fewer migrants, economic nationalism. Posobiec is now among the most important figures in MAGA, but MAGA has always started and ended with Trump.
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OpenAI Wants to Cure Cancer. So Why Did It Make a Web Browser?

The AI giant has lost its imagination.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




According to Sam Altman, your web browser is outdated. "AI represents a rare, once-a-decade opportunity to rethink what a browser can be," OpenAI's CEO said yesterday when announcing the company's latest product: ChatGPT Atlas.



In this new AI-powered browser, ChatGPT becomes the central mechanism for surfing the internet. From any webpage in Atlas, you can click an "Ask ChatGPT" button to open a side conversation with the chatbot. Want cooking inspiration? Atlas can pull from recipes you've recently viewed through its "browser memories" feature--no need to personally dig up the NYT Cooking recipe you opened and closed last week. And as Altman and his colleagues were eager to show off while introducing Atlas yesterday, the browser has an "agent" mode, in which ChatGPT can use the web for you. For instance, it can, in theory, research and (with your permission) book a vacation.



Given all of these big promises, I was struck, when I tried Atlas for myself, by how much the experience simply felt like browsing the internet. Fire up the browser, and Atlas opens ChatGPT in a new tab--exactly what Chrome does with Google. (Atlas is built on Chromium, the same open-source browser project developed by Google that is the foundation for Google Chrome and Microsoft Edge.) Clicking on the "Ask ChatGPT" button in Atlas was akin to using any other browser and opening up ChatGPT. The browser memories are similar to the "memory" feature already built into ChatGPT. I have found agent mode, if impressive, extremely slow and buggy, and it has been a stand-alone feature in ChatGPT since this past summer. OpenAI's bold attempt to rethink how people use the internet boils down to a fairly ordinary web browser that eliminates the already-tiny amount of friction needed to navigate to ChatGPT.com.



The point is, fairly explicitly, to bring ChatGPT deeper into people's lives. An OpenAI spokesperson pointed me to a Substack post written by Fidji Simo, OpenAI's CEO of applications, announcing Atlas. The tool, Simo notes, "makes it easier for more people to tap into the potential of AI." Still, launching a web browser feels out of sync with the way OpenAI fashions itself as a revolutionary AI lab, not a traditional tech company. OpenAI is controlled by a nonprofit whose founding mission is to ensure that superpowerful AI "benefits all of humanity." Only a month ago, Altman said in an interview that OpenAI could one day use a large city's worth of electricity to power AI data centers that can "cure cancer" or "offer free education to everybody on Earth."



Since then, his company has launched Sora 2, an AI video-generating app with an interface almost identical to TikTok's; described a coming update to ChatGPT that will allow adults to create erotica; further teased an AI device made in collaboration with Apple's former top designer, Jony Ive; debuted Instant Checkout, which allows users to buy items directly within ChatGPT; and now launched a web browser that looks similar to Google Chrome.



OpenAI may have little choice but to undergo this commercial lurch. Yes, superintelligence may eventually bring the firm unimaginable riches. But for now, building extremely capable AI models is incredibly expensive--and, at the moment, incredibly unprofitable. OpenAI, according to reporting from The Information, lost billions of dollars in the first half of 2025 and expects cash burn to hit $115 billion by 2029. (OpenAI and The Atlantic have a corporate partnership.)



To fund further AI development, OpenAI is looking to old revenue streams in Silicon Valley: social-media apps, e-commerce, web browsers, personal devices. (Which map, more or less, to Meta, Amazon, Google, and Apple.) "We do mostly need the capital for build AI that can do science," Altman recently wrote on X about OpenAI's commercial endeavors, adding that it is "nice to show people cool new tech/products along the way, make them smile, and hopefully make some money given all that compute need." The rest of the AI industry has done the same. Google has been rapidly integrating its chatbot, Gemini, into many of its apps and services, including the Chrome browser. OpenAI's other top rival, Anthropic, is piloting a Chrome extension to integrate its own chatbot, Claude, into the browser. Apple and Meta, too, are integrating AI throughout their products. Earlier this month, Meta announced that it would run personalized ads drawing from users' chats with its AI tools.



But compared with some other AI companies, it's less clear how OpenAI will generate revenue from most of these endeavors. There are no ads in Sora, for instance, nor in the Atlas browser, although Altman said on a recent podcast that he is open to introducing them. The computational cost of generating lots of videos or processing people's daily web interactions could be tremendous. OpenAI does use some of your interactions inside of Atlas to improve future models (which users can opt into or out of for various types of data). The breadth and granularity of information available from how people search and navigate the web--data that Google, one of OpenAI's top competitors, already has access to--could be invaluable for developing future chatbots. Right now, Atlas's agent mode remains slow and, at times, frustrating; given many more user interactions to train on, future versions could become swift and convenient. OpenAI says that ChatGPT Atlas is intended to spread the benefits of AI; conveniently, this noble aim also involves hoovering up more data and setting up new potential revenue streams. Perhaps revolutionary AI lab and traditional tech giant were never all that distinct.



Several years ago, Altman said in an interview that "we have no idea how we may one day generate revenue" but that once OpenAI has built a "generally intelligent system, basically, we will ask it to figure out a way to generate an investment return." Until he builds that digital genie, Altman must instead look to his Silicon Valley forebears--all of their gadgets and apps and subscription fees and ads--to figure out how to run a profitable business. Even as Altman pitches a science-fictional future, his company is chained to products and business models from the recent technological past.
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A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida

The Brightline has been hailed as the future of high-speed rail in the United States, but it has one big, unignorable problem.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 22 Oct 2025

Updated at 1:55 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025

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

The Brightline is a beautiful train. Ultra-quiet and decorated with streaks of highlighter yellow, it carries passengers between Miami and Orlando, sometimes moving as fast as 125 miles per hour. It restores glamour to the humble railroad: During your ride, if you wish, you can order a half bottle of Veuve Clicquot for $59; the on-board bathrooms are large and clean enough to take a decent mirror selfie in. Conde Nast Traveler has called it "super chic."

Privately owned and operated and transporting about 250,000 passengers a month, the Brightline is only the second high-speed train in the United States and the first outside the Northeast Corridor, where Amtrak operates the Acela. Its newness and sleekness make it a novelty in a country where trains are mostly old and ugly. Its existence shows that America can still build great things and that private industry can build them quickly and with style. If a beautiful high-speed train can work in Florida--whose former governor famously rejected more than $2 billion in federal funding for such a train--maybe it can work anywhere. But right now, something is very wrong.

What the Brightline is best known for is not that it reflects the gleam of the future but the fact that it keeps hitting people. According to Federal Railroad Administration data, the Brightline has been involved in at least 185 fatalities, 148 of which were believed not to be suicides, since it began operating, in December 2017. Last year, the train hit and killed 41 people--none of whom, as best as authorities could determine, was attempting to harm themselves. By comparison, the Long Island Rail Road, the busiest commuter line in the country, hit and killed six people last year while running 947 trains a day. Brightline was running 32.

In January 2023, the National Transportation Safety Board found that the Brightline's accident rate per million miles operated from 2018 to 2021 was more than double that of the next-highest--43.8 for the Brightline and 18.4 for the Metra commuter train in Chicago. This summer, the Miami Herald and a Florida NPR station published an investigation showing that someone is killed by the train, on average, once every 13 days.

Floridians have started calling it the "Death Train" and maintain a sense of gallows humor about it, saying that it must be "fed" regularly to keep hurricanes away. Train attendants told me that Brightline engineers and conductors sometimes darkly joke about earning a "golden ticket"--which is when the train hits someone at the right time so that the three paid days off a worker gets for emotional distress are rolled into a weekend that takes up most of the week.

Brightline argues that the "Death Train" moniker is unfair for many reasons. One is the notorious difficulty of determining whether a death on a train track was a suicide. The company says the true rate of suicides on its Florida route is higher than government agencies report because of the variability in how local law-enforcement agencies and medical examiners make their determinations. Although Brightline no longer insists, as it has in the past, that the majority of the deaths are the result of suicides or drugs, it still takes care to frame the issue as a matter of personal responsibility. None of the deaths on Brightline tracks has been the result of equipment failure or operator error, Ashley Blasewitz, Brightline's director of media relations, wrote to me in an email. "All have been the result of illegal, deliberate and oftentimes reckless behavior by people putting themselves in harm's way."

Federal agencies have investigated the Brightline incidents and produced no firm conclusions about why they have happened so often. The company, sometimes called "Frightline" on the local news, has not been found responsible for any of the deaths. How could it be responsible for people driving around lowered gates or walking into the clearly delineated path of a train? Yet there must be some explanation for the unusual number of fatalities.

Brightline's parent company aspires to create additional train routes all over the country. It has been embraced by pro-transit wonks and former President Joe Biden's train-nerd transportation secretary, Pete Buttigieg, as well as by tech-world influencers and members of the Trump administration. In a February press release announcing that it would investigate a federally funded California high-speed-rail project that has become a decade-plus boondoggle, Donald Trump's Department of Transportation praised Brightline by comparison, citing its "impressive work" on Brightline West, the company's second route. Still under construction, Brightline West will connect Las Vegas to the Los Angeles suburbs with a train that can go up to 200 miles per hour.

If Brightline really is the future of rail in the United States, the most important question is obvious: Why are so many people dying?


Ultra-quiet and decorated with streaks of highlighter yellow, the Brightline carries passengers between Miami and Orlando, sometimes moving as fast as 125 miles per hour. (Aleksey Kondratyev for The Atlantic)



A popular theory of the Brightline deaths, which you'll see in comments underneath viral videos of the train plowing into cars, is that there is something wrong with people who live in Florida. Specifically, these comments invoke the concept of the "Florida Man"--a long-standing meme that suggests the state is, in essence, full of morons.

Jim Kovalsky, the president of a nonprofit called the Florida East Coast Railway Society, appeared exasperated in a local-TV interview last year. "If you don't put yourself between those two steel rails, you're not going to get hit by a train," he said. When I spoke with him earlier this year, he was even more direct. "I think the concept of Florida Man is real," he said. "Unfortunately, we are dealing with a lot of people that don't understand self-preservation."

But if the people of Florida were uniquely stupid in a way that made them more susceptible to being hit by trains, you would expect them to be hit uncommonly often by all trains. This is not the case. Amtrak serves fewer passengers than Brightline, but operates through many of the same urban areas as well as some additional ones, and it reported six total fatalities in the state in 2024, compared with Brightline's 41. The NTSB's 2023 report found that Brightline's accident rate per million miles was more than eight times that of SunRail, another commuter train that operates around Orlando. Brightline has challenged the usefulness of this statistic, noting that it doesn't account for the amount of daily traffic around and on the tracks, but that is sort of the point.

The Brightline runs on the route of the original Florida East Coast Railway, which was built in the late 1800s by Henry Flagler, a Standard Oil tycoon. Flagler is popularly credited with "inventing" modern Florida: His railroad allowed for the development of swampland into a series of luxury resorts dotting the coast. Everything grew up around this track--it's the vein running through all of the oldest cities and most densely populated areas of South Florida.

Passenger trains stopped running on this line in the late 1960s, leaving it to slower freight trains that ran less frequently. When Brightline's parent company, Florida East Coast Industries, was taken over by the private-equity firm Fortress Investment Group, it built a second track so that passenger trains and freight trains could efficiently share the space. (Then it sold the freight rights to a Mexican conglomerate for $2.1 billion.) Since 2017, far more trains than ever before have run through these areas, and faster, in both directions at the same time.

As a result, once-familiar environments have been transformed. Take, for example, the story of Joann DePina, a 49-year-old mother of two who was killed by a Brightline train in January. DePina was walking over the tracks that cut through her neighborhood, but she was doing so on a well-worn footpath. She was technically trespassing, but there weren't any fences or no trespassing signs, and it was a logical thing to do. DePina rented a room in a sober-living house on one side of the tracks and was crossing to get to a group meeting on the other side. She had been in recovery since 2017 and was saving money to move into her own apartment.

I walked along the tracks with her aunt Maria Furtado in May. Furtado showed me the footpath, next to the white cross she'd put up in her niece's memory. In person, it was clear why people would walk there: The tracks split the neighborhood in half, with tightly packed houses on one side and a row of businesses on the other. To get around the tracks legally would require walking down to an intersection to cross, then walking back, adding at least 10 minutes. Taking a shortcut over the tracks looks easy enough, and it was probably easy to do so safely during the decades when freight trains were the only traffic. Hence the worn path.

"I worry about these people all the time," Furtado told me, gesturing at a house whose yard ended less than 50 feet from the tracks. On a previous visit, she'd seen a young boy chasing after a cat as it walked on the tracks. As we talked, Furtado pointed behind me. I turned around and saw a Brightline train coming toward us--only a few seconds away, at most. The train whipped past--it's powered by quiet diesel-electric locomotives and goes 79 miles per hour through that part of its route. It was easy to put myself in DePina's place. She was walking at night, and she didn't hear or see anything coming. Her timing was horrible.

After DePina's death, Furtado attempted to contact Brightline but never heard back. She also contacted Governor Ron DeSantis, who forwarded her letter to the Florida Department of Transportation, which gave her a polite but vague response about its commitment to safety. (During the course of my conversations with Brightline about its record, Blasewitz provided a list of safety improvements that had been made to the tracks both before and after the train started operating, which cost nearly $500 million. "Brightline is one of the safest forms of transportation in the state of Florida, moving millions of people out of their cars and off dangerous roadways," she wrote by email.)

Furtado told me she wasn't sure what other options were left to her. "I don't know who to blame," she said. In her opinion, someone should have to put up a fence along parts of the tracks that cut through neighborhoods--whether that's the city or the state or Brightline, she doesn't much care. Being from Massachusetts and having some familiarity with northern commuter trains, she also liked the idea of the tracks being elevated, even a little bit, to deter people from walking over them. "She wasn't going to hike a mountain or climb over a fence to get across," she said of her niece.

DePina's story is elucidating, but it's only one incident. The NTSB has been conducting a series of investigations into Brightline accidents to search for patterns and will eventually publish a summary analysis of those findings. But so far, only a handful of reports have been published, and they offer few clear takeaways.

For instance, last year, investigators looked into a pair of fatal accidents that had happened two days apart at the same intersection in Melbourne, Florida, a small, coastal city 70 miles southeast of Orlando. Both involved drivers going around safety gates. The details of the first crash were especially odd. The crossing's gates and all of its other safety devices had been working perfectly. Neither the engineer nor the conductor of the train had done anything wrong, while the driver of the car did at least two obvious things wrong. The first was that he had driven around a stopped car and then the lowered gate even as a woman in the back seat of his car yelled at him not to. The second, a toxicology report showed, was that he had been on bath salts.

On the one hand, the issue here was obvious: Florida Man. On the other, the NTSB's report contains information that suggests a dangerous environment, regardless of one's drug intake. It noted that Brightline service had dramatically increased train traffic through Melbourne in recent years. The double-tracking of the line at this location had been completed in June 2023; previously, 14 freight trains passed through each day, and now there were 14 freight trains plus 32 higher-speed passenger trains. Before the two back-to-back Brightline incidents, there had been only three crashes since 1975.

As part of that investigation, NTSB staffers rode the Brightline one Sunday from Orlando to West Palm Beach and back. They found all crossing gates and warning lights to be functioning perfectly and the train crews to be professional and alert. Yet the train they rode had to make an emergency stop to avoid hitting a pedestrian in Melbourne. Then it nearly hit a bicyclist, also in Melbourne. "While talking with the engineer," the investigators noted in their write-up, "he stated that he had been involved in seven incidents while working for Brightline involving striking trespassers or vehicle strikes."

Many train tracks are elevated to cross above roadways. Others are sunken down to cross beneath them. But the Brightline's track intersects flatly, or "at grade," with the roads on much of its route, including the part that runs through central Miami.

Many states have undertaken grade-crossing-elimination projects over the past half century because they make train routes dramatically safer. On the Amtrak route between Washington, D.C., and New York City, the highest-trafficked stretch of train track in the country, there are no grade crossings. The last one was eliminated in the 1980s.

There are 331 grade crossings along the Brightline route in South Florida. James Hopkins, a former Brightline conductor, cited this when explaining to me why he no longer works for the company. He mostly enjoyed his time at Brightline, he said--the company was a good employer--but he didn't want to work on that route anymore in large part because of how often the train would hit people. At his previous job operating a freight train in the 200-mile stretch between Pittsburgh and Harrisburg, he said there were 40 to 50 grade crossings. In the 65 miles between West Palm Beach and Miami, there are 174. "It's just real busy," he told me. "The fatalities--this was just something I didn't want to continue doing."

When I visited the West Palm Beach area to look at the crossings and roads in person, I drove over the tracks dozens of times. They cut through the landscape at strange angles and in unexpected places--behind the downtown courthouse, alongside a Little League field in Delray Beach. People have been struck and killed by Brightline trains at both of these locations.

During my trip, I met with Eric Dumbaugh, a professor of urban and regional planning at Florida Atlantic University who has lived in the area for most of his life. "Brightline is unique nationally," he said. "It's operating right through the urban fabric." Just by leaving their houses, people encounter it, whether they want to or not, and they sometimes have to react quickly, in a life-and-death situation, to a system they don't intuitively understand. "This is why we see the issues that we have," he said.

To visualize this, we drove to a grade crossing in Delray Beach, where an elderly couple had been hit and killed by a Brightline train in 2023. The NTSB investigated this accident, perhaps because it was so confounding. The couple had been driving down a road adjacent to the tracks just after 8 p.m. It was winter, so it was dark. The husband was behind the wheel--he had a green light, so he turned right, at which point there was only a short bit of roadway before the couple found themselves on top of the southbound track. They either didn't register or didn't have time to react to the gate's warning lights and bells. Their timing, like Joann DePina's, was horrible, and the gates came down while the car was in the crossing.

The couple apparently watched, unpanicked, as a northbound freight train approached from one direction. A witness told the NTSB that she saw the wife get out of the car, look around, then go over to the driver's-side window to say something to her husband before getting back in the car. The woman had seemed calm. The best guess that Dumbaugh came to--the same as the NTSB's--was that the wife had examined the car's position and seen that it was clear of the track on which the freight train was approaching. She couldn't see a train coming on the other track, from the other direction. The couple must have decided to wait for the freight train to pass. They turned off the engine of their car, as well as their headlights.

Just as the freight train passed, the Brightline came on the other track. It hit the front of the car and sent it spinning off the road, flipping onto its side. The wife was thrown out of the vehicle, while the husband was stuck inside. Both were dead at the scene. The witness pulled her own car onto the grass and sat for 10 or 15 minutes, shaking, she told the NTSB. She hadn't seen the Brightline coming either.

Dumbaugh explored the intersection, pointing at various elements. Signage on the adjacent road made it clear that a train passes nearby, but didn't tell drivers to be wary of turning into its path. "There was nothing on the approach that warned people a right turn would be an issue," he said. From the NTSB report, we knew that the freight train had radioed the Brightline once it saw the car on the tracks and that the Brightline engineer had implemented the train's emergency brakes, but there hadn't been nearly enough time to stop. Again, it was a story without one easily identified insight. The Federal Railroad Administration regulates the operation of the gate. The road the couple had turned off was a state highway. The intersecting street was the responsibility of the city, but the traffic signals were the responsibility of the county.

Brightline says that it is an advocate for closing certain crossings on its route, but that this rarely happens "without local support." Because of all the elements at any intersection, the process of closing even one crossing can be convoluted and expensive. Sealing off the entire Brightline route or elevating the entire track would simply not be economically feasible for a private company. 

Still, over a period of months, I spoke with several experts who had different opinions on many of the technical details but who all agreed that there's no real mystery behind the Brightline deaths. "Fast trains and grade crossings are always a deadly combination," the historian Richard White, whose 2011 book about American railroads was a Pulitzer Prize finalist, told me. He put it the most succinctly, but I did not talk with anybody who disagreed with that conclusion.

While I was in Florida, I hoped to hear directly from Brightline executives. The company was co-hosting a conference called the Railway Interior Innovation Summit, in Orlando. So, of course, I took a Brightline train to get there.

The train ride was unlike any I've taken in my life. The Brightline's passenger cars are softly lit with pretty blue LEDs along the ceiling, and the roomy seats are upholstered with soft white leather. There is ample legroom and nothing is broken. The elegant new stations have cocktail bars named Mary Mary, apparently in reference to Henry Flagler's first and third wives, who had the same first name. The stations also have gift shops, where you can buy attractive Brightline merchandise--pink ball caps, soft sweatshirts, a candle matching the custom scent that is piped into the terminals.

I bought a "Premium" (first-class) ticket from West Palm Beach for $99, which came with a steak sandwich on a brioche bun for dinner, a passion-fruit tartlet for dessert, a dark-chocolate Lindt truffle for a second dessert, and a glass of cuvee from the complimentary-drink menu. The Brightline is the first train line to offer basically flawless Wi-Fi provided by Elon Musk's Starlink, which is why I got to see Brett Baty put the Mets up over the Red Sox while hurtling up the coast at the end of a long day. The ride was smooth and quiet and we were exactly on time. We made it to Orlando without incident in two hours and 12 minutes--more than an hour faster than the typical Amtrak on this route, and much less stressful than driving a car.

This probably would not have seemed remarkable to the rail summit's many European attendees, whose countries already have high-functioning train systems. Many of these people were in the United States for the first time--meaning that their first experience of our wonderful and interesting country was three days in Orlando. At a networking event, I entered a cluster of conversation just as a Swiss man was explaining that American train stations are surrounded by "car parks," which he found shocking, because most people in Switzerland ride their bikes to the train stations. (Switzerland is about half the size of Maine, by the way.)

A packed conference room listened to a panel on train start-ups, including one called Dreamstar Lines, which intends to begin operating a "hotel on rails"--a luxury overnight train between San Francisco and Los Angeles--before the 2028 Summer Olympics (in a mock-up, it had an on-board spa). Various companies showed concepts for spectacular and futuristic train cars, but Brightline was the center of attention. Its executives gave the most well-attended talks, got the biggest laughs. Everybody agreed that Brightline's trains were impressive and that its proposals were exciting.

On the third day of the summit, participants were led on a tour of Brightline's Orlando maintenance facility by Tom Rutkowski, the company's vice president and chief mechanical officer, a former general superintendent for New Jersey Transit, and a charming, brassy host. When we all boarded one of the trains to look around, Rutkowski encouraged us to sit down and feel the leather, which he said was the same that is used in Bentleys. "If you've never sat in a Bentley, this is as close as you're going to get," he told us.

After the formal tour, the group was offered complimentary wraps for lunch in a meeting room. When I walked in, Rutkowski was sitting on top of a table, holding court in front of a small group of men who were standing around asking him friendly questions about Brightline's business. "We are poor," he told them. "I'm lucky I can make payroll." He said it not as if the company were desperate but as if it were scrappy. He added, "There's no government money coming to bail us out." (Rutkowski later denied making these comments, and called them "nonsense.")

Some additional context is needed here. The claim that there is no public money coming to or already in use by Brightline is not exactly true: The Florida line was built, in part, with $2.2 billion of tax-exempt bonds. If Brightline were, for some reason, to go bankrupt, it might behoove either Florida or the federal government to bail it out and take over operation of the line, rather than leaving everything to rust and the hundreds of thousands of people who use the train to go back to their cars. 

The bonds underlying Brightline have been downgraded multiple times this year because of slower-than-expected ridership growth and higher-than-expected costs. In July, the company announced its intention to defer interest payments on $1.2 billion of debt, and NPR reported that Brightline had been looking for outside investors for months with little success. Blasewitz, the media-relations director, told me that Brightline is still confident in its year-over-year growth and that it intends to establish itself as an "integral" part of Florida's transportation system, though she declined to comment on when the company expects to become profitable.

In addition to the safety conversation, then, there is a conversation to be had about whether Brightline is even a private solution to a public problem at all. The new line in California, Brightline West, will be privately operated, but is being built with billions in federal grants. To the extent that I heard any muttering at the summit that was less than complimentary to Brightline, it was on this point.

At one summit event, I chatted briefly with Jim Mathews, the president and CEO of the nonprofit Rail Passengers Association, who thought the Brightline project was interesting and in some ways laudable. Still, he said that Brightline's Florida strategy was not repeatable. It had been a quirk of history that its parent company owned the right-of-way on those old railroad tracks, and it would not be in that situation again anywhere else in the country. Plus, Brightline lost more than $500 million in 2024 while serving only six stops, he pointed out. Amtrak, often regarded as an albatross around taxpayers' necks, lost more--about $705 million--but serves more than 500 stops, including many that a private enterprise would never bother with and that a public one is obligated to serve.

"The idea of scaling on a private level is just complete insanity," Mathews told me when we talked again after the summit. "Brightline got 3 billion federal dollars to bring along Brightline West--which is great; I don't oppose that. The more the merrier--the more service we have, the better it is," he said. "But let's not pretend this is the kind of capital investment that private industry can do by itself. They can't."


"Fast trains and grade crossings are always a deadly combination," says the historian Richard White. (Aleksey Kondratyev for The Atlantic)



If the most obvious question to ask about Brightline is Why are so many people dying on this one stretch of train track in Florida?, the second-most-obvious is Who can fix it? 

It seemed to me that the problem in Florida was being treated as unsolvable, as though this is somehow just the way it is. The Federal Railroad Administration, for instance, doesn't believe that Brightline is at fault for the frequent accidents. James Payne, the FRA's staff director of grade crossing and trespasser outreach, told me frankly that South Florida is a mess. "It keeps me up at night," he said. But in his opinion, Brightline is doing about as much as it possibly can to improve grade crossings and encourage safety, given the constraints of its business and the existing infrastructure.

I talked with Jim Mathews about the situation at some length, hoping for clarity. Mathews didn't have a perfect explanation either. He thought Brightline had been arrogant and callous, but he also thought the real issue was bigger. Americans are okay with tens of billions of tax dollars funding highways and airports overseen by powerful regulatory agencies. But we don't want to spend the same way on trains, even though we want trains to be built. "We love private industry because it doesn't cost us money, but we point fingers at private industry when it kills people," he said. "That's why we have governments--they protect people; they step in where markets fail." Or they should.

Just after the Miami Herald's July story on Brightline deaths came out, Transportation Secretary Sean Duffy remarked that there had been "way too many deaths" in Florida, and that something should be done. Shortly after that, federal grants worth more than $42 million, which were awarded to Brightline between 2022 and 2024 but had not been dispersed, were finally ushered along by Duffy. Those funds will be used to make some safety improvements, including fencing along parts of the Brightline's route and various interventions to deter people from driving around lowered gates. At the same time, the proposed 2026 Department of Transportation budget that was advanced by Congress over the summer includes no funding at all for the Federal Railroad Administration's Crossing Elimination Grant Program, which is the primary means by which local governments all over the country have funded grade-crossing-removal projects.

In May, when I rode a Brightline train out of Miami, looking through the window at a ludicrously flat landscape, I thought about the future. The train hurtled through towns that were arranged on either side, going so fast while so close to houses, restaurants, parks, and people that I was startled again each time I looked out the window. This is not what it will be like when people ride Brightline West. That train will go through the desert and run mostly within an existing highway median. It won't have the same pitfalls as this first experiment, for which people are dying and that's just the cost of something new. 

Later that evening, I scrolled on my phone and came across an Instagram post about another Brightline accident, with a caption describing the person who had reportedly been hit as a "track snack." People in the comments responded jubilantly, praising the train for chowing down on another soul. The beast was getting stronger, the commenters said with satisfaction. "As always sorry if this was your family member," the account runner wrote dutifully in the replies.



This article originally misidentified a former Brightline conductor and misstated the amount of interest the company owed on its debt.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/10/brightline-train-florida/684624/?utm_source=feed
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My Car Is Becoming a Brick

EVs are poised to age like smartphones.

by Andrew Moseman

Tue, 21 Oct 2025

Sign up for The Weekly Planet, a guide to living through climate change.

For most of its short life, my Tesla Model 3 has aged beautifully. Since I bought the car, in 2019, it has received a number of new features simply by updating its software. My navigation system no longer just directs me to EV chargers along my route--it also shows me, in real time, how many plugs are free. With the push of a button, I can activate "Car Wash Mode," and the Tesla will put itself in neutral and disable the windshield wipers. Some updates are more helpful than others: Thanks to Elon Musk and his middle-school humor, I can now play an updated array of fart sounds when an unsuspecting passenger sits down.



But Musk is already starting to leave my car behind. In July, Tesla rolled out a version of Musk's AI assistant, Grok, to its vehicles. Even as a chatbot skeptic, I could see the usefulness of asking my car for information without having to fumble with my phone. Alas, at present Grok runs only on Teslas made in the past few years, which have a more advanced processor to power their infotainment system. My sedan is simply too old.



Cars used to be entirely mechanical objects. With hard work and expertise, basically any old vehicle could be restored and operated: On YouTube, you can watch a man drive a 1931 Alvis to McDonald's. But the car itself was stuck in time. If the automaker added a feature to the following year's model, you just didn't get it. Things have changed. My Model 3 has few dials or buttons; nearly every feature is routed through the giant central touch screen. It's not just Tesla: Many new cars--and especially electric cars--are now stuffed with software, receiving over-the-air updates to fix bugs, tweak performance, or add new functionality.



In other words, your car is a lot like an iPhone (so much so that in the auto industry, describing EVs as "smartphones on wheels" has become a go-to cliche.) This has plenty of advantages--the improved navigation, the fart noises--but it also means that your car may become worse because the software is outdated, not because the parts break. Even top-of-the-line phones are destined to become obsolete--still able to perform the basic functions like phone calls and texts, but stuck with an old operating system and failing apps. The same struggle is now coming for cars.



Software-dependent cars are still new enough that it's unclear how they will age. "It's becoming the ethos of the industry that everyone's promising a continually evolving car, and we don't yet know how they're going to pull that off," Sean Tucker, a senior editor at Kelley Blue Book, told me. "Cars last longer than technology does." The problem with cars as smartphones on wheels is that these two machines live and die on very different timescales. Many Americans trade in their phone every year and less than 30 percent keep an iPhone for longer than three years, but the average car on the road is nearly 13 years old. (Tesla didn't respond to a request for comment about how its cars age.)



Automakers have a legal requirement to offer free repairs on safety recalls for 15 years after a car was sold to its first owner. Many will issue recalls or updates for cars that are even older than that. "But it's a different question when it comes to something like the Grok upgrade," Tucker said. "Tesla never promised you Grok." Future updates could be too computationally demanding for a car's hardware to handle--especially as automakers race to introduce AI and autonomous features. Although missing out on such features wouldn't hurt the driving experience, the apps that incorporate these enhancements might get slow or buggy on cars with older computers. "Certain models are destined to age their way out of compatibility with the latest software. It's like trying to put Windows 11 on a PC from 2010," Nick Yekikian, a senior news editor at the car site Edmunds, told me. "It would probably result in something completely unusable."



Car companies have already signaled their intent to let older cars become obsolete. Throughout the 2010s, many vehicles came with 3G connectivity to power a host of in-car features, such as the ability to lock or unlock the car from one's phone. Lapped by superior 4G and 5G, the network shut down in 2022--lots of 3G cars were still driving around. Subaru upgraded some of its vehicles to the new standard for free, and Tesla let its drivers pay for the better hardware. But when the 3G shutdown came along, companies including Ford, Hyundai, and Audi canceled services for the associated vehicles. "Most automakers' response," Tucker said, "was, Well, you don't have connectivity anymore." Those cars remained drivable, but in some cases, features that relied on the 3G network--including SOS emergency assistance and automatic crash notifications--just stopped working.



Wassym Bensaid, Rivian's chief software officer, told me that the EV company is trying to combat the obsolescence issue by giving its computer systems "headroom," a coder's way of saying space to grow and add new features. His stated goal is to keep Rivians updatable for seven to 10 years. But what about after?



The worst-case scenario for today's software-dependent car is the fate of Fisker, which went bankrupt in 2024--leaving no one to send out software patches or fix glitches. Some of the roughly 11,000 Fisker SUVs on the road "had software issues that, if not corrected, would've eventually made the car useless," Cristian Fleming, the president of the Fisker Owners Association, told me. His group of owners banded together to update Fisker's software. The long-standing auto giants, as well as the established EV start-ups such as Rivian and Lucid, are in a far better position than Fisker to stick around for the long haul. But, although IT support will very likely be there for your EV a decade from now, it is not guaranteed.



Most people just want to make the grocery run, whether they have a 2011 Toyota RAV4 or a new, six-figure Rivian. A vehicle that routes all of its basic functions through a touch screen can't afford for the software to get laggy like an old iPhone. Bensaid promises that decade-old EVs won't turn into pumpkins just because they get old. "You'll be able to drive your car in a stable and safe way," he said. But once software-dependent cars stop receiving updates, they will start to get worse. Maybe the navigation system starts to crash, or the Netflix app in your Tesla becomes so buggy that you can't play KPop Demon Hunters while waiting for the car to recharge. These are the kind of nuisances many smartphone owners know well: not bad enough to make the device unusable, but annoying enough to make you think about trading it in.



Applying the same logic to an automobile threatens to ruin one of the best things about cars, especially electric ones: They endure. Unlike gas-powered cars--which have a conglomeration of timing belts, spark plugs, and mufflers--EVs are simple, with just a few dozen moving parts. That means they can last even longer than traditional vehicles, replacing the battery, electric motors, and a few other components when necessary. But as cars become smartphones on wheels, they may not get that shot at longevity.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/10/electric-car-software-updates-tesla/684643/?utm_source=feed
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A Tool That Crushes Creativity

AI slop is winning.

by Charlie Warzel

Mon, 20 Oct 2025




The prompts read like tiny, abstract poems.

"A brutal storm off the coastal cliff. The clouds are formed into tubular formations and lightning strikes are never ending." 

I scroll; another appears:

"A male figure formed of gentle fire, his outline glowing with soft embers, approaches a female figure shaped from flowing water, her form glistening with ripples and fine mist. They move toward one another with calm grace, meeting in a warm embrace."

The scenes come to life before my eyes in the form of AI-generated video. In the first clip, clumsy lightning cascades out of a cloud and moves across the water and into my feed. In the second, sexless, glowing people weep and hug in my timeline. The videos pop up instantly--before my brain has had time to picture the prompts using my own imagination, as if the act of dreaming has been rendered obsolete, inefficient.

I am experiencing Vibes, a new social network nested within the Meta AI app--except it's devoid of any actual people. This is a place where users can create an account and ask the company's large language model to illustrate their ideas. The resulting videos are then presented, seemingly at random, to others in a TikTok-style feed. (OpenAI's more recent Sora 2 app is very similar.) The images are sleek and ultra-processed--a realer-than-real aesthetic that has become the house style of most generative-AI art. Each video, on its own, is a digital curio, the value of which drops to zero after the initial view. In aggregate, they take on an overwhelming, almost narcotic effect. They are contextless, stupefying, and, most important, never-ending. Each successive clip is both effortlessly consumable and wholly unsatisfying.

I toggle over to a separate tab to see a post from President Donald Trump on his personal social network. It's an AI video, posted on the day of the "No Kings" protests: The president, wearing a crown, fires up a fighter jet painted with the words King Trump. He hovers the plane over Times Square, at which point he dumps what appears to be liquid feces onto protesters crowding the streets below. The song "Danger Zone," by Kenny Loggins, plays.

I switch tabs. On X, the official White House account has posted an AI image of Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance wearing crowns. A MAGA influencer has fallen for an AI-generated Turning Point USA Super Bowl halftime-show poster that lists "measles" among the performers and special guests. I encounter more AI videos. One features a man in a kitchen putting the Pokemon character Pikachu in a sous-vide machine. Another is a perfectly rendered fake '90s toy commercial for a "Jeffrey Epstein's Island" play set. These videos had the distinctive Sora 2 watermark, which people have also started to digitally add to real videos to troll viewers.

Read: The MAGA aesthetic is AI slop

The comments on all of these videos are always roughly the same, informed by the observation that AI videos are becoming difficult to distinguish from actual film: We're cooked.

This is how it feels to live in the golden age of slop, a catchall word used to describe the spammy quality of easy-to-generate AI material. I've begun to think of it as the digital equivalent of an invasive species. Just as the introduction and replication of a novel plant or animal usually results in some form of ecological harm and threatens native organisms, the arrival of chatbots pumping out lorem ipsum-flavored text has polluted Google search results and added hallucinations to scientific archives.



Booksellers have spent the past two years battling a deluge of both AI slop rip-off books and chatbot-generated book reviews on retail sites such as Amazon. There is "code slop." In corporate life, "workslop" abounds in the form of bad emails, slide decks, and lifeless memos; teachers everywhere are drowning in academic slop, to such an extent that some are rewriting their curricula. There's slop in your Spotify playlists and on TikTok and probably in your group chats. Some of YouTube's most-subscribed-to channels are full of automated slop. Craft brewers appear to be putting slop-rendered images on their beer cans. There is no realm of life that is unsloppable.



Synthetic content is not exactly new, but lately it has become a load-bearing part of the internet. For instance, the SEO company Graphite recently found that, beginning around November 2024, the internet experienced a slop tipping point, in which the quantity of AI-generated articles being published on the web surpassed the quantity of articles written by humans.



By volume alone, slop may be the most visible and successful by-product of the generative-AI era to date. It is also a hallmark of what I've previously described as a collective delusion around artificial intelligence--where the breathless hype and imagined future of building a godlike superintelligence and curing cancer collides with the dull reality of Trump's poop jet.

Read: AI is a mass-delusion event

All of this exacts a fuzzy psychological toll. To live through this moment is to feel that some essential component of our shared humanity is being slowly leached out of the world. Spend enough time online, and you will see that not only is this cheaply rendered synthetic content everywhere; it is quietly shaping culture. It's become a way that marketers advertise, that politicians produce propaganda. It's changing how people communicate with one another. Our brains are being sous-vided in machine-made engagement bait like poor Pikachu until they're tender and succulent enough to fall apart on contact. Here's a representative experience on the modern internet: Out of the blue a few weeks ago, my great-aunt sent me and a few of her friends an Instagram Reel of two dogs seated like humans at a table, taping a podcast. Nobody responded. A few days later, her friend replied with a video of a kitten dressed as a middle-aged woman, standing on a kitchen counter and talking like a toddler. Again, no reaction. I could only wonder what else was in their feeds.



Being alive at the slop tipping point doesn't feel like an emergency, exactly, but more like slowly giving over to a pervasive disorientation. Most of the time, slop is easily identifiable, but still, doubt creeps in. Gorgeous, professional photos of wildlife on Instagram receive tons of comments from people asking, Is this AI? You begin to second-guess if that artist in that Spotify playlist is a real person. You double back to check for watermarks on a shocking video of an ICE protest. You watch the president post an AI-generated video of himself in a fake Fox News segment and wonder if he can tell it's not real.



Think too long, and it all begins to feel sinister. Large language models that devoured the total creative output of humankind endlessly remix those inputs to illustrate fictional universes of bespoke media, almost indistinguishable from reality (and getting better every day). This is not a rewriting of history as much as a DDoS-ing of it--flooding the zone with so much synthetic crap that engaging with reality and humanity becomes just one of many content experiences to choose from.

The biggest technology companies are trying to find ways to turn this internet-clogging junk into something valuable. And at least in Meta's case, there's a clear reason why. As the writer Ryan Broderick noted this spring, social-media companies have "chased scale in the 2010s and now have a massively global audience that can't properly communicate with each other." Their networks have succeeded in connecting the world and have become so massive and so messily human that AI slop created by the proprietary LLMs fills a need. Imagine a social network in which, instead of third-party links or incendiary political posts, the atomic unit of content is not text at all but a universal language of eminently consumable short-form video, to be remixed and traded back and forth between users who are soft-brain scrolling from the toilet.



OpenAI's proposition with Sora 2 feels slightly different--more like a flashy proof of concept to showcase the power of its models. Announcing Sora 2, Sam Altman wrote that "creativity could be about to go through a Cambrian explosion" as a result of the tool: "And along with it, the quality of art and entertainment can drastically increase." Similarly, the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen mused last week that Sora 2 would give rise to a new type of creative: "The filmmaker with no visual skill, or access to a set, or to a camera, or to actors, but with an idea," Andreessen said. "It's going to start with shorts and animated things and so forth, but it's going to work its way up to full movies."



The idea is that Sora 2, like all AI tools, removes an enormous amount of friction between conception and completion in the creative process. Ideas and imagination are universal to the human experience, but execution is learned, the result of energy and time spent to develop the skills necessary to bring an idea into the world. Altman's definition of creativity seems to elide this second element altogether--so much so that it appears to be an animating principle behind most of OpenAI's tools. "The fact that you will be able to have an entire piece of software created just by explaining your idea is going to be incredible for humans getting great new stuff," Altman said on the comedian Theo Von's podcast this summer. "Because right now, I think there's a lot more good ideas than people who know how to make them. And if AI can do that for us, we're really good at coming up with creative ideas."



What Altman is describing is a world of creativity without craft. Will Manidis, a start-up founder and investor, convincingly argued in a Substack post earlier this year that "slop emerges when we eliminate not just toil (the burdensome aspects of work) but labor itself (the meaningful human engagement with creation)." It is, in other words, the removal of all friction, all agency, and, in turn, all humanity. In the case of a social network, like these SlopTok clones, frictionlessness is highly desirable. Human posters are the node of friction in any social network--they fight, behave erratically, produce content irregularly, and, once they develop enough of an audience, expect a cut of ad revenue. People are the asset, but also the liability.



These slop feeds, of course, are full of their own problems. In the days after Sora 2's launch, users flooded the app with videos of Martin Luther King Jr. saying racist things and stealing from a grocery store. (OpenAI posted on X that it is working with King's estate and has paused using his likeness on the platform.) Not long after the launch, Zelda Williams, the daughter of the actor and comedian Robin Williams, pleaded with her followers on Instagram to stop sending her AI-generated videos of her father. "If you've got any decency, just stop doing this to him and to me, to everyone even, full stop. It's dumb, it's a waste of time and energy, and believe me, it's NOT what he'd want," she wrote.



Still, a synthetic feed is theoretically much simpler--an endless scroll of dopamine-triggering engagement for users and grist for other social networks and group chats. As the Bloomberg writer and podcaster Joe Weisenthal mused on X recently, there's a poetic coherence to this evolution: "The emergence of 'slop' was foretold as soon as we started consuming content via 'the feed,'" he wrote.



What people such as Altman and Andreessen envision is the logical end point of technology itself--a push to eliminate cognitive resistance and bridge the gap between imagination and reality. But to borrow Manidis's framework, the drive to create such a tool conflates useless toil with meaningful labor. They wrongly believe that the world turns on ideas only, and devalue the work that goes into their execution. And the frictionless future they portend is nightmarish--recursive and soulless, a cultural dead end. It looks like Cluely, a gimmicky AI start-up that wants to democratize cheating and offers the slogan "So you never have to think alone again." It looks like Inception Point AI, a generative-AI podcast company that is pumping out 5,000 shows across its podcast network--more than 3,000 episodes a week at a production cost of $1 or less per episode (so they claim). It looks like Mark Zuckerberg's plan to supplement real friends with AI chatbot companions--a frictionless solution to an epidemic of loneliness.



For now, there's decent money in it for slop merchants. On Facebook, spammers using images of "AI-deformed women breastfeeding" and peculiar depictions of "Shrimp Jesus" have managed to drive users to click on links to junk websites and monetize the web traffic. On TikTok, as The Washington Post has reported, some creators are making $5,000 a month using AI tools to write scripts and animate extremely dumb viral videos where old men talk about soiling themselves.



All of this contributes to what the designer Angelos Arnis has dubbed an "infrastructure of meaninglessness." How else to describe a technological project that produces art, music, film, and text that has not been underwritten by the human experience and is uniquely devoid of feeling? Individually, it's hard to get too worked up by any single piece of slop, but the frictionlessness of these tools has a corrosive effect over time. Rather than boosting productivity, the "creative" outputs of generative AI seem to erode the connective tissue in human relationships. Research has shown that, inside some companies, workers begin to see their colleagues who use generative AI as less creative, even less trustworthy.



Slop threatens to leach actual meaning out of the internet by creating feedback loops of recursive information. Chatbots train off a body of real information, gathered and synthesized by real human beings. They take that information and spit out their own analysis, which may or may not contain errors or hallucinations. But what happens next is the big worry. What happens when those chatbots write articles themselves and those articles are then cited by the chatbots? Technologists fear "model collapse," which occurs when AI-generated material feeds other AI-generated material, amplifying and inserting errors with each iteration, like in a game of telephone. The flood of slop may very well be the first step toward which future models begin to degrade.



Even without such a collapse, the influx of synthetic junk muddies the waters for real users. A recent Pew Research Center survey finds that roughly one-third of individuals who used chatbots for news found it "difficult to determine what is true and what is not." AI has created a genuine infrastructure of meaninglessness and disorientation.

Slop's pervasiveness beckons people to reach for analogues. I've likened it to an invasive species; others have compared it to another cheaply made synthetic material--polyester. Consume enough slop, and you may be tempted to compare it to the ultra-processed junk foods that are scientifically engineered to hijack your taste buds. Perhaps the world will find some kind of equilibrium with all of this. After all, sometimes, an ecosystem can adjust to invaders. Sometimes, though, the snakes eat all of the birds.



The comparisons do not totally capture what's happening here, in any case. At its core, slop invites a kind of nihilism into all aspects of our life. AI boosters claim that its tools will inject an unfathomable abundance of humanlike brainpower into the world, unlocking our collective potential as a species. But so far, its chief output seems to stand in direct opposition to this idea: Its infrastructure of meaninglessness makes the very act of creating something of meaning almost irrelevant.



The people selling these tools are doing so with a powerful narrative: Generative AI supposedly supercharges all that it touches, democratizing creativity, eliminating friction, increasing productivity, and pushing the boundaries of what is possible. Its disruption of the online economy, the boosters argue, is a reason for great optimism. But at the moment, so many of these benefits are theoretical. Generative AI is disruptive, is transformative, and is reducing friction, but the economic incentives for using it are geared far less toward supercharging human potential and much more toward producing abundant slop.



This is tragic. The loss of friction deprives people of something crucial. What happens between imagination and creation is ineffable--it entails struggle, iteration, joy, and frustration, disappointment, and pride. It is the process through which we enact agency. It is how we make meaning and move through the world. To lose that, I fear, is to capitulate on our very humanity.
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The End of the Old Instagram

Efforts to make social media safe for teenagers are starting to get a little weird.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Fri, 17 Oct 2025




Updated at 10:14 a.m. ET on October 21, 2025

Thirty years ago, parents everywhere were compelled to weigh the pros and cons of allowing their kids to see Titanic. At the time, it was the biggest movie ever made, a historical epic (potentially educational) about mass death (possibly traumatizing) with a romantic plotline that was maybe too exciting (you know what I mean!). It was rated PG-13--a guideline that recommended caution but ultimately ruled the movie to be appropriate for millions of teenagers--resulting in a fortune for its creators and the subsequent blessings of Leonardo DiCaprio's career.



Instagram is now adopting the same label for a teen-safety feature, but the possible outcomes are less discrete and obvious. Meta announced earlier this week that all Instagram users under the age of 18 will be automatically placed in what it's calling a PG-13 version of the app, where only content that might appear in a PG-13 movie will, ideally, be visible. Thousands of parents were surveyed to help create the new guidelines. "We hope this update reassures parents that we're working to show teens safe, age-appropriate content on Instagram by default," the company wrote in a news post.

Read: The biggest change to Instagram in years

This is an update to an existing Teen Accounts feature, which already sought to limit exposure to graphic violent and sexual content, as well as to posts promoting cosmetic procedures and eating disorders, alcohol and tobacco sales, and other things that parents frequently worry about their kids seeing online. Although the PG-13 rating would seem to give a lot of leeway, it's actually more restrictive than the system that was in place: It expands the internal list of worrisome content. Now, according to the update, posts about "certain risky stunts" may also be hidden, for example, while posts containing "strong language" will be removed from teens' recommendations. Accounts that regularly share inappropriate things will be hidden from users under 18.



Whereas the old version of Teen Accounts applied wide content restrictions to users ages 13 to 16 by default, but allowed more flexibility to 17-year-olds, the PG-13 setting now restricts them as well--strange, given that they can see an R-rated movie, to extend the movie metaphor. (Parents who are feeling more or less permissive are able to toggle from the PG-13 default to a more heavily filtered Limited Content setting or a relatively lenient More Content setting.)



Liza Crenshaw, a spokesperson on the youth-and-well-being team at Meta, told me that the company has consistently heard from parents that they are concerned about what their kids are seeing online and that they are generally unclear on what is and isn't allowed by platform policies. I can understand the tricky position Instagram is in, but the update feels oddly simplistic, unlikely to satisfy people who are reasonably concerned about an array of highly complex problems. After at least half a decade of acute concern about the way that platforms such as Instagram may affect young people, as well as intense debate about how best to keep kids safe online, Meta has arrived at a label that was invented in the 1980s because parents were upset by movies such as Gremlins.



Content-moderation experts I spoke with this week were baffled. "Why would Meta choose a system that doesn't graft neatly onto social media, but was rather designed in another era?" Shauna Pomerantz, a professor of child and youth studies at Brock University who studies social media, told me when I sent her the press release.



When I asked, Crenshaw suggested that PG-13 is a simple and legible construct with which parents are already familiar. "They wanted an easier way to understand the guidelines," she told me. Making PG-13 the baseline--the place where all users ages 13 to 18 start out--was clarifying for them. It gave them a quick mental frame of reference because they know, basically, what is and isn't allowed in a PG-13 movie from years of exposure to that rubric. James Grimmelmann, a professor of digital and information law at Cornell Law School who teaches courses on content moderation, called it "a Gen X-nostalgia move."



Additionally, the PG-13 rating seems to imply that something fundamental has changed about Instagram--that Meta now views the platform more like a movie theater, where audiences passively witness content, than a social network, where individuals engage in ongoing meaning-making together. Even if there's some truth to the idea (surveys from Gallup and Pew have shown that users are more likely to consume content than post it themselves), Instagram posts are inevitably part of larger conversations that evolve moment to moment.



Grimmelmann noted that the new system is a blunt intervention. "It means that Meta is backing away from the most important piece of content moderation: context sensitivity." He suspected that plenty of inoffensive content would be taken down accidentally, because such a sweeping moderation effort "won't have the nuance to appreciate differences between showing, glorifying, discussing, and criticizing." The PG-13 system will certainly steer teenagers away from content that could be truly harmful to them--a good thing!--but it may also curtail information and creative expression.



For example, you can imagine inadvertent filtering of conversations about violence, sexuality, or substance use that may actually be appropriate for a 17-year-old who is about to enter college or the workforce. The PG-13 rating raises obvious questions about, say, disturbing news footage that might be discussed in a social-studies class but filtered by Instagram. And does it really make sense that a teenager would be unable to follow the pop star Charli XCX, because she posts photos of herself smoking cigarettes, or an account aggregating stills from French films, because the people in them are sometimes nude?

Read: AI's emerging teen-health crisis

All of these problems are only becoming more complicated, and weirder, in the age of artificial intelligence. The announcement from Meta also noted briefly that the PG-13 restrictions will apply to its AI-chatbot and AI-character features: "AIs should not give age-inappropriate responses that would feel out of place in a PG-13 movie." Stupid and ugly AI-generated content, such as this video my colleague sent me of a man barfing up a stream of whole hot dogs, is not mentioned. (Parents will also be able to restrict teens' access to AI tools.)



Many of the efforts to help kids navigate social media are sold with the throwback language of abstinence and purity. For instance, the Wait Until 8th movement asks parents to sign a pledge saying they won't give their kids smartphones until eighth grade, and the Appstinence organization, a college-student-led group, encourages young people to delete social-media apps. The social psychologist and author Jonathan Haidt's best-selling book The Anxious Generation, which has become a bible of sorts for many parent groups, draws an explicit dichotomy between the good childhoods of previous generations--when kids rode bikes to one another's houses, made tire swings, and entertained themselves--and the worse childhoods of today. One of Haidt's oft-repeated ideas is that modern kids are dramatically over-supervised offline and dramatically under-supervised online. He argues that kids should be empowered to move around the offline world alone more often, but that social media should not be available to kids under 16 at all.



When I spoke with Crenshaw, I had this cultural backdrop in mind. I mentioned that a lot of the broad content-moderation efforts of the recent past ended up stifling conversation about many of the things for which teenagers most value social media. They go online to express themselves creatively, explore their identities, and hear from other people about their experiences--maybe crassly at times, or in ways that are uncomfortable to adults, but that isn't necessarily harmful. "It's a really challenging one and something we always have to balance when it comes to content," Crenshaw told me. "Where we are right now is we really want to err on the side of caution when it comes to teens' experiences."



Listening to parents is a welcome departure from Instagram's past, when moderation decisions were made entirely behind closed doors. The new PG-13 system will regularly survey parents to ask whether individual posts seem appropriate or inappropriate for teens--which some may find annoying and needlessly time-consuming, and others may welcome as evidence of a new respect and conscientiousness.



Still, the anachronistic label may ultimately be a false comfort. People may long for the days when questions were as simple as "Should I let my daughter see Titanic?" But that's not the world we live in.



This article originally misstated how parental surveys were used to help update Meta's content policies. 
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<em>Adios</em>, AirPods

Apple promises to put an AI interpreter in everyone's ears. It couldn't even help me order tamales.

by Matteo Wong

Thu, 16 Oct 2025




Earlier this week, I stopped for breakfast in Sunset Park, Brooklyn, a largely Hispanic neighborhood where street vendors sell tamales and rice pudding out of orange Gatorade coolers. I speak some Spanish, but I wanted to test out Apple's new "Live Translation" feature, which has been advertised as a sort of interpreter in your ears. I popped in my AirPods, pulled up the Translate app, and approached.



As I opened my mouth, the AirPods blared a message into my ears: AMBIENT SOUND LEVELS ARE HIGH. TRY MOVING iPHONE CLOSER TO THE AUDIO SOURCE TO CONTINUE TRANSLATION. The vendor had already begun explaining her offerings to me in a mix of Spanish and English, but the AirPods drowned out most of her words. I asked a question, in English, about the tamale fillings, then realized that I had to press an on-screen "Play" button for it to be read aloud by my device in Spanish. The vendor smiled (or maybe grimaced) and then responded. After a few seconds of delay, her Spanish was translated into my ears: "Green sauce, slices with cheese, slices with chicken, Molly, juaquillo."

Read: The end of foreign-language education

That final word is neither translated nor a word, but I took it to mean guajillo, a kind of chili pepper. Slices seemed to be a misunderstanding of the Spanish word rajas, which does technically mean "slices" but has a regional meaning--as in rajas con crema, or strips of roasted poblano peppers with cream (and in this case, cheese or chicken). The vendor said some other things that were unintelligible because of the overlap between her live speech and the lagging translation. Finally, I assumed that Molly was a bad translation of mole, the sauce, but I didn't want to risk a morning dose of MDMA in the off chance that Apple was right. I opted for the salsa verde.



Another day, I spotted a flower store selling vibrant bouquets and wanted to know what kind of plants were included in an orange display. The proprietor laughed as my AirPods didn't pick up, and thus could not translate, my own English words, so I just gestured to the flowers, which she called "cempasuchil, o flor de muerto." Too much ambient sound, my AirPods said, so I lifted the phone closer to her face and asked, in English, if she could repeat herself. When Apple translated what she said, it didn't actually provide an English word for cempasuchil--instead, it produced sampasuchil, an unusual spelling. I didn't know what this meant, but the flowers were pretty and I bought them anyway. Later, I Googled the word. (It corrected to cempasuchil, which means "marigolds.")



Apple did not respond to a request for comment on my experience with Live Translation. In the company's defense, it notes that the feature is in beta mode, even though Live Translation is available to all customers outside the European Union, and says that the product's "outputs may be inaccurate, unexpected, or offensive. Check important information for accuracy." But Apple also announced the feature as a "transformational, hands-free capability" to help you "understand another language and communicate with others." In the accompanying promotional video, an English-speaking woman buys flowers from a Spanish speaker, just as I had, though her experience is completely seamless.



Perhaps the market in Apple's video was library-quiet, and each character had a perfectly pitched voice. (My own is an admittedly quiet baritone.) The feature did well when I tried it on a well-produced YouTube video in a soundproof room. But I soon realized that ambient noise was not the only issue the AirPods had: Live Translation specifically notes that the Spanish it translates is the kind spoken in Spain (population 49 million), not the kind spoken in Mexico or anywhere else in Latin America and the Caribbean (population 663 million). Although my technical problems could not be chalked up to vocabulary alone, it is true that several of the words that my AirPods stumbled on were those that are specifically rooted in Mexican Spanish: rajas, guajillo, mole, cempasuchil.



This explanation raised another question. Why would Apple, an American company headquartered in California, optimize for a relatively less common form of Spanish rather than the kind most likely to be spoken in and around the United States? It could have to do with the relative popularity of the iPhone in Spain, though the country's residents don't even currently have access to Live Translation because of restrictions put in place by the EU's Digital Markets Act, which requires Apple software to work on non-Apple devices. For translation software to struggle with non-European vocabulary and phrases is not uncommon, but two other top translation tools, Google Translate and DeepL, translate rajas con crema to "strips of peppers with cream" and "chili peppers with cream," respectively. Oddly, Apple offers Live Translation in Portuguese but as spoken in Brazil--the world's seventh-most-populated nation.



Whatever the reason, the situation points to larger issues with AI translation. Another scene in Apple's marketing video shows two people using AirPods to interpret between English and Portuguese as they have a conversation. The video offers the science-fictional promise of the Babel Fish from the novel The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy--a fish that, when placed into a character's ear, allows them to understand any language. But a language is more than a dictionary and syntax: It is made up of histories and cultures. Gestures, colloquialisms, facial expressions, local cuisine, and the like are not incidental to a tongue but constitute it; sometimes, to capture a word or phrase, in writing or in an algorithm, is to stamp out its meaning.

Read: The AI revolution is crushing thousands of languages

Still, even with these limitations in mind, Live Translation could have provided an impressive synthesis of AI software with existing hardware, a sort of science-fiction dream. It does not. The microphone in both the AirPods and the iPhone doesn't seem up to the task; the constant warnings about background noise (triggered, in my experience, by traffic, wind, the hum of a fridge in a bakery, and the whir of an air conditioner in a grocery store) drown out and distract from any phrases or gestures you might understand naturally. Asking someone to read from your screen, or breaking eye contact to press a "Play" button, triples the duration of every utterance and quadruples everyone's discomfort. God forbid that multiple people should speak at once. As far as translation goes, AI software has been able to expertly convert basic Spanish to English or German to French (the other two languages currently available in the AirPod translation feature) for many years; Apple hasn't really attempted an algorithmic leap there.



When using the AirPods to translate Spanish, I appeared stiff and bumbling at best, terribly rude at worst. The Babel Fish is invisible and instantaneous, not science fiction so much as fantasy. Your throat and tongue and ears, and of course language itself, are of the physical world--unpredictable, fallible, and beautiful for it. Live Translation, in aiming to fix all that messiness in an algorithm streamed through Bluetooth earbuds, is not opening human communication up so much as flattening it.
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Job Interviews Are Broken

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

by Ian Bogost

Wed, 15 Oct 2025




"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?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/10/ai-cheating-job-interviews-fraud/684568/?utm_source=feed
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The Trumpian Fantasy of WhiteHouse.gov

The administration's confusing, creepy new style

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 09 Oct 2025




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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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



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




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/10/whitehouse-website-trump-redesign/684501/?utm_source=feed
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No Appointments, No Nurses, No Private Insurance Needed

Many health facilities try to avoid Medicaid. A Colorado clinic prefers it.

by Helen Ouyang

Tue, 21 Oct 2025


P. J. Parmar, founder and owner of Mango House (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Sign up for Being Human, our newsletter that explores wellness culture, human behavior, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

On a road in Aurora, Colorado, lined with used-car dealers and pawnshops sits a tan, low-rise building called Mango House. Inside, among international-food stalls and ethnic-clothing shops, is a family-medicine clinic that serves a largely refugee and immigrant community. Improbably, the clinic makes enough money to sustain itself and pay staff well without relying on grants or donations. And it does so through Medicaid.

The prevailing wisdom is that Medicaid is a losing proposition for health facilities, an insurance program so stingy that many can't afford to take it. Some of those that do essentially segregate Medicaid patients into separate clinics. Here, Medicaid is preferred.

Because the clinic relies so heavily on that program, I expected that the Trump administration's upcoming Medicaid cuts might force Mango House to close or pare back. Instead, when I spoke recently with the clinic's founder and owner, P. J. Parmar, they were far from his mind. Medicaid's practices--and patients' coverage--already fluctuate enough that he and his staff are used to weathering such unpredictable forces. Even if 15 percent of his patients fell off Medicaid because of the cuts, his practice would be fine, he said, showing me his calculations.

Parmar is a family physician who opened the practice--officially named Ardas Family Medicine, but now better known by its location inside Mango House--in 2012. He wanted to reengineer how a clinic could run, designing systems that maximized efficiency and ease of access. For starters, Parmar eliminated scheduled appointments, which he called "an exercise in craziness." In theory, appointments ensure that people don't have to wait long to see their doctor, but Parmar found scheduling to be so inherently erratic--some patients need only a few minutes, others half an hour; many don't show up at all--that he could see more patients, while keeping wait times short, by simply having them walk in. On the Wednesday I was there, the practice hummed along. Medical assistants from Nepal, Myanmar, Somalia, and Afghanistan greeted patients; the average wait time hovered around 10 minutes. Even during the Monday-afternoon rush, Parmar said, waits rarely exceed 30 minutes.


The clinic, located among international food stalls and shops, serves a largely refugee and immigrant community. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Most days of the year (and it's open all but five), the clinic is staffed with three clinicians--a mix of doctors and nurse practitioners--who together see about 100 patients. Each provider has a dedicated exam room arranged how they like, so they don't waste time hunting for supplies or shuttling between spaces. They escort patients from the waiting room and perform vital signs themselves: The clinic doesn't employ nurses. (Lower-cost medical assistants handle routine tasks such as giving shots and drawing blood.) The providers see patients in order of arrival. Of course, some patients still have favorites, so staff will mark any preferences when they check in.

In American medicine, short appointment times are often a cause for complaint. But from what I observed at the Mango House clinic, the ease of access, rather than undue pressure on clinicians, seemed to keep many visits brief. An older woman Parmar has long cared for came in with a cough, and even as he was writing her a prescription, she asked, "Can I go now?" She told him that if she didn't feel better in a week, she'd just walk into the clinic again. Parmar also deliberately streamlines clinic notes by encouraging his providers to avoid the common habit of copying and pasting blocks of obsolete or redundant information in favor of quick updates that can be scanned easily at subsequent visits. When I described this practice to Asaf Bitton, a Harvard professor and a primary-care researcher, he told me it likely helps clinicians see more patients without feeling overextended.


Parmar's clinic accepts anyone, but about 70 percent of its patients are on Medicaid. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



Small efficiencies add up, for both staff and patients. The morning I was there, a Nepalese man, Gam Sunuwar, chose to fill his prescription for blood-pressure medication at the clinic's in-house pharmacy, even though he'd need to cut the pills in half. (Better to walk out with what he needed than wait hours at his neighborhood pharmacy for pills in the specific dose.) The pharmacy sometimes operates at a loss, but it helps keep patients loyal to the clinic. Clinicians also hand out dozens of over-the-counter medications and reading glasses for free. Patients sometimes ask the clinic to complete immigration paperwork; Parmar keeps the service cheap (and less tedious for clinic workers) with a computer formula he wrote that pulls vaccine data from the state website into federal immigration forms with one click.

The clinic accepts anyone, but about 70 percent of its patients are on Medicaid. Almost all of the rest are seen for free. Parmar's two billers are very adept with Medicaid--the only insurer they have to master, unlike others juggling different health plans' whims. (Parmar himself rattles off Medicaid billing codes like it's second nature.) Here, private insurance is not desirable, because it can be difficult to get companies to pay up. During my visit, when one patient, a 9-year-old, was registered with a commercial insurance, Parmar pored over its payment sheet without making much sense of it. "In the amount of time we've looked at this, we could've seen the girl already," he said. The clinic would bill her insurance, but if the insurer demanded more paperwork, which it likely would, the claim would be abandoned.

The clinic's ethos--just take care of patients--is both an ethical imperative and a practical tactic to keep the clinic running at full speed. Medicaid patients often cycle off coverage because they forget to renew, or their paperwork never reaches them; Parmar called this "the churn of Medicaid." Many patients have "no idea" what their insurance is, a status so common that staff use the term in the clinic's tracking spreadsheet. The staff will try to figure it out, but at some point, it's not worth haggling over insurance and demanding documents from patients. Pressing for payment could humiliate people, who often arrive with their extended families, Parmar explained, and in a community this close-knit, that could mean losing dozens of patients, including many of the Medicaid patients who keep the clinic afloat.


The pharmacy at Mango House sometimes operates at a loss but helps keep patients loyal to the clinic. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



And for a practice that relies on Medicaid, survival is ultimately a "volume game," Parmar said. That phrase would usually sound ominous in health care: Seeing more patients often means rushed visits and burned-out staff. But the clinic does well on the state's performance indicators and, from what I observed, is set up so that patients who need extra time get it. Tigist Desta, one of the nurse practitioners, spent the better part of an hour trying to figure out the vaccination status of a child who had just arrived from Ethiopia, for instance.

The clinic had a few lean years in which Parmar lost money--particularly when he bought the old JCPenney building where Mango House is now located--but he has more than made it back. The practice's profits are considerably higher than the average family physician's: Parmar told me he puts much of the money back into Mango House. (He opened his QuickBooks for me, but asked that I not publicly share the numbers.) This year, he significantly raised staff salaries; several years ago, he added a dental practice, though it has yet to break even.

When I first heard about Mango House, I was curious whether its model could be duplicated elsewhere. For one, it seemed to offer a glimpse of the kind of health care Americans might experience if the country ever moved toward a single-payer system. I also found its operations appealing, particularly that it seemed to focus on what mattered to patients and doctors rather than to administrators. The simple fact that it's an independent clinic may be an asset: Some studies have found that physician-owned clinics achieve greater cardiovascular outcomes while also being associated with lower burnout for staff. "More and more primary-care docs work for these big health systems, and they're not independent business owners," who are better at seeing more patients and recouping their work on the billing side, Ateev Mehrotra, the chair of health policy at Brown, told me. Parmar can adjust on the fly--he added an extra provider on those busy Monday afternoons, starting the week after I visited--because, as he put it, "there's no committee looking over me."


The clinic cultivates a casual, lived-in feel. (Jimena Peck for The Atlantic)



But independence can also seem like idiosyncrasy, or merely choosing different corners to cut. At Mango House, patients don't change into gowns, except for intimate exams, and a patchwork of multilingual staff, family members, and neighbors handles interpretation--an approach that experts oppose because these unofficial translators might not explain medical terms properly or could compromise patient privacy. (Parmar countered that he retired his remote-interpreting service after finding that patients preferred their family and community members--who also often know details they themselves neglect to mention.)

As Katherine Baicker, the provost and a health economist at the University of Chicago, told me, "Often things that work in one setting may not work in another." In at least 16 other states, Medicaid pays as well or better than it does in Colorado, which could make replication feasible if clinics could get the same volume. But not every state allows medical assistants to give injections, erasing that cost savings. Other patient populations may be more litigious than those served by the clinic, which could pressure providers to order extra tests and unnecessary referrals.

Neither Baicker nor Bitton, the Harvard professor, has studied Mango House, but both see the clinic's strength as tailoring care to the local community. Bitton thought it probably shared features with the few "bright spots" he has studied--places defined by a "sort of radical simplicity," he said, where clinicians essentially work within a single-payer system to serve a defined community of patients. Yet that may be exactly what makes Mango House tough to replicate. Parmar himself acknowledged that the clinic's casual, community-like style might not jibe with every population. He doesn't bother with satisfaction surveys, anyway; for him, the true measure is how many patients return. For now, it's more than enough.
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The Cleaner Way to Get Ripped

The wellness movement has come for bodybuilding.

by Yasmin Tayag

Fri, 17 Oct 2025




Sign up for Being Human, our newsletter that explores wellness culture, human behavior, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

To eat 10,000 calories a day, you might try putting away a family-size box of Oreos, a box of packaged cakes, a pint of Ben & Jerry's, takeout from Five Guys and McDonald's, and many, many Reese's cups--all between your regular three meals.

Dru Borden subsisted on this diet throughout his 20s and 30s. As a competitive bodybuilder--fans know him as Big Dru--he needed the calories. Since the mid-20th century, one of the core tenets of bodybuilding has stipulated that gaining muscle requires putting on weight, regardless of how. In Big Dru's case, it worked: In early-career photos, he appears to have been cobbled together from boulders.

Body-composition researchers have established that a surplus of calories, plus resistance training, is required to gain muscle. The basic idea is that repetitive exercise causes muscles to break down, so the body needs energy and additional nutrients to build them back bigger and stronger. But spending months "dirty" bulking, as the ice-cream-and-burgers method is sometimes called, can also generate huge amounts of fat. Bodybuilders traditionally starved that fat off in the subsequent cutting phase, a period of caloric restriction that can last just as long as the bulk.

But these days, Big Dru and his fellow muscle-maxxing enthusiasts are embracing a new approach: moderation. At a time when celebrities, wellness influencers, and the nation's top health officials are proclaiming the evils of processed foods, many bodybuilders--professionals like Big Dru, but also young, shirtless amateurs documenting their gains online--are leaving the old way of bulking behind.

On gym-bro social media, the hashtag #leanbulk is ubiquitous. (So is #cleanbulk, used interchangeably.) The term broadly refers to working out while consuming only slightly more calories than the body needs to maintain itself, and getting those calories from healthy sources. A typical lean-bulking TikTok features a young man showing off a comically ripped six-pack and C-cup pecs while meticulously documenting the food that fueled them: cottage cheese and eggs, sweet potatoes and tuna, berries and almonds, but never Twinkies.

Read: Brace yourself for watery mayo and spiky ice cream

"The paradigm has definitely shifted," Guillermo Escalante, a kinesiology professor at California State University at San Bernardino and a competitive bodybuilder, told me. The concept of clean bulking emerged in the past decade or so, but it took off only recently, he said. The trend partly reflects the bodybuilding community catching up to the science. A 2020 review found that, for all but the most elite athletes, the body needs roughly 10 percent more calories to gain muscle than it does to maintain itself--certainly not anywhere near 10,000 calories. Beyond that point, research suggests, any extra calories are stored as fat. That not only obscures your gains but can hinder their growth: Working off fat sacrifices some lean muscle, Escalante said. Muscle growth can also be inhibited by the downstream effects of excess fat, such as insulin resistance and the release of inflammatory molecules, Brad Schoenfeld, an exercise-science professor at Lehman College, told me.

Lean bulking tends to produce big muscles more slowly, but it's more sustainable over time. The effect of too much salty, fatty, and sugary food is the same for bodybuilders as it is for the less ripped: It disrupts the microbiome and immune system and increases blood sugar, triglycerides, and LDL cholesterol. "That's really going to wreak havoc on your cardiovascular system long-term," Escalante said. Around 2021, Big Dru switched to clean bulking because his previous diet gave him digestive issues, headaches, hormonal imbalances, and heartburn. (Now in his early 40s, he still looks like he's been hewn from a monolith.)

But the rise of lean bulking seems to be primarily a product of broader shifts in American culture, not health data. For competitive bodybuilders, all that matters is how you appear on the day of an event. These days, people want to look like a bodybuilder 365 days a year, Escalante said. That makes dirty bulking--and its attendant buildup of fat--a less attractive option. In recent years, America has more aggressively embraced a chiseled aesthetic and made heroes of the supremely jacked. They fill social-media feeds: punching each other in Ultimate Fighting Championship matches, hosting popular podcasts, hanging on Taylor Swift's arm, leading the Department of Health and Human Services. More than 90 percent of boys see online messages about body image, and 75 percent see videos specifically about muscles, according to a new report from the nonprofit Common Sense Media. Meanwhile, Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s "Make America Healthy Again" movement has stoked Americans' hunger for "natural," "clean," and minimally processed foods--all compatible with a clean bulk, but not a dirty one.

Read: The body-positivity movement is over

Clean bulking may be a healthier option than slamming fast food, but that doesn't mean it's good for you. If social media is any indication, lean bulking still commonly involves extreme dieting, which can lead to nutrition deficiencies, hormonal changes, eating disorders, and loss of muscle and bone density. "For any kind of adolescent, growing human body, I don't like it," Nicole Lund, a nutritionist at NYU Langone Health's Sports Performance Center, told me. Among the athletes she treats, Lund has seen calorie deficits precede fractures and disturbances in mood, hormones, and growth. Eating disorders, which Escalante said are already a major concern in the bodybuilding community, seem to be rising faster among men and boys than women and girls. A study published this year found that muscle dysmorphia, a pathological obsession with obtaining a jacked physique that is sometimes called "bigorexia," is more common among young men than previously thought. In a 2021 study of more than 4,000 American teenage boys, 11 percent had used muscle-building supplements, including anabolic steroids, to bulk up.

The collision of wellness culture with the age-old pursuit of a Greek-god bod makes it tempting to believe that swoleness is akin to health. Sometimes that's true. But for all that lean bulkers profess online that their physical changes serve their health, many of them are primarily motivated by aesthetics. Bill Campbell, an exercise-science professor and the director of the Performance & Physique Enhancement Laboratory at the University of South Florida, told me that most of the questions he gets about clean bulking come from young men, and they're asking "for cosmetic, physique reasons," such as wanting to fill out a tight shirt. The world of amateur bulkers seems to be mirroring that of competitive bodybuilders: In the end, the muscles are for show.
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The Democratic Governor Who Drinks Raw Milk

Jared Polis has taken a different approach to RFK Jr. than others in his party.

by Nicholas Florko

Thu, 16 Oct 2025




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

Thu, 16 Oct 2025




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 of the 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 Baccarelli 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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        MAGA's Group-Chat Problem
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.With each new communication medium comes new opportunities for politicians to get themselves into trouble. Congress demanded that letters from envoys to the French government be turned over in the XYZ Affair, thwarting President John Adams's desire to maintain a tenuous peace with France. The leak of th...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 5:10 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025.In the 1950s, the TV quiz show Twenty-One stumbled upon a viewership-boosting strategy that for a brief period of time would be all the rage: cheating. The program fixed winners and losers, coached contestants, and generally dabbled in malfeasance. Other shows followed suit, scandal ensued, and Congress--Congress!--got involved.I'm relieved to say that this quiz operates beyond the revisions to the Communications Act of 1934, so I'll ha...

      

      
        The Internet Is Going to Break Again
        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.Everything is in "the cloud" now, except the cloud is a real place, and it's in Northern Virginia. Rows and rows of servers stacked in Amazon-owned warehouses across Ashburn, Haymarket, McNair, Manassas, and Sterling make up a chunk of the infrastructure for the modern internet--equipment as crucial as r...

      

      
        Why the 'No Kings' Protests Matter
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Say what you will about Donald Trump's effect on American civic life as a whole, but he's done wonders for public participation. Voter turnout in the past few elections has reached record highs, for example. And after Saturday's "No Kings" marches, three of the largest one-day demonstrations in American...
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        Shan Wang

        This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.One of my favorite moments of elementary-school science class was "microscope day," a version of show-and-tell where kids brought in everyday objects to marvel at under the lens. I raided my family's kitchen--salts, sugars, spices, chilies, peppercorns--while many others cut off tufts of aggrieved sibli...
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        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.For the better part of 15 years, my colleague Spencer Kornhaber has been working in and around music-and-film coverage at The Atlantic, performing a service that was once, if not exactly universal, at least fairly common at newspapers and alt-weeklies across the country. Now, amid the broad crisis in th...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia, Week 3
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 4:05 p.m. ET on October 17, 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...

      

      
        It's Not a Dog Whistle If Everyone Can Hear It
        David A. Graham

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Sometimes just a few news items over a couple of days can capture an entire zeitgeist. Here are several that caught my eye this week: The Supreme Court is poised to weaken or destroy one of the last remaining pillars of the Voting Rights Act. A group of Young Republicans exchanged texts in which they ca...

      

      
        A Frightening American Fable
        Jake Lundberg

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.Imagine this: A tech guy has revolutionized the world with an innovation that unleashes unimaginable productivity, and brought himself unimaginable wealth. An imperial president, empowered by the Supreme Court to wield unchecked authority, seeks a third term in office, or else to pass the reins on to his son. Congress has been reduced to little more than a rubber stamp...
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MAGA's Group-Chat Problem

What is it about the president's supporters and group-texting that keeps resulting in fiascos?

by David A. Graham

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




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.

With each new communication medium comes new opportunities for politicians to get themselves into trouble. Congress demanded that letters from envoys to the French government be turned over in the XYZ Affair, thwarting President John Adams's desire to maintain a tenuous peace with France. The leak of the Zimmermann telegram helped push the U.S. into World War I--the opposite of what its German author intended. And the tapes that President Richard Nixon used to record conversations in the Oval Office helped drive him out of it.

We live in what my colleague Faith Hill has pronounced the Age of the Group Chat, and so naturally enough, that's where this generation's politicos are stepping in it--particularly those in the MAGAverse. Yesterday, Paul Ingrassia--President Donald Trump's nominee to lead a whistleblower-protection office--withdrew from consideration following Politico's disclosure of texts to a group in which he used a racial slur and wrote, "I do have a Nazi streak in me from time to time." (Ingrassia's lawyer didn't outright deny the messages' authenticity, but suggested they could have been manipulated; he also said if they were real, they were "satirical.")

That came just days after another Politico article about messages in which Young Republican officials cracked wise about "gas chambers" and used the N-word. Meanwhile, Lindsey Halligan, an interim U.S. attorney overseeing politically motivated prosecutions, sent unsolicited texts to a Lawfare reporter in which she discussed grand-jury matters.

As astonishing as these all are, none of them rises to the level of the Signal chat that top Trump-administration officials used to discuss a bombing of Yemen--casually sharing highly sensitive information, and inadvertently including The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg. Reporting since then indicates that this was not the only instance of Defense officials using Signal--which, though encrypted, is not a totally secure platform--to discuss sensitive information; it's just the only one that included a journalist.

The basic problem here is a foolishness about what one puts in writing. These leaks show hubris about the reliability of communications systems: In the fateful chat on Signal, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote, "We are currently clean on OPSEC." They were not, and that is, as experts told The Atlantic, a serious security risk for the country.

When you're texting about your admiration for Hitler, the danger is less about national security and more about job security. There's no good place to call yourself a Nazi, but there are less risky ones. If you're doing it in person with your edgelord friends, at least you're not leaving a paper trail. Doing it where someone can easily screenshot your messages and send them to a reporter (two members of the Young Republican chat blamed internal rivalries for the leak) is much dumber. During the first Trump administration, my colleague Adam Serwer wrote about the Stringer Bell rule--don't take notes on a criminal conspiracy--and these ill-advised chats are a cousin: not illegal, but politically perilous.

Lots of people in politics, like the rest of us, say or write stupid things, so what is it about the specific combination of MAGA folks and group chats that keeps resulting in fiascos? I think one problem is that group chats aren't just a neutral medium--they're a style of conversation that fosters an eagerness to outdo one's friends. If what you and your friends are into is bigotry, as is evidently the case in these circles, you might try to say the most howlingly offensive thing.

Also to blame in these cases are immaturity and incompetence. In another text-message-related flap last week, a reporter asked White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt who it was that selected Budapest for a planned meeting between Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin. (The summit has since been called off.) "Your mom did," Leavitt, 28, replied. This is a joke--or it has the shape of a joke, even if it's not really funny--but the way you communicate with your friends is not especially useful for running the government, which Trump's inexperienced staffers find themselves in the unlikely position of doing.

Ingrassia is 30 years old--old enough to know right from wrong, but not seasoned enough to lead the Office of Special Counsel. Many of the people involved in the Signalgate chat are also far less qualified for their roles than typical holders (though Mike Waltz, the national security adviser who inadvertently added Goldberg, was one of the more traditionally qualified of the group). Halligan had never prosecuted a case when she was named to lead a very important U.S. Attorney's Office. Officials who are less experienced are more prone to sloppy mistakes.

Then again, how great are the risks? The Young Republicans chat led to a state senator's resignation and the end of two state chapters of the organization, but such accountability is the exception. Ingrassia was forced to withdraw, but his nomination was already in trouble, and as of now, he continues to hold a job at the White House as liaison to the Department of Homeland Security. (Having a "Nazi streak" is not a deal-breaker in this administration. The texts Politico reported are only barely more outrageous than what was already public, including Ingrassia's connections to the unabashed racist Nick Fuentes.) Or consider Waltz, who took "full responsibility" for the Signal fiasco. He was ousted as national security adviser, though apparently not over the breach, but rather because the president found him too hawkish. He was then nominated as ambassador to the United Nations and, amazingly, confirmed by the Senate.

Republican figures are texting as though they have impunity because by many measures, they do. Perversely, these stories may simply reinforce for some of them that everyone is texting the same things they are, and that they won't face major consequences for doing so. If they get caught, they don't need to apologize or change careers. They can just tap out a simple "lol, oops" and then return to what they were doing.

Related:

	Group-chat culture is out of control. (From 2023) 
 	Signalgate, Trump, and The Atlantic




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	A "death train" is haunting South Florida.
 	Donald Trump's war on reality
 	Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown.




Today's News

	Late yesterday, the U.S. military struck another suspected drug-smuggling vessel in the eastern Pacific Ocean off the coast of Colombia, killing two people, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said. This marks the first known strike to take place in the Pacific since President Donald Trump started ordering attacks on boats believed to be carrying illegal drugs.
 	North Carolina's Republican-controlled legislature approved a new congressional map designed to give the GOP an additional House seat ahead of the 2026 midterms.
 	The White House continued demolishing much of the building's East Wing yesterday in order to construct Trump's new ballroom, sparking criticism over lack of transparency and damage to historic parts of the building. The Treasury Department, located next to the White House, told employees Monday evening not to take or share photos of the construction.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: "My car is becoming a brick." Andrew Moseman writes about the problem with EVs turning into smartphones.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Anna Moneymaker / Getty.



Holy Warrior

By Missy Ryan

Doug Wilson has a white beard and a round belly, and is therefore somewhat Santa-like in appearance. He does not seem at all like someone who delivers denunciations of homosexuality and women's suffrage, and who takes an ambivalent position on the subject of pre-Civil War slavery.
 On a recent Sunday morning, Wilson preached from the lectern at a conference center near Washington, D.C. The Idaho pastor's sermon was mostly an academic examination of Ephesians 3:1-6 and its offering of God's salvation. In this setting, at least, he skipped the hellfire rhetoric for which he's known, making no reference to his theocratic vision of America's future or his belief that the apocalypse described in the Book of Revelation already took place--and is enabling a project of global Christian conquest. Throughout the service, I couldn't help glancing from my spot in the back at a familiar figure seated with his family near the front, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump to DOJ: Pay up.
 	Moscow is planning to create its own USAID.
 	What an Iranian filmmaker learned in prison
 	OpenAI wants to cure cancer. So why did it make a web browser?
 	The David Frum Show: The triumphs and tragedies of the American Revolution




Culture Break


Jamil GS



Remember. D'Angelo's work was steeped in Black tradition, and never lost sight of the future, Vann R. Newkirk II writes.

Watch. After the Hunt (out now in theaters) seems to reckon with cancel culture, before revealing where its true interest lies, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/group-chat-presidency-maga/684664/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 22 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 5:10 p.m. ET on October 22, 2025.

In the 1950s, the TV quiz show Twenty-One stumbled upon a viewership-boosting strategy that for a brief period of time would be all the rage: cheating. The program fixed winners and losers, coached contestants, and generally dabbled in malfeasance. Other shows followed suit, scandal ensued, and Congress--Congress!--got involved.

I'm relieved to say that this quiz operates beyond the revisions to the Communications Act of 1934, so I'll happily give you all the answers: They're right there in The Atlantic.

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

Wednesday, October 22, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	According to the military adage, there are no atheists in what defensive fighting position?
 -- From Missy Ryan's "Holy Warrior"
 	What federal agency that recently offered a $50,000 bonus to new recruits is, alas, struggling to get those recruits to pass a 1.5-mile-run requirement?
 -- From Nick Miroff's "[REDACTED]'s 'Athletically Allergic' Recruits"
 	Florida's Brightline is only the second high-speed train in the United States--the first being the Amtrak-operated line in the Northeast Corridor known by what name?
 -- From Kaitlyn Tiffany's "A 'Death Train' Is Haunting South Florida"




And by the way, did you know that in Edvard Munch's The Scream, it is not the face-clutching figure who is hollering, but rather the whole rest of the world around him? The man is trying to cover his ears to block out that universal yell--what Munch called in one inscription "the great scream throughout nature." Next up for reappraisal: ?

Until tomorrow!



Answers: 

	Foxholes. For all the supplication down in the trenches, Missy writes, rarely have commanders dictated religious terms to their troops; Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--and the growing Christian-nationalist church from which he appears to have gotten many of his ideas--are changing that. Read more.
 	ICE. Nick reports on how push-ups, sit-ups, and that run (which must be completed sub-14 minutes) are standing between Donald Trump and his deportation goals. More than a third of the new recruits have failed the agency's physical-fitness test, according to officials. Read more.
 	Acela. The Acela and the Brightline are different for a lot of reasons, including the Florida train's gloss and surpassing comfort, but the most crucial difference, Kaitlyn reports, is that the Brightline keeps hitting people. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, scroll down for more, 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 scintillating fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, October 21, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	Rudy Giuliani's son and Osama bin Laden's niece were among the guest hosts of the podcast War Room while what permanent host served four months in prison for refusing to cooperate with the congressional investigation into January 6?
 -- From Jonathan D. Karl's "[REDACTED] and the Murderers and Hitmen Who Became His 'Besties'"
 	What barnyard term is used to describe the easily generated and artistically valueless AI content that litters the internet?
 -- From Charlie Warzel's "A Tool That Crushes Creativity"
 	What is the name of the national legislature that contains parties including Likud, Blue and White, and Yesh Atid?
 -- From Yair Rosenberg's "Can Trump Contain [REDACTED]'s Hard Right?" 




And by the way, did you know that it's been well over a century since one pig did, in fact, fly? And for three and a half miles, at that? Granted, this was a ride-along in the airplane of Lord John Moore-Brabazon of Kent, a peer and aviation pioneer, but considering that the flight occurred in November 1909, it's still no small feat. (The pig was called Icarus II, and he fared rather better than his eponym.)



Answers: 

	Steve Bannon. Karl looks into Bannon's time in prison last year--what he learned there, whom he befriended, how he managed to wield his influence over MAGA world even from behind bars. Read more.
 	Slop. What with Donald Trump's fondness for spammy AI videos and the proliferation of social networks dedicated to soullessly generated content, we're living in "the golden age of slop," Charlie contends. "There is no realm of life that is unsloppable." Read more. 
 	The Knesset. Last week, Israel's Parliament hosted Trump for a speech celebrating the cease-fire in the war in Gaza, but, Yair writes, members of the legislature's far right feel jilted. Trump, he says, will have to restrain them if he is to bring peace to the region. Read more.




Monday, October 20, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	What retailer recently announced that it will carry the weight-loss drug Ozempic at a discounted price of $499 a month--meaning you can get your GLP-1, a hot dog, and a fountain drink for $500.50?
 -- From Emily Oster's "Ozempic for All"
 	The cultural theorist Dominic Pettman defines what modern-relationship term as "abandonment with a contemporary garnish" (adding, "When we came up with texting, we also came up with not texting")?
 -- From Anna Holmes's "The Great [REDACTED] Paradox"
 	In the way that runners have Strava, birders have eBird, and readers have Goodreads, what hobbyists are most likely to use the app Ravelry?
 -- From Tyler Austin Harper's "The Unexpected Profundity of a Movie About Bird-Watching"




And by the way, did you know--speaking of hobbies--that when he wasn't writing contributions to the Western canon, the novelist Vladimir Nabokov kept himself busy observing and even discovering new species of butterflies? His lepidoptery fieldwork impelled full-time scientists to reconsider the classification of an entire genus.

That he also composed chess problems is thus hardly surprising. But before you go beating yourself up, consider what he didn't do much of: sleep.



Answers: 

	Costco. It's a sign that prices for these "near-miracle drugs" are falling and will keep falling, Oster writes--undercutting the argument that they're too costly to offer via Medicaid. Increasing the drugs' accessibility through Medicaid, she says, would save lives. Read more.
 	Ghosting. Holmes writes that Pettman's new book might offer a less upsetting way to think about the sudden cutoff of communication, though it will require growing a thicker skin. Read more.
 	Knitters. All of these hobby-specific apps have to some extent been gamified, with progress bars, unlockable achievements, or other metrics that Tyler worries are sucking the joy out of the hobbies themselves. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-4/684629/?utm_source=feed
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The Internet Is Going to Break Again

The Amazon outage revealed just how consolidated the web has become.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 21 Oct 2025




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.

Everything is in "the cloud" now, except the cloud is a real place, and it's in Northern Virginia. Rows and rows of servers stacked in Amazon-owned warehouses across Ashburn, Haymarket, McNair, Manassas, and Sterling make up a chunk of the infrastructure for the modern internet--equipment as crucial as railway tracks and the electric grid. When a technical issue disrupted operations at those facilities yesterday, it was enough to temporarily crash the internet for users around the world.

The incident marked at least the third time in the past five years that Amazon Web Services' Northern Virginia facilities contributed to a widespread internet outage. This time, more than 1,000 sites and services were affected, according to Downdetector, costing companies an estimated hundreds of billions of dollars. Venmo users were locked out of their payments, and international banks experienced major blips in their service. People struggled to book urgent doctor appointments and couldn't access their Medicare benefits. Snapchat and Reddit were down, as were Instagram and Hulu. Ring paused their doorbell cameras; ChatGPT stopped answering. (Some unfortunate customers of Eight Sleep, which sells AI-powered, temperature-changing mattresses, woke to bright strobe lights or an "absolutely freezing" bed, per testimony on X.) Throughout most of yesterday, the connective tissue of modern life seemed to be under threat--a reminder that the internet is physical, fallible, and heavily reliant on just a few massive companies.

The modern web owes that fragility in part to the cloud. In the pre-cloud age, setting up a website meant buying physical servers, procuring software licenses, and writing foundational code from scratch. This DIY process was both extremely expensive and time-consuming. The basic proposition of the cloud is What if you didn't have to do any of that? Amazon and its competitors own the servers and prewrite the code so customers don't have to. When developers lease infrastructure from cloud providers, they get to leave the cumbersome work of maintenance to someone else.

The trade-off is ownership for accessibility, up-front costs for monthly fees--and it has proved extremely attractive. Adoption in the corporate world has been nearly universal. Amazon spearheaded the rush to the cloud in the late 2000s, when it began building the warehouses that now house much of the modern internet. Thanks to that first-mover advantage, it still dominates today: Amazon controls an estimated 30 percent of the global market for cloud computing, while its competitors Microsoft and Google have captured 20 and 13 percent, respectively. Because the actual servers are consolidated under a handful of companies, so are the potential points of failure--not to mention the profits.

Unlike the highways that crisscross the United States, which are built and maintained by government programs, physical data conduits are built and maintained by corporations. The internet is often understood as a free and open resource, but it is controlled by a small group of digital landowners. Last July, a single cybersecurity firm caused an internet-wide meltdown that grounded planes and interrupted financial services around the world. Jonathan Kanter, a former top antitrust regulator in the Biden administration, told me such disruptions help "society understand the magnitude of the power, the magnitude of the reach" that certain companies have. "It doesn't just affect one commercial interest--it affects the entire country."

Amazon's dominance is compounded by the nested structure of the internet: One hyperlink leads to another, which leads to another, which at some point probably leads back to Amazon. An issue with Amazon's Virginia servers might affect Amazon products globally and any websites that interact with Amazon-backed services; a business that doesn't rely on Amazon for its services might still be entwined with another business that does.

There are ways out of the centralization trap, but they come with their own problems. Rumble, the streaming service that has become a home for those deplatformed elsewhere, has an AWS alternative of its own. The issue is that Rumble is also linked to inflammatory right-wing causes that could potentially pose reputational risk for major companies looking to use its cloud services. Urbit, another attempt at decentralizing the internet that has generated buzz over the past few years, was founded by the software developer and far-right provocateur Curtis Yarvin, who has openly advocated for an American monarchy. No truly decentralized alternative has so far come close to the scale of AWS, which has dramatically outspent and outperformed its competition. And at this point, new challengers may find it too hard to catch up.

True decentralization is also incredibly difficult to achieve, in cloud computing and beyond. Consider crypto, a form of digital currency originally designed to deliver freedom from the centralized authority of banks and governments. That was the idea, anyway--in practice, this roughly $4 trillion industry is very much beholden to the centralized internet, as well as to Wall Street and Congress. Coinbase, which also went down yesterday amid the AWS outage, is in some ways the antithesis of what crypto's libertarian thought leaders imagined: Like many other crypto companies, it discovered that centralization is the price of doing business.

Amazon doesn't publicize the existence of its Virginia data centers, and most customers may not even know they exist. But as the steward of the internet, the company has accrued an enormous amount of influence over our lives: how we access our money, how we seek medical help, even how some people get a good night's sleep. Tech outages happen--but under our current system, a bad day for Amazon can be a bad day for everyone.

Related:

	The CrowdStrike failure was a warning. (From 2024)
 	Crypto's core values are running headfirst into reality. (From 2022)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Can Trump contain Israel's hard right?
 	Steve Bannon and the murderers and hitmen who became his "besties"
 	No appointments, no nurses, no private insurance needed




Today's News

	President Donald Trump is asking the Justice Department to pay him about $230 million in compensation for past federal investigations into him, including the Russia probe and Mar-a-Lago search, according to people familiar with the matter; the decision is now in the hands of senior DOJ officials, some of whom are his former lawyers.
 	Despite Trump's suggestion last week that he would meet with Russian President Vladimir Putin in Budapest to discuss ending the war in Ukraine, Trump said he has put off plans to meet with Putin in the near future, claiming he wants to avoid a "wasted meeting."
 	During a visit to Israel today, Vice President J. D. Vance said he was "very optimistic" about the Israel-Hamas cease-fire holding, and some Trump-administration officials privately expressed concern that the agreement could soon break down, according to sources familiar with the matter.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Parental-Happiness Fallacy

By Stephanie H. Murray

Money is supposed to make life easier. But whether it makes life easier for parents has become a surprisingly contentious question.
 A couple of years ago, Pew Research Center published a survey about American parenting that stumbled on a somewhat counterintuitive finding: Lower-income parents were more likely than middle- or higher-income parents to say that they found parenting enjoyable and rewarding "all or most of the time." The difference was pretty marginal--most parents, regardless of income level, reported finding parenthood enjoyable all or most of the time--but that one data point got people talking. Think pieces proliferated, in which people reflected on why the most disadvantaged parents were "less exhausted and stressed and more rewarded by parenthood," and why women with more advantages were "the unhappiest mothers," reporting "the highest levels of dissatisfaction with motherhood."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Ghada Abdulfattah: A cease-fire is a moment to count the dead.
 	Dear James: My stepson's biological dad is a terrible human.
 	A tool that crushes creativity




Culture Break


Ullstein Bild / Getty



Watch. A new documentary, Orwell: 2+2=5, argues that in an era of rising authoritarianism, audiences have become too numb to the speculative force of 1984, Shirley Li writes.

Take a look. During Diwali, the five-day festival celebrated by Hindus, Jains, Buddhists, and Sikhs around the world, lamps are lit to celebrate the triumph of light over darkness, good over evil, and knowledge over ignorance.

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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Why the 'No Kings' Protests Matter

Huge demonstrations won't translate into immediate political results, but there's a reason the president is so bothered by them.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 20 Oct 2025




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.

Say what you will about Donald Trump's effect on American civic life as a whole, but he's done wonders for public participation. Voter turnout in the past few elections has reached record highs, for example. And after Saturday's "No Kings" marches, three of the largest one-day demonstrations in American history have taken place during Trump's two presidencies--not to mention the enormous, extended Black Lives Matter protests of 2020.

Protests like these won't immediately change much of anything in the country, but they matter nonetheless. Trump's authoritarian takeover is unpopular--his approval is deep underwater, rivaled only by his first term for the worst since at least the 1950s--which means that its progress depends on despair and surrender from the majority of Americans who oppose it. The huge and energetic crowds that came out this weekend are an antidote to that. The "No Kings" slogan is clever because it is broad enough to bring together Trump opponents who disagree on many issues; because the view of the Constitution that it represents is immediately intelligible to almost everyone; and because it's hard to challenge without endorsing monarchy.

The protests provide an outlet for citizens who are following the news with apprehension but don't know what they can do on a daily basis to resist Trump's policies, and they're also a way for wavering Trump supporters to jump ship, a warning to allies and would-be allies that they might not be joining the winning team. Mass movements are slow work: It took nearly a decade to get from the Montgomery bus boycott to the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act. The No Kings protests are starting off with much greater public support, and they need only to maintain momentum through the 2026 and 2028 elections in order to turn the protests' sentiment into concrete votes that could restrain Trump and remove his allies from office.

I went to observe Saturday's march in Durham, North Carolina, because I was curious to see what the mood was like and whether the energy would match the first round of No Kings protests in June. Durham is a protest town, and if you cover enough of these demonstrations, you get to recognize the usual attendees. But this was larger than any other gathering I've seen, and the participants represented a diverse mix of ages, races, attire, and approaches to sign making, including wry (I like my country neat with a glass that reads ICE struck through); sincere (These people give me hope, with arrows pointing in every direction); and seasonal (a vampire-costumed man with a sign that said, Gerrymandering sucks the life out of democracy). Marchers gathered in a park downtown, where speakers addressed them through a seriously insufficient amplification system. No one could hear, and no one seemed to care: They were there for the vibes. Several people told me they just appreciated feeling a sense of togetherness and positivity.

Estimating total attendance at an event like Saturday's march, with people in towns and cities all over the country, is tricky. Organizers claimed that nearly 7 million people marched, but the data journalist G. Elliott Morris concluded that the likeliest number was closer to 4.4 million at a minimum--which, according to his counts of other mass protests, would make it the largest single-day protest in the United States since 1970. The action was not limited to big cities and liberal enclaves, either: Smaller towns in red states, such as Billings, Montana (population about 121,000); Richmond, Kentucky (35,000); and Hammond, Louisiana (21,000), saw demonstrations too. Those anecdotal examples echo a report released last week by Harvard Kennedy School researchers who found that protests in 2025 have been "likely the most geographically widespread in US history," surpassing records set in Trump's first term and stretching deeper into Trump-supporting counties.

Ahead of the protests, high-profile Republicans referred to them as "antifa" gatherings, populated by "paid protesters" from the "terrorist wing" of the Democratic Party. (In reality, one strength of these demonstrations seems to be that they're not being driven by the shiftless Democratic Party leadership.) Two GOP governors called out the National Guard to prepare for disturbances. Any gathering so large can be unwieldy or a little volatile, yet despite the best efforts of right-wing media to find bad actors, few notable black marks have emerged.

In the immediate term, none of this really matters politically. Trump still has more than three years left in his term. Republicans control both houses of Congress, and the Supreme Court has consistently sided with the president. But Trump's movement depends on the impression that it's unstoppable and victorious. In 2016, he promised that the country would get sick of winning; he then claimed that the election was tainted, even though he triumphed, because he didn't win the popular vote. Huge protests that demonstrate he is not invincible endanger his political success: They offer people who voted for Trump reluctantly or who have had second thoughts a feeling of camaraderie and hope, and give them a way to feel okay ditching him. That, in turn, might reconstitute the anti-MAGA majority that made itself known in 2018, 2020, and 2022.

These protests also send a message to universities, corporate executives, and other institutions that have been tempted to align themselves with Trump for expediency, reminding them that the immediate political incentives aren't permanent. (Some public figures may already be learning that the backlash to aligning with Trump's policies can outweigh the benefits: After telling The New York Times that he believed Trump should send National Guard troops into San Francisco, the Salesforce founder Marc Benioff faced a week of condemnation from the city's leaders and other tech moguls; he eventually issued an apology.) The protests also remind Republicans in Congress who want to win reelection in 2026 that binding themselves to Trump could be a losing choice.

Maybe that's why these protests seem to be getting under the White House's skin so much. Trump largely shrugged off the June marches, but this weekend he lashed out in ways that seemed determined to prove the protesters' point. He threatened to invoke the Insurrection Act to send troops to San Francisco, saying he has "unquestioned power" to do so. (He does not.) He also posted a bizarre animated video in which he flies in a fighter jet labeled King Trump, wearing a crown--not beating the rap!--and dumping excrement on protesters. And the vice presidency might not be worth "a warm bucket of piss," as one previous holder said, but surely J. D. Vance has better things to do than beef online with a 23-year-old Democratic influencer. Trump and his allies seem to grasp what Saturday revealed: The protests are popular, and the president is not.

Related:

	Anne Applebaum: Why Trump turned to the sewer
 	Resistance is cringe--but it's also effective. 




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The problem with minimizing Chicago crime
 	The "anti-woke" tax that all Americans are paying
 	George Packer: Why the "No Kings" protest moved me.
 	ICE's "athletically allergic" recruits




Today's News

	A federal appeals court said it would allow President Donald Trump to deploy the National Guard to Portland for now, overturning a lower court's order that had previously blocked him from doing so.
 	French authorities are searching for four suspects who carried out a jewel heist at the Louvre Museum yesterday that lasted less than 10 minutes, stealing several royal pieces and prompting the museum to close.
 	Trump said yesterday that the Gaza cease-fire remains in place even after Israel launched strikes in Rafah early yesterday following allegations that Hamas violated the agreement. The U.S. envoys Jared Kushner and Steve Witkoff met with Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu today as Hamas and Israel traded accusations over breaking the truce.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Shan Wang featured some images from the Nikon Small World 2025 contest that reveal a hidden world of color and geometry. Can you guess what you're looking at before reading the captions?


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Photo-illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: Harold M. Lambert.



The Great Ghosting Paradox

By Anna Holmes

Culturally, ghosting is a paradox. It can be something you brush off even as it lives rent-free in your head. It's still considered rude, and people on both sides tend to feel bad about it, albeit in different ways. It's also extremely common: 90 percent of respondents to one 2021 study reported that they had ghosted someone. Last month, the New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd bemoaned the fact that online dating has become a "digital derecho, with oh so many ways" to "make and drop connections."
 But perhaps ghosting--or being ghosted--doesn't need to be so upsetting.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Ozempic for all
 	Charlie Warzel: AI's invasive species
 	Ukraine's underground generation
 	The risk of financial--and moral--collapse
 	Trump's next potential deal: Ukraine
 	The Bolton case is not like the others.




Culture Break


Photo-illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Source: Ronald Martinez / Getty.



Explore. Shohei Ohtani just played perhaps the greatest game in the history of baseball, Peter Wehner writes.

Watch. Sabrina Carpenter's Saturday Night Live appearance (streaming on Peacock) played off of her reputation as a provocateur, Paula Mejia 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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These Photographs Are Not What They Seem

The naked eye is only one way of seeing the world.

by Shan Wang

Sat, 18 Oct 2025




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.

One of my favorite moments of elementary-school science class was "microscope day," a version of show-and-tell where kids brought in everyday objects to marvel at under the lens. I raided my family's kitchen--salts, sugars, spices, chilies, peppercorns--while many others cut off tufts of aggrieved siblings' hair. Someone brought a wriggling worm. Someone else simply picked from his nose in front of the microscope when it was his turn (our teacher let this proceed). Absolutely nothing looked like what we expected. The naked eye, I first learned on those days, was only one way of seeing the world.

My colleague Alan Taylor, who looks at hundreds, sometimes thousands, of photos a day to compile the photo essays you may already know and love, recently published a selection from the Nikon Small World 2025 photomicrography competition that took me all the way back to science class. These photographs show geometry and color; they are not what they seem.

Before clicking through to see the answers in the image captions, try guessing what each of the photos below is depicting:


Mishal Abdulaziz Alryhan, Al-Ahsa, Saudi Arabia




Zhang You, Kunming, Yunnan, China




Gregory B. Murray, Pritchard, British Columbia, Canada




Dr. David Maitland, St. Andrews, Fife, United Kingdom



See more photos from the competition here.



Still Curious?

	Our photo editor's must-see images
 	Winners of Nikon Small World 2024
 	The colors of fall




Other Diversions

	The drink that Americans won't give up without a fight
 	Eight romance novels for romance skeptics
 	Feeling desolate? There's a cure for that.




P.S.


Courtesy of Norma Johnson



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "I took this photo in 2011 of Tipsoo Lake, while hiking in Mt. Rainier National Park in Washington state," Norma Johnson, from Northampton, Massachusetts, writes. "It still evokes the feelings I had when I came upon this small alpine lake ... a true gem of nature. My hiking days are over (I am 90+) but the memory of that day is mine forever!"

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

-- Isabel Fattal




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/world-under-microscope-photomicrography/684602/?utm_source=feed
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The Forces Changing Music and Film Criticism

The industry is being transformed in the era of YouTube video essays and TikTok screeds.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 17 Oct 2025




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

For the better part of 15 years, my colleague Spencer Kornhaber has been working in and around music-and-film coverage at The Atlantic, performing a service that was once, if not exactly universal, at least fairly common at newspapers and alt-weeklies across the country. Now, amid the broad crisis in the journalism industry, it's a rarity--and social-media personalities are trying to fill the gaps.

I started my career writing for music publications--Spin, Billboard, Pitchfork, and others--in part because I grew up reading them. I was never under the illusion that I'd become the next Lester Bangs, but now, as institutional support declines, I'm starting to wonder whether there will ever be another Lester Bangs. What about another Roger Ebert, Manohla Dargis, or Pauline Kael? Who's drafting the blueprint for what cultural criticism might look like in the future? And are new modes of commentary diluting or enriching the form? In his article published today, Spencer attempts to divine that future. He joins me in today's The Atlantic Daily to discuss.



Will Gottsegen: What makes a critic in 2025?

Spencer Kornhaber: Criticism is something that flows out of life, processing the things that shape your world with the people around you. Criticism can be the conversation you have after the movies with your friends. And of course, that ladders up to the most rarefied and beautiful writing and journalism. But more than ever, people's experience of the arts is being mediated by voices not from publications but from their social feeds. If you're a critic whose primary medium is TikTok or YouTube, you're working in formats that encourage volume. The playbook for any successful TikToker is to be posting multiple times a day. That requires you to work at a pace that is completely incompatible with doing a thought-out review. Some social-media critics manage to do a really nuanced job, but the system just isn't set up for that.

Will: Does criticism require training, even if it's just immersing yourself in other criticism?

Spencer: You get better the more you do it. Everyone's a critic, but not everyone's good at it. My writing now is better than the writing I did 15 years ago, when I embarked on this professionally. Even when I embarked on it, what I was doing was shaped by the amount of criticism I read while growing up.

Will: Sometimes it feels like the only way to make a splash as a critic is to really lean into contrarianism, or to write a pan as a way of chasing engagement. Some contemporary critics have really made their name on negativity.

Spencer: That dynamic was always there, but it's definitely pronounced now. People are saying music criticism has gotten too soft, when from everything I can tell the music criticism that's most rewarded in this ecosystem and that's generating the most conversation is the pan.

But you can't make a sustainable career out of reflexive contrarianism. And it's really hard to lie about your opinion. People who are good contrarians are genuine cranks. A critic such as Andrea Long Chu is able to express her critiques in ways no one else can. I thank God for these people. They bring attention to the medium of criticism; they keep that tradition alive.

Will: Taylor Swift, whom you've written about quite a bit, is a specific case in that she's the biggest artist on the planet, but is the frenzy of extreme reverence (even worship) from her devoted fans a preview of where criticism might be headed?

Spencer: Some people argue that Taylor Swift's fandom and the act of criticism, or having an honest conversation about music, are completely opposed. I don't think that's true.

Every time Taylor Swift does something, it's like the Super Bowl for criticism. Those are the most fun criticism weeks on the internet. Everyone brings their pen to react to this one artifact. And contrary to the belief that critics are too afraid of saying what they really think about these albums, for fear of getting yelled at by the stans, I think if you go back and you read reviews of any of her albums, you have an array of reactions. (Still, there are certain outlets or writers who seem that they're more in the tank for her: If you really buy into the Taylor Swift project, as a critic could do in a very valid way, then you're going to see how every album aligns with that larger mission.)

The fans are obsessed with her critical reception, and I think that Taylor Swift is very interested in her critical reputation. Early in her career, she wrote that song "Mean" seemingly as a response to the music-industry commentator Bob Lefsetz. Her project does not just depend on numbers. To me, in some weird way, Taylor Swift is helping the profession feel vital, even as her work is crowding out other topics we might want to be writing about. I think a healthier ecosystem would have more Super Bowl moments in the year, so that it's not all on just Taylor.

Will: A music publicist once told me that putting clients on late-night talk shows was more about trying to mark personal milestones for the clients than about actually building an audience. Do these sorts of cultural institutions still matter?

Spencer: They certainly matter less than they once did, but they still do matter. The indie-rock band Geese being on Kimmel actually does bring its music to an audience that might like it but would not be finding it through either the hipsters on TikTok or through Pitchfork reviews. Once you put the band on TV, you get older music lovers who say, "Hey, he kind of sounds like Jagger." Those things still matter.

Some cultural critics Spencer suggests you follow:

	Mina Le
 	Nymphet Alumni
 	Deep Focus Lens
 	Outside Noise


Two albums Spencer suggests you listen to this weekend:

	Ninajirachi, I Love My Computer ("Bedroom pop from someone who grew up listening to Skrillex")
 	Ryan Davis & the Roadhouse Band, New Threats From the Soul ("Spacey, epic country-folk in the tradition of Silver Jews")


Related:

	Traditional criticism is in trouble. Here's what's replacing it.
 	Is this the worst-ever era of American pop culture?




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	George Packer: The depth of MAGA's moral collapse
 	Europe is answering Putin's challenge.
 	What won't Congress let Trump get away with?




Today's News

	The United States is holding prisoner two survivors of a military strike on an alleged drug-smuggling vessel in the Caribbean. This marks the first time detainees have been captured during the operations.
 	Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky met with President Donald Trump at the White House today. Trump expressed reluctance to provide long-range missiles to Ukraine, after his call yesterday with Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Zelensky urged Trump for U.S. support; he warned that Putin does not want peace and offered to share Ukraine's drone-warfare advancements in exchange.
 	Prince Andrew officially surrendered his royal title as the Duke of York following years of controversy over his ties to the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Here are 65 essential children's books that teach kids to love literature.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Addison Gallery of American Art / Edwin J. Beinecke Trust / Bridgeman Images



The Cleaner Way to Get Ripped

By Yasmin Tayag

To eat 10,000 calories a day, you might try putting away a family-size box of Oreos, a box of packaged cakes, a pint of Ben & Jerry's, takeout from Five Guys and McDonald's, and many, many Reese's cups--all between your regular three meals.
 Dru Borden subsisted on this diet throughout his 20s and 30s. As a competitive bodybuilder--fans know him as Big Dru--he needed the calories. Since the mid-20th century, one of the core tenets of bodybuilding has stipulated that gaining muscle requires putting on weight, regardless of how. In Big Dru's case, it worked: In early-career photos, he appears to have been cobbled together from boulders ...
 But these days, Big Dru and his fellow muscle-maxxing enthusiasts are embracing a new approach: moderation.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The end of the old Instagram
 	American infrastructure is about to get even worse.
 	Jonathan Chait: Why is Vance defending that racist group chat?
 	Adios, AirPods
 	Trump's dodgy plan for TikTok




Culture Break


Jeenah Moon / Reuters



Take a look. A scene from Sao Paulo Fashion Week, a 700-year-old mosque in Mali, a Radio City Rockettes rehearsal in Manhattan, and more are in The Atlantic's photos of the week.

Explore. Coffee has almost no nutritional value and lots of substitutes, but it's also the drink that Americans won't give up without a fight, Ellen Cushing 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 3

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

by Drew Goins

Fri, 17 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 4:05 p.m. ET on October 17, 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.

Friday, October 17, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	In the sci-fi novel The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy, travelers can instantaneously understand any language by placing into their ear a fictional species of fish named after what biblical structure?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "Adios, AirPods"
 	What D.C.-area building is famous for, among other things, its 17.5 miles of hallways?
 -- From Nancy A. Youssef's "The Last Days of the [REDACTED] Press Corps"
 	The comment "easily one of the top 5 movies about taxes" is a viral micro-review on the website Letterboxd for what 2022 film that's about, well, a lot of other things too?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's "Traditional Criticism Is in Trouble. Here's What's Replacing It."




And by the way, did you know that there is a small island in the Bidasoa River between Spain and France that belongs to one nation for half of the year and to the other for the rest of it?

It's called Pheasant Island, and there are no people who live there; weirdly, there are also no pheasants, as Victor Hugo noted when he visited in 1843. Maybe if there were, Spain or France would fight a little harder to hold on to it.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	The Tower of Babel. The fantastical Babel Fish works like a charm, but Matteo says the Apple AirPods' promise of seamless Live Translation remains far off. As he writes, his attempt to navigate New York using the beta feature made him look "stiff and bumbling at best, terribly rude at worst." Read more.
 	The Pentagon. Nancy, who has reported on the Defense Department for 18 years, will be seeing somewhat less of those hallways after leadership evicted most of the press corps from the building. The biggest loser here, however, is the public, she writes. Read more.
 	Everything Everywhere All at Once. The writer of that review--one of Letterboxd's most popular users--told Spencer that he favors a sensibility of "the first thing that comes to mind." Cultural commentary is less polished and more democratic than ever, Spencer writes, which isn't necessarily for the best. 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.



Thursday, October 16, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by David A. Graham:

	The U.S. military command known as STRATCOM is most notably responsible for what duty--which one would certainly hope involves the careful thinking suggested by the command's name?
 -- From Tom Nichols's "Kathryn Bigelow's Warning to America"
 	Humbert Humbert is the protagonist of what novel, named after the much younger girl to whom he is attracted?
 -- From Vauhini Vara's "Why So Many People Are Seduced by ChatGPT"
 	What director, whose 2019 movie was the first of its kind to win Best Picture at the Oscars, said, "Once you overcome the one-inch tall barrier ... you will be introduced to so many more amazing films"?
 -- From Stephanie Bai's "A [REDACTED]-Film Starter Pack"




And by the way, did you know that the song "Happy Birthday" was copyrighted until 2016? The attempt to maintain licensing over the most popular song in the English language led to some nigh-on absurd situations over the years, including in 1996 when a performance-rights organization demanded royalties from Girl Scout troops that wanted to sing the song at campfires.

So many brazen lawbreakers over the years--with Marilyn Monroe doing it right in front of the president, no less!



Answers:

	Nuclear deterrence. Tom recently watched Kathryn Bigelow's new movie, A House of Dynamite, a nuclear-disaster flick he says pretty accurately depicts STRATCOM and its people--and will hopefully knock a little terror into a populace inured to the possibility of Armageddon. Read more.
 	Lolita. Vara remarks on how Humbert Humbert beguiles readers in Vladimir Nabokov's novel, despite his predilections, and on how Ishmael keeps Moby-Dick readers interested through all the spermaceti talk. This is what good fictional characters do, she writes--and why it's so dangerous that ChatGPT is one without an author. Read more.
 	Bong Joon Ho. The South Korean director's Parasite was the first foreign-language film to win Best Picture, and his quote refers to subtitles. Stephanie asked several Atlantic staffers where someone interested in exploring foreign films should get started. Read more.




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.





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.






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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It's Not a Dog Whistle If Everyone Can Hear It

A week of ostentatious bigotry in American politics

by David A. Graham

Thu, 16 Oct 2025




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.

Sometimes just a few news items over a couple of days can capture an entire zeitgeist. Here are several that caught my eye this week: The Supreme Court is poised to weaken or destroy one of the last remaining pillars of the Voting Rights Act. A group of Young Republicans exchanged texts in which they casually dropped the N-word, called Black people "monkeys" and "the watermelon people," and said "I love Hitler." The Trump administration is considering turning the American refugee system into one that prioritizes "English speakers, white South Africans and Europeans who oppose migration." Rounding things out, Border Patrol circulated a video with an anti-Semitic slur, and a congressional staffer appeared in a video meeting with a swastika-defaced U.S. flag behind him.

These stories are not directly connected. The Court, for example, has been working to weaken the VRA for almost 15 years (or longer, in the case of Chief Justice John Roberts personally). But as an important late-20th-century work of philosophy noted, "There's this, like, lattice of coincidence that lays on top of everything." Together, these developments show a powerful tide of racism in American life, lifting up white people at the expense of all others.

And plenty of indirect connections link the various stories. Donald Trump's 2016 campaign of racial grievance enabled him to shift the Court rightward with three new appointments. Trump himself has a long history of bigoted remarks, yet he has seized on bigoted comments by Black South Africans to justify inviting white South Africans to seek refuge in the United States. The ability to use offensive language without social sanction is a core appeal of the MAGA movement for some supporters. In January, an attendee at a Trump-inauguration party told New York's Brock Colyar that "he wanted the freedom to say 'faggot' and 'retarded.'"

Trump's attacks on "political correctness" were couched in defenses of free speech, but anyone paying attention has noticed Trump's longtime hostility toward the concept spanning many years, and his policies have demonstrated plainly that he has no interest in the First Amendment itself. In recent weeks, his administration pressured ABC to fire Jimmy Kimmel, and Trump said that negative coverage about him was "really illegal." As Philip Klein writes in National Review, an organ of the more genteel (though not necessarily racially enlightened) old right, the Young Republicans chat shows that "to a portion of the young right, the actual substance of what provocateurs have been saying has been worth celebrating--not just their right to say it."

Apparently these budding politicians were wise enough to know they couldn't (yet) say these things publicly. Their most prominent defender has been Vice President J. D. Vance, who described the members of the group chat as "kids" and "young boys." This is nonsense: These were politically active people, mostly in their mid-to-late 20s. (Vance himself is a good counterpoint. By his late 20s, he'd served in Iraq and was at Yale Law School, where his own leaked emails showed genuine nuance and thoughtfulness.)

Vance also argued that they were just telling edgy jokes privately. This might be more reassuring if not for the fact that the same people and the same views are making their way into the halls and policies of the government in which Vance serves. Nate Hochman, a rising conservative political figure who was a National Review writer, was canned from Ron DeSantis's presidential campaign after posting a video with a Nazi symbol; he once praised the self-identified Hitler fan Nick Fuentes. Now Hochman has resurfaced working for Missouri U.S. Senator Eric Schmitt, who is delivering ethnonationalist speeches.

Paul Ingrassia, another young right-winger who runs in anti-Semitic circles, is nominated to lead the Office of Special Counsel, which oversees government personnel practices (Ingrassia has been accused of sexual harassment; he denies wrongdoing). Kingsley Wilson became a Pentagon spokesperson after creating a long trail of anti-Semitic claims. And then there's the video, reposted and then deleted from the Border Patrol Instagram account earlier this week, that painstakingly edited in a snippet of a Michael Jackson song that goes, "Jew me, sue me, everybody do me / Kick me, kike me, don't you black or white me." It's not a dog whistle if everyone can hear it.

This attitude at ICE (echoing previous postings) extends from the broader immigration agenda of creating a whiter, more right-wing American populace. The administration wants to reduce not just illegal immigration but legal immigration, and is conducting mass deportations, along with Supreme Court-sanctioned racial profiling, yet it also sees refugee policy as a way to bring in politically like-minded individuals. As The New York Times reports, this might include members of the far-right political party Alternative for Germany, or AfD.

On the surface, it might seem ironic for the U.S. to try to attract migrants who it says are being persecuted at home for opposing migration, but in fact there is no discrepancy--only agreement about which kinds of people are desirable: white, Christian ones. This also makes a mockery of the point of refugee programs, implying that the challenges facing right-leaning Germans are worse than those of the people Trump has sought to exclude who are in what he sees as "shithole countries."

Bringing in migrants with right-wing views is a funhouse-mirror version of the "Great Replacement" theory that prominent MAGA figures have adopted, which holds that the left is seeking to bring in Black and brown people to dilute white political power. A flood of AfD members or Afrikaners would help Republicans, but they have other ways of reducing the power of liberals and nonwhite voters. Section 2 of the VRA provides for the creation of majority-minority districts, to ensure Black representation. Black voters in the South are heavily Democratic, but in Louisiana (33 percent Black), Mississippi (38 percent Black), and Alabama (27 percent Black), Democrats might be shut out of the House entirely, effectively disenfranchising these voters in Congress and presidential races. (The election analyst Nate Cohn, writing in the Times, calculates that if the justices get rid of Section 2, Republicans could gain nine seats in the House.)

When Roberts wrote the majority decision in 2013's Shelby County v. Holder, which defanged Section 5 of the VRA, he paid lip service to the law's importance in remedying historical racism, but he dismissed the need for anything like it in the modern era. "Our country has changed," he declared, with self-satisfaction. The headlines this week, however, beg to differ.

Related:

	America is the land of opportunity--for white South Africans.
 	An oral history of Trump's bigotry (From 2019)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The conquest of Chicago
 	Helen Lewis: "I watched stand-up in Saudi Arabia."
 	The other reason Americans don't use mass transit




Today's News

	President Donald Trump announced that he will meet Russian President Vladimir Putin in Budapest for a second round of talks aimed at ending the war in Ukraine. The development comes a day before Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky is set to visit the White House.
 	A federal judge in Chicago said that she will require federal agents involved in "Operation Midway Blitz" to wear body cameras during immigration enforcement and interactions with protesters, expanding an earlier temporary restraining order that limited the use of tear gas and required officer ID. The judge expressed concern that her initial restrictions were being ignored, citing examples of ICE throwing tear gas without previous notice despite her directive.
 	The former national security adviser John Bolton has been indicted by a federal grand jury for allegedly mishandling classified information. His indictment follows recent charges against James Comey and Letitia James, marking the third case in weeks involving figures who have clashed with Trump.




Dispatches
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Evening Read


Illustration by Juanjo Gasull



The Great Friendship Flattening

By Julie Beck

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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Tom Nichols: Kathryn Bigelow's warning to America
 	Harvard's public-health school is on life support.
 	The MAHA Democrat
 	Why so many people are seduced by ChatGPT
 	Arthur C. Brooks: Feeling desolate? There is a cure for that.
 	Radio Atlantic: If the Voting Rights Act falls






Culture Break


Walt Disney Pictures



Watch. The new Tron sequel (out now in theaters) travels beyond cyberspace but won't leave the sci-fi nonsense behind, David Sims writes.

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

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Frightening American Fable

The <em>Atlantic</em> writer who previewed an unmoored country

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 16 Oct 2025




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.


Imagine this: A tech guy has revolutionized the world with an innovation that unleashes unimaginable productivity, and brought himself unimaginable wealth. An imperial president, empowered by the Supreme Court to wield unchecked authority, seeks a third term in office, or else to pass the reins on to his son. Congress has been reduced to little more than a rubber stamp for the president and a trading floor for business transactions.

Things bump along under this order, until twin calamities produce a crisis. First, the president sparks a global backlash against the United States by starting an ill-judged trade war due to suspected business interests and a long-standing grudge against England. Second, the new technology suddenly fails to deliver its benefits. A presidential election unfolds amid the ensuing economic collapse.

The Democratic and Socialist Parties, long thought dead, begin to organize and challenge the president. The union seems newly fragile; New England considers seceding. The president tries to quash dissenters with brute force and sweetheart deals (conveniently, a "late revolt" in one place allows him to confiscate rebels' property and offer it to those who fall in line). He sends the military into the urban strongholds of his opponents. The tech guy, an unlikely hero to masses of common people, sees his chance to oust the president. He makes his way not to Washington but to Wall Street, to buy up distressed American assets. He stabilizes the markets, restores confidence, grows even more rich (it pays to buy low), and seems poised to win the election.

Before and on Election Day, though, there is chaos: riots, smashed voting machines, irregular returns, jailed politicians, contradictory court decisions. The president's son is elected, but charges of fraud and bribery create a cloud of doubt that hangs over his victory. Inauguration Day comes, and in a dramatic twist, the chief justice refuses to administer the oath of office. A court decision invalidates the election, and the contest is thrown to Congress. Violence engulfs the Capitol as Congress rushes into action. Order is restored, but only after crowds and constables clash outside the chamber and car bombs rip through the area. When the dust settles, the tech guy is chosen to be the president, and a new order takes shape, as corrupt and compromised as the old.

This is not a projection of what might happen in 2028, but the elaborate imaginings of Henry Dwight Sedgwick in "The American Coup d'Etat of 1961," published in the November 1904 issue of The Atlantic. Written around the time of Theodore Roosevelt's reelection that year, the story's grim portrait of the American future offered bitter comment on the expansionist, corporate America of Sedgwick's day. Sedgwick, the scion of a patrician northeastern family, was one of a group of upper-crust intellectuals who feared that the country was being lost to crass materialism, corruption, and imperial ambitions.

Although Roosevelt was one of their own--a patrician himself who'd graduated from Harvard two years before Sedgwick--he embodied something of the new values that genteel critics feared. As Sedgwick had written two years earlier in the magazine, American industrial society made "men of great vigor, virility, and capacity," but did not "tend to make manners and behavior gracious and admirable, nor actions just and dutiful." For Sedgwick, who would later take to the pages of The Atlantic to reflect on "What a Gentleman Was," the industrial virtues were hollow. And Roosevelt, with his muscular embrace of imperialism and swaggering displays of executive power, fit Sedgwick's description of a nation that prized vigor over grace. While Roosevelt did enact policies to take on Big Business and fought corruption, Sedgwick seemed to worry about the way he was expanding federal and executive power to do so.

To register his protest, Sedgwick turned to what was by 1904 a familiar way of commenting on the present: describing the future. The shifting paradigms of American life (industrial expansion, urban growth, new technologies), not to mention the runaway success of Edward Bellamy's utopian portrait of Boston in the year 2000, Looking Backward (published in 1888), had sparked a fresh wave of imaginative reflections on worlds to come. Even the former Atlantic editor William Dean Howells, celebrated as a pioneer of modern realism, got in on the act with his novel A Traveller from Altruria, in 1894.

Although a minor, forgotten contribution to the genre, Sedgwick's story offers a stark view of where he believed the country was headed. He writes as a future historian or journalist narrating a progression of political events. That does not, to be clear, make for light reading. The plot begins with a businessman, Campbell, who popularizes "subsoil batteries" that seem to release "radioelectric discharges" into the soil and make even the driest deserts bloom. The president in question is President Schmidt, who rules without any challenge to his power in a one-party, Republican state. The actual coup of 1961 is too complex to rehearse in full, but concludes with the ascendancy of Campbell as president and high ruler of the empire, while Americans, in the story's caustic coda, congratulate themselves on upholding the Constitution.

The effect is a fable of an America that's lost its moorings, and a citizenry that convinces itself it's still living under the same constitutional order, even as that order grows unrecognizable.

Imagine that.
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