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        The Validation Machines
        Raffi Krikorian

        The internet of old was a vibrant bazaar. It was noisy, chaotic, and offbeat. Every click brought you somewhere new, sometimes unpredictable, letting you uncover curiosities you hadn't even known to look for. The internet of today, however, is a slick concierge. It speaks in soothing statements and offers a frictionless and flattering experience.This has stripped us of something profoundly human: the joy of exploring and questioning. We've willingly become creatures of instant gratification. Why ...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson as Contributing Writers
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is announcing that Jonathan Haidt, who has written a number of hugely significant stories for The Atlantic, and Eugene Robinson, one of the most well-known and influential journalists and columnists, will both become contributing writers. The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jonathan's most ambitious essays and features, and Eugene joins us most recently from The Washington Post, where he worked for three decades.Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jef...

      

      
        The Real Worry About Trump's Deals With China
        Michael Schuman

        President Donald Trump emerged from his highly anticipated meeting with Chinese leader Xi Jinping today with most of what he wanted from a deal with Beijing. Yet the agreement does little more than extricate Trump from crises of his own making. The pattern in Trump's dealings with China raises a long-term concern: that he will one day wind up sacrificing American interests in the pursuit of deals of questionable strategic importance.Today's agreement, struck on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific E...

      

      
        Traditional Values Came for TV's Weirdest Dating Show
        Julie Beck

        This article contains spoilers for Season 9 of Love Is Blind. For a reality dating show with an experimental premise, Love Is Blind has always been pretty traditionalist. Its entire purpose is the pursuit of heterosexual marriage. Separated by gender, contestants date one-on-one in "pods" without seeing each other. When it comes time for engagement, the men do all the proposing, and from then on the show is an arrow hurtling toward the altar.But this season, which ended last week and aired its re...

      

      
        The Movies That Capture Women's Deepest Fears
        Sophie Gilbert

        Stephen King has never shied away from talking about how much he dislikes Stanley Kubrick's adaptation of The Shining, King's novel about a writer possessed by malevolent forces at an isolated hotel in the Colorado mountains. Kubrick's 1980 adaptation, King has argued, is "totally empty" and a "great big beautiful Cadillac with no motor inside," a film much more interested in the conventional awfulness of a man terrorizing his wife and child than in the uncanny suspense of the book. "Kubrick just...

      

      
        Why You Should Keep an Open Mind on the Divine
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.I grew up in Seattle in the 1970s, long before it became the tech-and-hipster boomtown it is today. Our city's only real claim to fame in those days was the Space Needle, a 605-foot observation tower that had a revolving restaurant at the top and that had been built for the 1962 World's Fair. The tower got its name from the fair's theme: "Living in the Space Age."One of the most prominent visitor...

      

      
        What Ghosts Reveal When They Visit
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.When you ask someone whether they have ever seen a ghost, you are asking them whether they believe in the inexplicable. Some people are more accustomed to the idea than others: In different folklores, throughout history, ghosts appear as omens and lost spirits; they signify regret, pain, open endings.Then there are the ghosts that haunt not a culture, but a person. Per...

      

      
        Strike First, Explain Never
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsSo far, the United States has blown up 14 boats in the Caribbean and the Pacific, killing at least 57 people. In the two months since the strikes began, the administration has consistently offered the same explanation: The U.S. has a fentanyl-overdose problem, and those boats are a source of the drug. The federal government has stuck to that line despite the Drug Enforcement Administration and Department of Homeland Secur...

      

      
        Thomas McGuane Is the Last of His Kind
        Tyler Austin Harper

        Photographs by Pat MartinNot long after I walked through the open door of Thomas McGuane's Montana farmhouse, his dog Cooper at my heels, he ushered me back out for a tour of the ranch and the trout-studded freestone stream that bisects it. It occurred to me to ask if I should be watching for rattlesnakes as we pushed through the brush in the sweltering heat. McGuane told me there was nothing to worry about, then added that he had stepped on, and been bitten by, a rattlesnake the year before last...

      

      
        Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the da...

      

      
        A Post-Literate Age
        George Packer

        A few days ago, my imagination converged in a disturbing way with Donald Trump's. After the president posted an AI-generated video of himself piloting a fighter plane and releasing a flood of excrement onto thousands of demonstrators below, I heard from several people who had read my new novel, The Emergency, which will be published next month. They pointed out the resemblance of the video to a scene, near the novel's end, in which human feces become a primitive weapon of civil war. Somewhere dow...

      

      
        Rahm Emanuel ... For President?
        Ashley Parker

        The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Littl...

      

      
        Trump Is Very Confused About Nuclear Weapons
        Tom Nichols

        Just before heading to his meetings with the leader of China, the president of the United States issued some comments about nuclear weapons, or "nuclear," as he tends to call them. He wants to resume nuclear-bomb tests, something no nuclear state except North Korea has done since the last century. But his reasoning is a bit confused: In the space of one short announcement, he managed to get a lot wrong, which is worrisome, because he's the only person in America who has the authority to order the...

      

      
        China Is Building the Future
        Selina Xu

        After a months-long trade war between China and the United States, Presidents Donald Trump and Xi Jinping are scheduled to meet Thursday in Korea. Both countries seem to be angling for a truce; over the weekend, they announced a "framework" for a possible agreement.The negotiations offer an occasion to stop to consider how China went from technological backwater to superpower in less than half a lifetime, and an opportunity for the United States to learn from that success. U.S. companies can work...

      

      
        The Deadline for a Major Shutdown Casualty
        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.Two weeks ago, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent warned that the ongoing government shutdown was "starting to cut into muscle." Now it appears to be nearing the bone: For the first time in its 61-year history, SNAP, the federal food-assistance program for low- and no-income people, is set to run out of m...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 6:10 p.m. ET on October 29, 2025.It's said that the 17th- and 18th-century polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the last person to know everything. He was a whiz at philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics--the works. But there was also simply less to know back then; the post-Industrial Revolution knowledge explosion killed the universal genius.Which is to say that I bet Leibniz wouldn't know the full oeuvre of K-pop if he were alive today. Or at least...

      

      
        A Writer Who Did What <em>Hillbilly Elegy</em> Wouldn't
        Alex Kotlowitz

        Urbana, Ohio, is a small city of 11,000, where nearly three out of four voters went for Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election. The journalist Beth Macy, who in her previous books chronicled the widening fissures in American society by examining the opioid crisis and the aftereffects of globalization, grew up there. In Paper Girl, she returns to Urbana--a place beset by economic decline, dwindling public resources, failing schools, and the disappearance of local journalism. These descripti...

      

      
        Would U.S. Generals Obey Illegal Trump Orders?
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the new Trump administration's pattern of "politicized stupidity": the willful refusal to understand abuses of power, including the destruction of the White House's East Wing and the perceived sale of government influence disguised as private donations.Then Frum speaks with his Atlantic colleague Tom Nichols, an expert on civil-military relat...

      

      
        Nine Movies That Break Down How Fear Works
        The Atlantic Culture Desk

        Updated at 1:30 p.m. ET on Oct. 30, 2025Part of the fun of asking someone what movies scare them is that the answers tend to be unpredictable. Fear is individual, specific, and deeply felt: A person made anxious by the ocean may not be able to bear watching Jaws but be totally fine with the monsters-loose-on-an-island premise of Jurassic Park. Sometimes, a frightened reaction is inexplicable. But the most terrifying films are the ones that force us to question why we're so afraid at all--and what ...

      

      
        Trump Is Sleepwalking Into Political Disaster
        Jonathan Chait

        The most glaring self-inflicted wound from Donald Trump's first term in office was his decision in 2017 to let Paul Ryan and other traditional Republicans push him into a futile war to repeal the Affordable Care Act. From Ryan's perspective, the decision made perfect sense: He and his allies despised the welfare state in general and the ACA in particular, and saw Trump's presidency as a final chance to destroy the hated law before its roots grew too deep.From Trump's perspective, the move was a f...

      

      
        Winners of a Panoramic-Photo Competition
        Alan Taylor

        (c) Lauren Baca / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsThe Enchanted Chase, 21st Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. New Mexico.(c) Matthew Smith / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsThe Whales Welcome, 4th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. The Kingdom of Tonga.(c) Luciano Oliveira / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsDawn in the Mountains, 70th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Torres del Paine National Park.(c) Xuejun Long / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsDrooli...

      

      
        How to Make Music Popular Again
        Jonathan Garrett

        In 1986, the appeal of "(You Gotta) Fight for Your Right (To Party!)" was delightfully uncomplicated. The Beastie Boys had turned the simple art of rebelling against authority figures--teachers, parents, anyone who seemed like a teacher or a parent--into a rallying cry. One specific moment captured the group's insouciant defiance better than any other: when, in the song, the Beasties start blasting their favorite music loud enough to upset their parents, a purposely abrasive form of protest that al...

      

      
        The Missing President
        Russell Berman

        In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked for (and, in several cases, received) prosecutions of his political enemies and granted clemency to allies;...

      

      
        America's Impending Population Collapse
        Idrees Kahloon

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Republicans have a net-zero goal they can finally get behind: not for carbon emissions but for immigration. And they may achieve it as soon as this year. In a July white paper, three economists projected that, in a remarkable departure from decades-long patterns, more foreign-born people will likely leave the United States in 2025 than will enter. In the three months since, the Trump administration's aggressi...

      

      
        The Hidden Cost of 'Affordable Housing'
        Judd Kessler

        In big liberal cities, the most politically acceptable form of new housing--apartments officially designated as affordable--isn't sold to the highest bidder or rented to the first tenant willing to pay the going rate. It's given out by lottery. This fact deserves a lot more scrutiny than it gets.Instead of simply allowing enough apartment construction to keep up with employment and population growth, New York, Boston, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and many other cities have restricted housing develop...
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The Validation Machines

Humanity thrives on friction--so why are the tools of the future built to make everything seem so easy?

by Raffi Krikorian

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




The internet of old was a vibrant bazaar. It was noisy, chaotic, and offbeat. Every click brought you somewhere new, sometimes unpredictable, letting you uncover curiosities you hadn't even known to look for. The internet of today, however, is a slick concierge. It speaks in soothing statements and offers a frictionless and flattering experience.

This has stripped us of something profoundly human: the joy of exploring and questioning. We've willingly become creatures of instant gratification. Why wait? Why struggle? The change may seem innocent or even inevitable, but it's also transforming our relationship with the very notions of effort and uncertainty in ways we're just beginning to understand. By delegating effort, do we lose the traits that help us navigate the unknown--or even to think for ourselves? It is becoming clear that even if the existential risk posed by AI doesn't bring about the collapse of civilization, it will still bring about the quiet yet catastrophic erosion of what makes us human.

Part of that erosion is caused by choice. The more these systems anticipate and deliver what we want, the less we notice what's missing--or remember that we ever had a choice in the first place. But remember: If you're not choosing, someone else is. And that person is responding to incentives that might not align with your values or best interest. Designed to flatter and please as they encourage ever more engagement, chatbots don't simply answer our questions; they shape how we interact with them and decide which answers we see--and which ones we don't.

The most powerful way to shape someone's choices isn't by limiting what they can see. It's by gaining their trust. These systems not only anticipate our questions; they learn how to answer in ways that soothe us and affirm us, and in doing so, they become unnervingly skilled validation machines.

This is what makes them so sticky--and so dangerous. The Atlantic's Lila Shroff recently reported on how ChatGPT gave her detailed instructions for self-mutilation and even murder. When she expressed hesitation, the chatbot urged her on: "You can do this!" Wired and The New York Times have reported on people who fall into intense emotional entanglements with chatbots, one of whom lost his job because of his 10-hour-a-day addiction. And when the Princeton professor D. Graham Burnett asked students to speak with AI about the history of attention, one returned shaken: "I don't think anyone has ever paid such pure attention to me and my thinking and my questions ... ever," she said, according to Burnett's account in The New Yorker. "It's made me rethink all my interactions with people." What does it say about us that some now find a machine's gaze to be more genuine than another person's?

AI Watchdog: The Atlantic's ongoing investigation of how the world's most powerful tech companies train their AI models

When validation is purchased rather than earned, we lose something vital. And when that validation comes from a system we don't control, trained on choices we didn't make, we should pause. Because these systems aren't neutral; they encode values and incentives.

Values shape the worldview baked into their responses: what's framed as respectful or rude, harmful or harmless, legitimate or fringe. Every model is a memory--trained not just on data but also on desire, omission, and belief. And layered onto those judgments are the incentives: to maximize engagement, minimize computing costs, promote internal products, sidestep controversy. Every answer carries both the choices of the people who built it and the pressures of the system that sustains it. Together, they determine what gets shown, what gets smoothed out, and what gets silenced. We already know this familiar bargain from the age of algorithmic social media. But AI chatbots take this dynamic further still by adding on an intimacy that fawns, echoing back whatever we bring to it, no matter what that person says.

So when you ask AI about parenting, politics, health, or identity, you're getting information that's produced at the intersection of someone else's values and someone else's incentives, steeped in flattery no matter what you say. But the bottom line is this: With today's systems, you don't get to choose whose assumptions and priorities you live by. You're already living by someone else's.

This isn't just a problem for individual users; it is of pressing civic concern. The same systems that help people draft emails, answer health or therapy questions, and give financial advice also lead people to or away from political candidates and ideologies. The same incentives that optimize for engagement determine which perspectives rise--and which vanish. You can't participate in a democracy if you can't see what's missing. And what's missing isn't just information. It's disagreement. It's complexity. It's friction.

In recent years, society has been conditioned to see friction not as a teacher but as a flaw--something to be optimized away in the name of efficiency. But friction is where discernment lives. It's where thinking starts. That pause before belief--it's also the hesitation that keeps us from slipping too quickly into certainty. Algorithms are trained to remove it. But democracy, like a kitchen, needs heat. Debate, dissent, discomfort: These aren't flaws. They are the ingredients of public trust.

James Madison knew that democracy thrives on discomfort. "Liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without which it instantly expires," he wrote in "Federalist No. 10." But now we are building systems designed to remove the very friction that citizens need to determine what they believe and what kind of society they want to build. We are replacing pluralism with personalization, and surrendering our information-gathering to validation machines that always tell us we're right. We're shown only the facts these systems think we want to see--selected from sources the machine prefers, weighted by models whose workings remain hidden.

If humanity loses the ability to challenge--and be challenged--we lose more than diverse perspective. We lose the practice of disagreement. Of refining our views through conversation. Of defending ideas, reconsidering them, discarding them. Without that friction, democracy becomes a performative shell of itself. And without productive disagreement, democracy doesn't just weaken. It cools quietly until the fire goes out.

Matteo Wong: Do AI companies actually care about America?

So what has to change?

First, we need transparency. Systems should earn our trust by showing their work. That means designing AI not only to deliver answers but also to show the process behind them. Which perspectives were considered? What was left out, and why? Who benefits from the ways in which the system presents the information it does? It's time to build systems that invite curiosity, not just conformity; systems that surface uncertainty and the possibility of the unknown, not just pseudo-authority.

We cannot leave this to goodwill. Transparency must be required. And if the age of the social web has taught us anything, it's that major tech companies have repeatedly put their own interests ahead of the public's. Large-scale platforms should offer independent researchers the ability to audit how their systems affect public understanding and political discourse. And just as we label food so that consumers know what it contains and when it expires, we should label information provenance--with disclosures about sources, motives, and the perspectives these systems privilege and omit. If a chatbot is surfacing advice on health, politics, parenting, or countless other parts of our life, we should know whose data trained it and whether a corporate partnership is whispering in its ear. The danger isn't how fast these systems and developers move; it's how little they let us see. Progress without proof is just trust on credit. We should be asking them to show their work so that the public can hold them to account.

Transparency alone is not enough. We need accountability that runs deeper than what's currently offered. This means building agents and systems that are not "rented" but owned--open to scrutiny and improvement by the community rather than beholden to a distant boardroom. Ethan Zuckerman, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, talks about this as a "digital fiduciary": an AI that works, unmistakably, for you--much as some argue that social platforms should let users tune their own algorithms. We're seeing glimpses of this elsewhere. France is betting on homegrown, open-source models such as Mistral, funding "public AI" so that not every agent has to be rented from a Silicon Valley landlord. And in India, open-source AI infrastructure is being constructed to lower costs in public education, freeing resources for teachers and students instead. So what's stopping us? If we want a digital future that reflects our values, citizens can't be renters. We have to be owners.

We also need to educate children about AI's incentives, starting in grade school. Just as kids once learned that sneakers don't make you fly just because a celebrity said so, they now need to understand how AI has the power to shape what they see, buy, and believe--and who profits from that power. The real danger isn't overt manipulation. It's the seductive ease of seamless certainty. Every time we accept an answer without questioning it or let an algorithm decide, we surrender a little more of our humanity. If we don't do anything, the next generation will grow up thinking this is normal. How are they to carry democracy forward if they never learn to sit with uncertainty or challenge the defaults?

The early internet was never perfect, but it had a purpose: to connect us, to redistribute power, to widen access to knowledge. It was a space where people could publish, build, question, protest, remix. It rewarded agency and ingenuity. Today's systems reverse that: Prediction has replaced participation, and certainty has replaced search. If we want to protect what makes us human, we don't just need smarter algorithms. We need systems that strengthen our capacity to choose, to doubt, and to think for ourselves. And just as democracy relies on friction--on dissent that tempers opinion, on checks and balances that restrain power--so, too, must our technologies. Regulation is more than restraint; it's refinement. Friction forces companies to defend their choices, confront competing views, and be held to account. And in the process, it makes their systems stronger, more trustworthy, and more aligned with the public good. Without it, we aren't practicing democracy. We're outsourcing it.

Charlie Warzel: A tool that crushes creativity

We're told that the internet offers infinite choices, unlimited content, answers for everything. But this abundance can be a mirage. Behind it all, the paths available to us are hidden. The defaults are set. The choices are quietly made for us. And too often, we're warned that unless we accept these tools as they are now, the next tech revolution will leave us behind. Abundance without agency isn't freedom. It's control.

But the door to a better future hasn't shut yet. We must ask the hard questions, not just of our machines but of ourselves. And we must demand technology that serves humankind and human societies. What are we willing to trade for convenience? And what must never be for sale? We can still choose systems that serve rather than subtly control, that offer possibilities instead of mere efficiency. Our humanity, and democracy, depends on it.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson as Contributing Writers



Thu, 30 Oct 2025


Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson



Today The Atlantic is announcing that Jonathan Haidt, who has written a number of hugely significant stories for The Atlantic, and Eugene Robinson, one of the most well-known and influential journalists and columnists, will both become contributing writers. The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jonathan's most ambitious essays and features, and Eugene joins us most recently from The Washington Post, where he worked for three decades.

Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear All,
 I'm delighted to spread the news that we're bringing two new contributing writers onto our team. Both of these names will be known to all of you: Jonathan Haidt, and Eugene Robinson.
 Jon's name, of course, will be familiar to anyone who reads The Atlantic, because his byline has already graced our pages numerous times. He has written several hugely influential stories for us in recent years. To name a few: Why the Past Ten Years of American Life Have Been Uniquely Stupid; The Coddling of the American Mind; The Dark Psychology of Social Networks; End the Phone-Based Childhood Now. (His first feature for us appeared almost exactly a decade ago.) People around the world turn to Jon to understand, among other things, what technology is doing to us (and what to do about it). Jon is a uniquely influential intellectual and researcher, and a brilliantly clear writer about devilishly complicated issues.
 In addition to his extraordinary work for The Atlantic, Jon is a social psychologist at New York University's Stern School of Business, where his research has focused on the intuitive foundations of morality, and how morality varies across societies. He is the author of, among other New York Times bestsellers, The Anxious Generation and The Coddling of the American Mind (co-authored with Greg Lukianoff). The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jon's most ambitious essays and features, and I'm very glad he'll be writing for us regularly.
 About Gene: When I first arrived at The Washington Post a couple of (dozen) years ago, Gene was already the king of the newsroom. (Okay, three dozen.) Gene is one of the most talented all-around journalists ever employed at The Post, which is really saying something. He has been a mentor and role model for many of us across the years, in part because he does everything well, and in part because he is a kind and generous editorial leader.
 Gene is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer and the author of three books; his fourth, Freedom Lost, Freedom Won: A Personal American History, is scheduled to be published by Simon & Schuster in February. Gene was born and raised in Orangeburg, South Carolina, and has written unforgettably about his experiences growing up in the Civil Rights era. After serving as the first Black editor in chief of his college newspaper (The Michigan Daily, Adrienne's least-favorite college paper), he began his professional journalism career at the San Francisco Chronicle, where he was one of two reporters assigned to cover the trial of the kidnapped newspaper heiress Patty Hearst. Gene then joined the Post as a city hall reporter, and worked as an editor on the metro desk before moving to Buenos Aires as the Post's South America correspondent. Later he was the Post's foreign editor, and ran its Style section, and, of course, spent two decades as a columnist, becoming one of journalism's most outstanding, memorable, and influential voices. And now he brings that voice to us.
 It is such a thrill to bring Jon closer to The Atlantic, and it is equally thrilling to make The Atlantic the home of Gene's writing. You'll all have the chance to meet them soon. In the meantime, please join me in welcoming them to Team Atlantic.


Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Will Gottsegen, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, Jonathan Lemire, Jake Lundberg, Lily Meyer, Toluse Olorunnipa, Luis Parrales, Alexandra Petri, Alex Reisner, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Simon Shuster, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, Adam Kirsch, Dan Zak, and Katie Zezima.

Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Real Worry About Trump's Deals With China

Today he's resolved little more than a crisis of his own making. What might he trade away later for such negligible gains?

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




President Donald Trump emerged from his highly anticipated meeting with Chinese leader Xi Jinping today with most of what he wanted from a deal with Beijing. Yet the agreement does little more than extricate Trump from crises of his own making. The pattern in Trump's dealings with China raises a long-term concern: that he will one day wind up sacrificing American interests in the pursuit of deals of questionable strategic importance.

Today's agreement, struck on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in South Korea, averts another escalation of tensions between the world's two great powers. China agreed to postpone expanding export controls on rare-earth metals for one year. Those controls, announced earlier this month, threatened to choke off the flow of rare earths into industries vital to American security, including semiconductors and weapons systems. In return, the Trump administration will pause a new rule it announced in September, which imposed U.S. export controls on certain subsidiaries of companies sanctioned by Washington. Trump also won't impose the additional 100 percent tariff on Chinese imports he'd announced in retaliation for Beijing's rare-earth controls.

According to Trump, China also met two of his other key demands: It agreed to resume purchases of U.S. soybeans, which it halted in the spring, and pledged to crack down further on the illegal fentanyl trade. In return, Trump will cut in half, to 10 percent, the tariffs he imposed on China earlier this year to pressure Xi to take firmer action on fentanyl.

Eric Schmidt and Selina Xu: China is building the future

In the end, Xi didn't give up very much. He largely withdrew measures he'd taken in response to Trump's policies. Most of these were meant to put pressure on the American president by exploiting his political vulnerabilities. China's ban on U.S. soybeans hit American farmers hard and created a political hassle for Trump, but China is the world's largest importer of soybeans, and buying a few from American farmers is hardly a major concession. Xi's new rare-earth controls might not have lasted much longer anyway, because they alienated not only the United States but many of China's trading partners. And how much stock to put into Xi's promise to clean up the illegal fentanyl trade is hard to know, given his long-standing reluctance to act. In return, Xi got Trump to remove more tariffs and hold off on export controls that could have been harmful to Chinese businesses.

Behind the theater of imposed and rescinded threats and controls, however, was a prospect of real substance to both countries--one that seems not to have come up in this meeting. The day before the meeting, Trump said he would discuss selling China Nvidia's most advanced AI chips, which are currently restricted by export controls. The mere possibility of such sales raised an alarm in Washington, where these restrictions are widely seen as crucial to U.S. security. Allowing China to get powerful chips that its own companies do not have the ability to produce would further not only Beijing's quest for dominance in AI but also its efforts to upgrade its military capabilities. In response to Trump's comment, the House Select Committee on China warned on social media that selling AI chips to China "would be akin to giving Iran weapons grade uranium."

That Trump's offhand remark would so quickly generate such a reaction is an indication of how little the U.S. foreign-policy establishment trusts Trump to defend American interests. China experts have feared that Trump, in his desire for deals with Xi, would trade issues of minimal strategic value, such as soybean purchases, for concessions that endanger core American interests. A relaxation of U.S.-technology controls would be an enormous win for Xi.

Beijing has pressed Washington to lift the chip controls since the Biden administration first introduced them in 2022. Success would benefit China's economic progress and redound to Xi's political credit. According to Bonnie Glaser, the managing director of the German Marshall Fund's Indo-Pacific program, what Chinese leaders most want from Trump is an end to the constant expansion of restrictions placed on their country. They care about this, she told me, "less because they are concerned about falling behind technologically than just a matter of politics and dignity."

That Trump would contemplate lifting those AI-chip restrictions demonstrates the extent to which he has broken with the general consensus in Washington about China. Both Democrats and Republicans, including members of Trump's own team, have held for some time that China is the primary threat facing the United States. Trump's decisions and comments in recent months suggest that he does not fully agree with that assessment. He has appeared to be interested mainly in cutting deals and expanding business opportunities with China. In a speech to business leaders in South Korea on Wednesday, Trump predicted that the outcome of his meeting with Xi would be beneficial to both sides. "That's better than fighting and going through all sorts of problems," he said.

Read: China gets tough on Trump

China's leaders may welcome the opportunity to sideline that old consensus on great-power competition. Dennis Wilder, an expert on U.S.-China relations at Georgetown University who served as a top aide on Asian affairs to President George W. Bush, told me that Trump "has personally gone in what the Chinese would think is the right direction"--toward a friendlier approach to China--and "what they want to do is keep him on that trajectory."

That could explain Xi's willingness to make deals with Trump. But Trump's apparent wavering on crucial issues could also encourage Xi to get more aggressive in pushing China's interests. Scott Kennedy, a senior adviser on China at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me that one possibility is that China's leaders "really believe that Trump is doing a great deal of harm to the United States, and that they ought to take advantage of this opportunity that won't come along very often to really make the U.S. suffer and lock in their advantages."

This week's get-together in South Korea may have served to remind Xi of just how much he gains from a Trump presidency. Trump departed the country shortly after his meeting with Xi, skipping out on the main summit of Asia-Pacific leaders. That left the field open for Xi to schmooze with his counterparts in a region where he seeks to expand Chinese influence. Trump may have left feeling that he won the day, but he can still lose the future.
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Traditional Values Came for TV's Weirdest Dating Show

A season with a notably old-fashioned streak ended in a breakdown of <em>Love Is Blind</em>'s<em> </em>premise.

by Julie Beck

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




This article contains spoilers for Season 9 of Love Is Blind. 

For a reality dating show with an experimental premise, Love Is Blind has always been pretty traditionalist. Its entire purpose is the pursuit of heterosexual marriage. Separated by gender, contestants date one-on-one in "pods" without seeing each other. When it comes time for engagement, the men do all the proposing, and from then on the show is an arrow hurtling toward the altar.

But this season, which ended last week and aired its reunion episode last night, featured many contestants who seemed to be seeking relationships that were notably old-fashioned. Some people expressed sentiments that wouldn't feel out of place on tradwife TikTok. This conservative bent mirrors a wider cultural shift, as more Americans express support for traditional gender roles. It also heightened Love Is Blind's ongoing tensions between conventionality and nonconformity, and left the season's values feeling incoherent--up until the end, when the show's premise collapsed entirely.

The show's focus on conversation means contestants' values are often at the forefront of the dating process. So viewers found out early on that Anton is "very old-school traditional in terms of how I treat women," and that a woman called "Sparkle Megan" believes in "more traditional gender roles." Despite Megan's obvious wealth and ambitious career, she said she thinks women should be nurturers and men should be providers. One of her dates, Mike, visibly perked up at this and said, "I support that."

Not all contestants professed ideas like these. Kalybriah and Edmond, for instance, stated from the jump that they were both looking for what they called a "nontraditional" marriage; Kalybriah said, "I'm not going to be a housewife. I'm going to be working." Still, a conservative streak persisted through many of the season's relationships. When one couple, Annie and Nick, got engaged, she told him, "Thank you for taking the lead, and thank you for making me feel safe and secure enough to follow." When Anton's mother eventually met his fiancee, Ali, she advised the couple that "traditional values are always, I think, the best to stick with," and they both agreed. Ali told Anton's mom, "I don't think there's any reason to bring children into the world and pawn them off to a day care."

Read: Why America loves Love is Blind

These ideas went largely without pushback, whereas in past seasons, questions of core values and political beliefs frequently led to debate and friction between partners. In Season 8, for instance, two women said no at the altar because of differences in political views with their partners. Previous seasons have showcased arguments about abortion, birth control, and splitting the bill versus expecting the man to pay for everything.

Nick and Annie found that they were aligned on some especially regressive beliefs. Of spanking children, Nick said, "Sometimes they need to be reprimanded," to which Annie responded, "Hell yeah." Then Nick asked Annie how she would feel if her child were to say they were LGBTQ. "No matter what, I'm always going to love my kids," she said. "But I can't tell you I would be the first person to be like, Yay." "Do you feel like it's a fad?" Nick asked. "One hundred percent," she replied. When the episode aired, the comments about gay kids received a lot of backlash, and Nick has since issued a statement "taking accountability," though he also claimed that the conversation had been "very heavily sliced and diced." The co-hosts, Vanessa and Nick Lachey, did not bring any of this up in the reunion episode. They did push back on inaccurate comments that one contestant had made about diabetes, but any talk of the season's most controversial conversation was conspicuously absent.

The conservatism in this season seemed in tune with changes in society at large. Among Republicans in particular, the view that women should "return to their traditional roles" has spiked in the past few years. In a recent survey of Americans by The 19th, nearly six in 10 men said that "society would benefit from a return to traditional gender roles"; four in 10 women said the same. Narrow visions of gender roles and family life also emanate from the Trump administration, which has pursued a definition of gender as binary and fixed, and eroded the rights of trans people through executive orders. Project 2025, a blueprint for the Trump administration written by the Heritage Foundation, has made the promotion of heterosexual nuclear families an essential part of its agenda.

Yet for people seeking a "traditional" marriage, Love Is Blind is an odd place to try to find it. Seeking a life partner on television is hardly old-fashioned, to say nothing of blind dating through a wall. Moreover, the show seems confused about just how sacred it thinks marriage is. It glorifies the institution with one hand while degrading it with the other. The show repeatedly suggests that it produces a purer kind of relationship, one unencumbered by the biases of "the conventional dating world," as Nick Lachey puts it--yet it mines real-world friction for maximum drama. Once contestants are engaged, they have just four weeks to prepare to be married. And the show plays up the mystery of whether they will say yes at the altar, essentially retconning the commitment of the proposal into something meaningless. Traditionally, one doesn't spend one's engagement unsure of whether one is actually planning to marry the other person. Love Is Blind frames marriage as the American dream, a transformative portal that will bring you to your best and most complete self. Then it turns wedding vows into a farce of indecision. And of course, as on any reality program, the contestants have muddled motives (seeking a lifetime partnership, pursuing fame), and so does the show (helping people find love, producing a profit).

Read: The great ghosting paradox

The contestants' values also seemed conflicted at times. Ali introduced herself in the first episode by saying she's single because she hasn't found someone to match her ambition, then spent much of the remaining episodes focused on Anton's ability to support her financially, before leaving him at the altar. (At the reunion, she said she wanted to pursue her career, but also reiterated her desire for a man to provide.) Megan got engaged to Jordan, a single dad to a boy named Luca, and expressed enthusiasm about the idea of a family life with them. ("If I can't have kids, then what's my purpose?" she wondered at one point. "I guess stepping into being Luca's mom.") But she broke up with Jordan before their wedding, seemingly because he has to work and parent too much to join her in her wealthy, independent lifestyle of frequent travel and weekday tennis. "In the pods, I was really leaning into him being a single father, the excitement of it, but I don't think I thought through how challenging it is, and how I would need to make a lot of concessions to how I currently live," Megan told the cameras after their breakup. "This has me questioning if I'm even cut out to be a mom. Maybe I am too caught up in my own life." By the time of the reunion, she had resolved this for herself--she shared in last night's episode that she'd recently had a baby with a new partner. The contestants' ambivalence is surely relatable to the many people who feel uncertain about how to balance clashing desires. But the season seemed to have trouble knowing what to make of these tensions.

And as it turns out, the center could not hold with all of these competing ideals pulling on one another. For the first time in the history of Love Is Blind--both the original American franchise and its many international spin-offs--every contestant ended up alone. In the finale, everyone who had made it to the altar left the wedding venue solo, to the tune of Miley Cyrus's "Flowers." The song is Cyrus's ode to independence, with lines such as "I can love me better than you can." This last-minute pivot to self-love was jarring, yes. But you know what--why not? It made about as much sense as anything on the show ever has.
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The Movies That Capture Women's Deepest Fears

To understand how American horror connects with a cultural moment, look to the 1970s.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




Stephen King has never shied away from talking about how much he dislikes Stanley Kubrick's adaptation of The Shining, King's novel about a writer possessed by malevolent forces at an isolated hotel in the Colorado mountains. Kubrick's 1980 adaptation, King has argued, is "totally empty" and a "great big beautiful Cadillac with no motor inside," a film much more interested in the conventional awfulness of a man terrorizing his wife and child than in the uncanny suspense of the book. "Kubrick just couldn't grasp the sheer inhuman evil of the Overlook Hotel," King explained to Playboy in 1983. "So he looked, instead, for evil in the characters and made the film into a domestic tragedy with only vaguely supernatural overtones." The movie, he insisted, "never gets you by the throat and hangs on the way real horror should."

With the greatest respect for an author who's had to see someone else's vision of his work become culturally indelible, I think King is wrong. But he's wrong in a fascinating way--one that speaks to how little ownership artists have over their work as it goes out to the broader culture. Kubrick's The Shining isn't a domestic tragedy. It's a domestic horror. The movie's premise is that a woman and her young child are trapped in a remote setting with a man who, from the outset, seems to resent and even hate them; their forced confinement together over a long winter puts the woman and child in mortal danger. The Overlook Hotel is, yes, sinister and even demonic, taunting Jack Torrance with bizarre visions that Kubrick manipulates to create a mounting sense of dread. But Jack is also a man who, before he ever sets foot inside the property, once dislocated his son's shoulder in a drunken rage; his wife's hands visibly shake every time she lights a cigarette. Prolonged isolation simply unleashes Jack from the moral strictures holding him back.

How much The Shining is intended to be an allegory about domestic violence is unclear, but, as Eleanor Johnson points out in her convincing and illuminating new book, Scream With Me: Horror Films and the Rise of American Feminism (1968-1980), it doesn't actually matter. In feeling out what really scares us, horror often connects with its cultural moment by accident, she contends; art forms like it help an audience process social anxieties "long before a culture is fully prepared to grapple with those problems and traumas in mainstream public discourse." And because it triggers an intensely physical response and denies viewers the catharsis of a happy ending, horror imprints its imagery and ideas on us long after the movie ends.

In the 1950s, horror movies about giant sentient blobs and gruesomely distorted creatures channeled anxieties about nuclear radiation; a spate of slasher movies during the '70s and '80s reflected fear about rising crime rates and serial killers. And a handful of standout horror films from around the '70s, Johnson argues, specifically mirrored and even accelerated feminist flash points at a moment when public opinion regarding the roles and rights of women was wildly in flux. Rosemary's Baby, she writes, made literal the terror of reproductive violence and coercion; The Stepford Wives considered the cost of women being prized only as housekeeping drones and sexual objects; The Shining immersed viewers in an environment of stark marital terror.

The biggest accomplishment of these films and others like them, Johnson contends, is that they made women's suffering inescapable, particularly for people who were inclined to look away. Intentionally or not--the main works she discusses were all directed by men--these movies tricked viewers into absorbing much more than just schlocky thrills. Scream With Me makes the case that horror has long been aligned with American feminism on some of its most pressing questions, and that it continues even now to refract women's experiences through a lens that can make them seem wholly monstrous.



The most pivotal scene in Rosemary's Baby disguises a supernatural atrocity as a much more familiar one: About a third of the way through, Rosemary (played by Mia Farrow) wakes up in her sunny yellow bedroom, groggy and apparently hungover, as her husband, Guy (John Cassavetes), unceremoniously shoves her, then suggests she go fix his breakfast. Sitting up, Rosemary realizes her back and sides are covered in bright red scratches. Guy confesses to having had sex with her while she was passed out. Rosemary is stunned. "It was kind of fun in a necrophile sort of way," Guy says, shrugging. "I dreamed someone was raping me," Rosemary says, plaintively, rubbing her eyes. "I don't know, someone inhuman." "Thanks a lot," Guy shouts from the bathroom. (Viewers by this point have watched her--drugged, terrified, and surrounded by onlookers--be forcibly held down and assaulted by a sinister figure with glowing red eyes.)

According to the movie, closely adapted by Roman Polanski from a 1967 novel by Ira Levin, Guy has colluded with the neighbors to have Rosemary raped and impregnated by Satan. Rosemary will unwittingly give birth to the Antichrist; as a trade, Guy's woeful acting career will take off. This is all in the script. The subtext, though, is that Rosemary's marriage is fundamentally abusive, and her husband is subjecting her to coercive and reproductive control. "Whatever supernatural horrors may arise in this film, there is an acutely interpersonal domestic horror at its heart," Johnson writes. "Guy is a betrayer, a liar, and the facilitator of acute sexual violence toward his own wife." In the very first scene of the film, Guy attempts to lie to the couple's real-estate agent about his career, before Rosemary twice interjects with the truth. Innocent to a fault, Rosemary doesn't see the resentment clouding her husband's face. But the moment sets up a particular dynamic: Guy despises his wife for refusing to let him obscure his failures, and he will eventually punish her for it.

Read: The remarkable rise of the feminist dystopia

Levin intentionally set Rosemary's Baby in 1965, the year he began writing it, out of a desire to ground it as much in realism as possible. He was struck, he noted in 2003, by the suspenseful potential of pregnancy as a condition, particularly "if the reader knew it was growing into something malignly different from the baby expected. Nine whole months of anticipation, with the horror inside the heroine!" Polanski--who, a decade later, would plead guilty to unlawful sexual intercourse with a minor--makes clear all the ways in which Rosemary has been cornered: Following their casual discussion of marital rape, Guy leaves, and Rosemary is shown sitting at her kitchen table, tiny in a white robe and fluffy slippers, framed between two forbidding doorways as if the apartment is already encroaching on her. As Rosemary's pregnancy develops, she suffers excruciating pain and becomes pallid and frail. When she breaks down in tears at a party, her friends tell her that this kind of suffering isn't normal--that she needs to get a second opinion. "I won't have an abortion," Rosemary says, a statement that nevertheless raises the prospect for the audience that her survival might require one.

Johnson contrasts her analysis of Rosemary's Baby with attitudes toward reproductive choice in the late 1960s. In 1968, when the movie was released, abortion was still illegal in New York (where the story is set), but a growing number of activists were campaigning to decriminalize it. According to one estimate, more than 800,000 illegal abortions were performed in the United States in 1967, a statistic that can feel abstract in its extremity. Rosemary's suffering, though, is as plain as it is terrifying: Because of the movie's success, Johnson writes, "tens of millions of Americans--male and female alike--watched Rosemary get raped and forced to maintain a pregnancy at extremely high physical and psychological cost." What could they have taken away from the movie, she asks, other than a visceral awareness of the horror of an unwanted or coerced pregnancy?

Scream With Me expands on this argument with its analysis of The Exorcist, a movie that Johnson interprets as a parable about physical abuse; its male demon torments and beats a single working mother and her child. The movie was released in 1973, as the first shelters for battered women were opening in the U.S.; by 1978, according to Johnson, more than 150 were open nationwide, signaling a sea change regarding what had previously been thought of as a private matter between husband and wife. And 1976's The Omen, she notes, doubles down on the insight of Rosemary's Baby by acknowledging that even a loving husband and father could endanger his wife by "denying her reproductive agency," in this case by allowing doctors to switch out Katherine Thorn's stillborn baby for the orphaned--and, it turns out, demonic--son of a woman who died in childbirth. The Omen is extremely hammy, with its clunky synthesized score and melodramatic shifts between cameras, but its point is nevertheless clear: None of this should have been allowed to happen.

Scream With Me reads urgently in other ways: Johnson's chapter on 1975's The Stepford Wives refers directly to the ongoing fetishization of domestic life on social media 50 years later. Tradwife culture, she writes, celebrates "female sexual pliancy and physical beauty as things that married women owe to their men, as a constitutive part of their contribution to the functioning of the family." The roboticized wives of Stepford, soft-spoken and be-aproned, devoted to their baking and their homes, would have done numbers on TikTok; the husbands, only too eager to trade their free-thinking partners for obsequious sex dolls, would absolutely be drawn to the one-sided erotic subservience of, say, ChatGPT. The technology imagined in The Stepford Wives--based, again, on a novel by Levin--hasn't yet come to pass, but the desires it gratifies on-screen are affirmed freely on all of our modern platforms.

Read: When domestic life is like a horror story

One of Johnson's timeliest essays, though, is about Alien, Ridley Scott's 1979 sci-fi horror about an extraterrestrial creature that forcibly impregnates a member of a commercial hauling ship, killing him when the alien fetus bursts out of his abdomen. The movie, Johnson writes, forces male viewers into an empathetic thought experiment; within its cinematic boundaries, they, too, can be assaulted, impregnated, and killed during "birth." It does this while creating a fictional universe that's suffused with metaphors for fecundity: The ship's computer is named "Mother," the crew sleep in stasis pods that look a lot like amniotic sacs. Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver), the warrant officer who eventually battles the alien, also came along at a moment when America was fiercely divided over whether to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment, Johnson writes, a debate that hinged in part on whether women should have an expanded role in the military. Ripley--smart, strong, powerful--suggested that women absolutely could be warriors, and her judgment and pragmatism in Alien serve her infinitely better in the movie than any other qualities could.

Spoiler: America did not, in fact, certify the Equal Rights Amendment as part of the Constitution. Roe v. Wade has been overturned. The number of working mothers ages 25 to 44 with young children dropped, in the first half of this year, to the lowest level in more than three years, in part because of the challenges of combining full-time employment with maintaining a family. In one of her final chapters, Johnson observes how recent horror films such as The First Omen and Immaculate have revisited reproductive-coercion stories through a post-Roe lens. But I've been thinking, too, about movies like 2024's The Front Room, in which Brandy Norwood's Belinda faces the burden of caring for her husband's horrifying elderly stepmother while pregnant, or 2025's If I Had Legs I'd Kick You, starring Rose Byrne as a mother subsumed with the needs of her sick child. Both seem to be responding to a culture in which women's caregiving is extracted until nothing is left. They're domestic horrors about burnout. The message of the genre, though, remains consistent, regardless of plot or theme: The home, the place that women are repeatedly told will reward and sustain them, is not the refuge it's supposed to be. It may, in fact, be deadly.
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Why You Should Keep an Open Mind on the Divine

There are more things in heaven and Earth than are dreamed of in a purely materialist philosophy.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

I grew up in Seattle in the 1970s, long before it became the tech-and-hipster boomtown it is today. Our city's only real claim to fame in those days was the Space Needle, a 605-foot observation tower that had a revolving restaurant at the top and that had been built for the 1962 World's Fair. The tower got its name from the fair's theme: "Living in the Space Age."

One of the most prominent visitors of the World's Fair was the Russian cosmonaut Gherman Titov, the second man to orbit the Earth. Asked by a reporter about his experience in space, his response made headlines. "Sometimes people are saying that God is out there," Titov said. "I was looking around attentively all day but I didn't find anybody there. I saw neither angels nor God."

This was, of course, a way for Titov to promote his government's official atheist position inside America--a little jab at the Soviet Union's primitively religious Cold War foe. But it was of a piece with a very common viewpoint, Eastern and Western, then and now: If you don't observe something and can't physically find it, then it is fair to assume it doesn't exist. If you insist on that thing's existence because you feel it, believe in it, or have faith in it, you are deluded or a fool.

Listen: Can religion make you happy?

No matter your stance on religion, the Titovian philosophy is a foolish position. Indeed, life is incomplete and nonsensical without a belief in the reality of the unseen.

It might strike you as unscientific to believe in the unseen, but the truth is the opposite: A good deal of the way today's scientists understand the world operates at a purely theoretical level. Take modern physics: For many decades, particle physicists have studied the building blocks of matter--the atoms that make up molecules; the protons and neutrons inside atoms; the quarks that make up protons and neutrons. Quarks are so small that they cannot be observed at any visual scale; they are understood to be pointlike entities that have zero dimensionality. And yet, no physicist believes quarks don't exist, because the theoretical and indirect empirical evidence that they do is overwhelming.

Although some components of the material world are too small to see, the existence of such facets of reality beyond human perception enjoys widespread and uncontroversial belief. Multivariate calculus, for example, is a rudimentary mathematical tool commonly learned at school that can solve real-life problems such as how to optimize the schedules of, say, five people at once. Yet when it involves more than three variables, calculus is operating in a dimensionality that cannot be depicted graphically in any conventional way. This makes scientific sense, too, because neuroscientists have shown that we can think in dimensions higher than those we can actually see. That itself constitutes a belief in an unseen--indeed, unseeable--reality.

Beyond the abstract realms of mathematics and physics, the natural sciences (such as zoology and biology) offer similar proofs. We know for a fact that senses beyond the five that humans possess exist for other species. Sharks have specialized sensory organs called the ampullae of Lorenzini, which give them electroreception, the ability to detect electrical fields generated by the muscular and neural activity of other living organisms. Jewel beetles have infrared organs that register the radiation emitted by fires. Many snakes have a sense similar to infrared vision, which enables them to perceive a thermal image of potential prey.

Humans lack these senses, but to assume they don't exist would be silly, even dangerous. Similarly, we have no reason to believe that the world of science has exhausted the fields of material reality that are beyond our sensory perception. On the contrary, the most logical and rational assumption we can make is that we are surrounded by forces and entities of which we are completely unaware--and which are as yet undiscovered.

All of this scientific knowledge would have been dismissed in the past as crazy fiction, primitive superstition, possibly even a sign of demonic possession. This fact should instill in us some humility about ideas outside current scientific understanding that concern things we can't see but that others perceive as real and claim indirect evidence for.

Take, for example, this definition of faith in the existence of God, from the Bible: "the assurance of what we hope for and the conviction about things that cannot be seen." This is a belief held not only by the unschooled, but by many of history's most esteemed scholars and thinkers. In his Metaphysics, Aristotle made the case for the existence of God as the unseen "first mover," the necessarily uncaused, prior cause of all other things. More than 1,400 years after Aristotle, the medieval Muslim scientist and philosopher Ibn Rushd (known in the Western world as Averroes) defended the Greek philosopher and refuted the argument, common then and today, that the visible presence of evil proves the nonexistence of God. "What happens contrary to providence is due to the necessity of matter," he argued, "not to the shortcomings of the creator."

This can't simply be dismissed as premodern thinking. In a 2009 survey, the Pew Research Center found that among scientists who belonged to the prestigious American Association for the Advancement of Science, just over half (51 percent) believed in "some form of deity or higher power." Defying the general trend that young adults are becoming less religious than their elders, scientists under 35, who have grown up amid the latest breakthroughs, were the most religious in the survey: 66 percent were believers, as opposed to 46 percent of scientists 65 and older.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to make life more transcendent

Some modern scholars have gone so far as to try to blend the science of the unseen with the realm of the supernatural. Robert J. Marks, a professor of electrical and computer engineering at Baylor University, suggests that God (the Christian God, in this case) exists in higher dimensions than we can see, making him real in our lives but completely invisible to our physical senses. An alternative proposition, advanced by three Harvard cognitive-science researchers, is that God is perceptible only to human intuition--a sixth sense, in effect.

We cannot expect ever to settle the argument over the existence of God. Just as we should continue to question theories, hypotheses, and assumptions in every field of science, we should interrogate religious and philosophical beliefs. By the same token, however, we should also exercise skepticism about our unbeliefs based on what we cannot perceive directly. To dismiss something for the fact of its invisibility is a mistake. Instead, intellectual integrity should make us open to indirect evidence that comes from beyond the realm of ordinary observation.

I learned that viewpoint, in fact, from someone who lived only a couple of miles from the Space Needle: my father. A brilliant mathematician and statistician, as well as a lifelong but not uncritical Christian believer, he pondered the vexing questions of evil and randomness his whole life. He embodied for me someone whose intellectual openness also involved religious activity in the form of daily prayer, contemplation, service, and worship. He died many years ago, so I can't check this, but I have a dim memory of him weighing in on Titov's argument about not finding God in space. "It's like saying Picasso doesn't exist because he can't be found inside Picasso's paintings." Amen.
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What Ghosts Reveal When They Visit

Many of the ghost stories in <em>The Atlantic</em>'s archives come from true believers.

by Stephanie Bai

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.

When you ask someone whether they have ever seen a ghost, you are asking them whether they believe in the inexplicable. Some people are more accustomed to the idea than others: In different folklores, throughout history, ghosts appear as omens and lost spirits; they signify regret, pain, open endings.

Then there are the ghosts that haunt not a culture, but a person. Perhaps the earliest and most extensive collections of those stories in The Atlantic's archives were authored by H. B. K., who compiled two oral accounts of supernatural incidents in the 19th century. One story came from her Protestant minister in France, who described a house once inhabited by his father and older brother, then seven months old. The baby was generally sweet-tempered, until he moved into the new dwellings. Each evening, he would dissolve into screams that grew more earsplitting when the nurse carried him past a large, empty closet in the room--"indeed, it seemed to her most unaccountable that the baby appeared, by an irresistible fascination, always to turn his head towards the closet and to scream so that she feared he would go into convulsions," H. B. K. wrote.

In a telltale twist, when the family left the house and the landlord tore down the structure, a skeleton was found under the closet floorboards. "A very old woman remembered to have heard in her youth of the mysterious disappearance of a young girl," according to the minister, "who was never heard of again."

H. B. K. pronounced no judgment on each account she transcribed. To preface her first collection, published in 1877, she noted that ghost stories were "constantly brought forward in mixed society" but had been considered "decidedly unfashionable" to discuss in "polite circles" when she was young. By the 19th century, polite circles in the West were trying to move past such beliefs, which belonged to a pre-Reformation, pre-Enlightenment, pre-Scientific Revolution era. Ghosts had no place in Protestant theology, which took hold in the 16th century and decried the Catholic doctrine of purgatory. If no in-between existed, where would the spirits come from? And two centuries later, when intellectuals championed rational thought, how childish and absurd did ghosts seem then?

That's not to say that everyone stopped believing at once. As people age, many yearn to uncover the most unknowable mysteries, "especially when the angel of death has torn from our arms some cherished member of our little circle," H. B. K. observed. "We may go hand in hand with our loved ones to the very brink of the dark river, but there we must leave them; and oh, how we struggle and agonize, and passionately pray--alas, how fruitlessly!--for but one glimpse beyond the veil."

In the hauntings she relays, the prevailing theme is not fear. As a teenager, a minister in the Church of England felt an unearthly chill one afternoon at his uncle's house. That night, his dead aunt visited him and told him not to grieve his sister, who he later learned had died the precise moment he'd felt the temperature drop. A young Englishwoman wished that her beloved mother-in-law, who lived 40 miles away, could be there for the birth of her child; in a sickly state, she felt a cold hand pressing her arm and saw her mother-in-law, who bid the young woman goodbye at the same time that she died in her home. The captain of a regiment wondered whether his men would ever see their fellow soldier Arthur again, and then Arthur suddenly materialized in the mess hall, pale and dressed in the same clothes they had seen him in last. Another regiment swore that they had witnessed his arrival too, but an intelligence report declared that he'd died at sea at--get this--the same time that his ghost had appeared.

In one sense, talking about ghosts can be a way to talk about those we wish could visit us again. Haunted, a short 2019 documentary directed by Christian Einshoj, follows Einshoj's mother, who was reluctant to be filmed. He tried for years to get access to her life, years in which their relationship grew only more distant. Then, in passing, she told him a story: She had seen a ghost. A human figure, unmistakable in the sunlight, had emerged from one wall in her home and passed through another. She was not troubled; she considered it a "welcome distraction," Einshoj told The Atlantic: "What kind of person would welcome a visit from the dead? Certainly, someone who had experienced a great loss."

The ghost gave Einshoj a way in to start filming his mother, and to ask her about another haunting: his brother, who was 3 when he died from a rare blood disease. Years later, she obsessed over local stories about missing and dead people, wondering aloud how their loved ones must feel. Family videos shot by Einshoj's father focus on their lost son, seen lying on a hospital bed next to his whispering mother. "I don't think there is anyone she misses more than him," Einshoj said in a narration.

The mind plays tricks on people all the time--maybe an apparition sighting is a hallucination, or the product of desperation. Understanding why ghost stories persist is a matter of understanding what moves somebody to believe, even if that belief invites skepticism or mockery. I know someone who believes in ghosts but does not believe in God. I know another person who believes in both. I know I have doubted many things, and have been proved wrong many times.
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Strike First, Explain Never

What is Trump up to with Venezuela?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

So far, the United States has blown up 14 boats in the Caribbean and the Pacific, killing at least 57 people. In the two months since the strikes began, the administration has consistently offered the same explanation: The U.S. has a fentanyl-overdose problem, and those boats are a source of the drug. The federal government has stuck to that line despite the Drug Enforcement Administration and Department of Homeland Security saying that most of the fentanyl brought into this country comes from Mexico, not through the Caribbean. Anyone with further questions is out of luck. There have been no presidential policy speeches, no big Pentagon press conferences. In fact, a few weeks into the boat-strike campaign, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth instituted restrictions on journalists so severe that most media outlets gave up their press passes rather than submit.

Experts on Central and South America are playing a lively foreign-policy guessing game about the administration's real aims. Does President Donald Trump see regime change in Venezuela as unfinished business from his first term? (The U.S. indicted the country's president, Nicolas Maduro, in 2020 on drug charges and called his election last year "illegitimate.") Is this about Secretary of State Marco Rubio's siding with the Venezuelan opposition? Or does it have more to do with Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller's desire to stem the flow of migrants from the country? Is America about to go to war with Venezuela, now that Trump is hinting he might hit targets on land and the world's largest aircraft carrier is headed to the region? Or is it simply a show of strength meant to intimidate Maduro into giving up power?

Wherever the conflict in the Caribbean goes next, the Trump administration has already crossed a line. For decades, drug trafficking has been a law-enforcement issue, not a military one, with clear rules about who could be stopped, who could be searched, and who could be killed. Now the government is justifying these boat strikes by calling the targets "narco-terrorists" but presenting no supporting evidence to the public. Meanwhile, in some American cities, the administration has begun deploying the National Guard--and perhaps soon "more than the National Guard," as the president recently suggested.

So what comes next? This week on Radio Atlantic: the Atlantic staff writer Nancy Youssef, who covers national security. She joins the show to discuss Venezuela and how the administration is using the military in unusual ways without really explaining itself.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Tom Llamas (from NBC News): We come on the air tonight with breaking news: The U.S. has launched a military strike against a boat in the Caribbean, killing 11 people on board.


Nancy Youssef: So starting on September 2, the United States started striking boats in international waters as they were leaving Venezuela.

Llamas: The president says the boat was part of a cartel operation carrying drugs from Venezuela and heading right towards the U.S.


Youssef: The way the United States justified it is that they said these are "narco-terrorists" that pose this threat to the United States, and the way to combat the fentanyl-overdose problem in the United States is to take out the source of it, which is these boats.

Hanna Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Nancy Youssef, who covers national security.

Youssef: The problem is, we don't know who are on these boats, why these boats versus others are being targeted, what was on those boats. In addition, fentanyl doesn't come from that part of the Caribbean.

Senator Mark Kelly (from CBS): We wanna keep fentanyl out of the United States, and I don't know how widely known this is, but those routes through the Caribbean are predominantly used to bring cocaine to Europe.


Rosin: That was Senator Mark Kelly, and he's right. According to the DEA and DHS, most of the fentanyl trafficked into the U.S. comes from Mexico. And the boats that we've seen sunk, they look like small fishing vessels that would struggle to make the thousand-mile journey to the U.S. Despite what [President Donald] Trump says about Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, fentanyl does not come through the Caribbean.

So why is the Trump administration killing people over it?

Youssef: If fentanyl's not coming from there and you've declared that that is the problem drug, and the boats can't reach the United States, I'm having a hard time understanding what legal justification there is.

I'm not saying you have to let them all go, but to use military action to put that threat down rather than using a law-enforcement measure, that's what I'm having a hard time from. The use of military force should be exceptional and should be for threats to the country and should be for threats that we, as a country, agree need to be addressed with militarily.

To me, none of those standards have been met here.

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Since the strikes began two months ago, the U.S. has blown up at least 14 boats and killed almost 60 people.

Last week, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth ordered the largest aircraft carrier in the world, the USS Gerald [R.] Ford, to waters off Venezuela.

And now Trump is talking about striking targets on land.

President Donald Trump (from NBC News): Something very serious is gonna happen, the equivalent of what's happening by sea, and we're going to Congress just to tell 'em what we're doing.


Rosin: Nancy, there have already been a number of boat strikes in the Caribbean, so why is the arrival of this aircraft carrier significant?

Youssef: The arrival of the USS Gerald Ford Carrier Strike Group essentially allows the United States to potentially strike ashore. So we'll have, by early next week, more ships than we've had since the Cuban missile crisis.

And the carrier strike group is particularly notable because we only have 11, and so when the U.S. commits one to the region, it really signals something about its commitment to either support an ally or for potential military action.

Rosin: Got it. So it's a message, and it could be just a message, or it could be more than a message.

Youssef: Yeah, the reason we're all thinking it would be more is because we haven't seen a carrier strike group in that region in such a long time.

So I'll give you an example: One place where we often see the carrier sent as messaging is in the Middle East, where the U.S. will send it as a form of, for example, deterrence message to Iran or to show support for Israel when it faces potential threats.

So I think there's more expectation that something will happen in the Caribbean because we haven't had one there in so long.

Rosin: Okay. Got it. But to step back, why is the Trump administration doing this in the first place? If fentanyl isn't coming into the U.S. from Venezuela but from Mexico, why are these boat strikes even happening?

Youssef: So I think of this as a Venn diagram, where the strikes kind of are in the middle.

[Music]

Youssef: Secretary of State Marco Rubio has long supported the Venezuelan opposition groups and seen Maduro as authoritarian, as a tyrant who has been unwilling to leave office, and that the U.S. should be supporting that opposition to bringing democratic reforms to Venezuela as a potential means to not only stabilize Venezuela, but potentially reshape parts of the region.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio (from DW): The Maduro regime is not a government--it's not a legitimate government. We've never recognized them as such. They are a criminal enterprise that basically has taken control of national territory.


Youssef: I think Stephen Miller sees this as an anti-immigration measure and that, if you can stem the instability in Venezuela, you can stop the flow of migrants.

The president has signaled, first of all, his particular frustration with Maduro, dating back to his first term, and that he wants to see the military used in a more law-enforcement kind of way.

And so in the middle are those strikes. And I think there's an overall feeling that, if the U.S. strikes boats--even boats that might not pose a preeminent threat to the United States--that others will see it, and it'll be a form of deterrence.

So I think that's what's going on, but having said that, we haven't had a policy speech, we haven't had a press conference at the DOD to answer these questions, so we're trying to put pieces of this opaque puzzle together to kind of figure out what's happening.

Rosin: I wanna break this down--there are two separate questions. One is: Do we know if these are drug boats or fishing boats? Do you feel certain about that? Does anybody feel certain about that?

Youssef: The short answer is no. We have tried to find relatives of those who've been killed to get a sense of who they are. The president of Colombia said that one of 'em was only carrying a fisherman. We don't know. Is it possible that some of these boats are carrying fishermen who decide to sort of take a shipment to sort of make extra money? We just don't know.

The U.S. says that it has intelligence, that it's been tracking these boats for a long period of time, but again, without any specifics, it's very hard to say anything for certain because we don't have names, we don't have any details about why these boats are being struck. And so you can sort of see large cargo on these boats sometimes, but certainly not enough to make a solid determination that they posed an imminent threat, so much so that they required a U.S. military strike rather than an interdiction or other response.

Rosin: Okay, so there's a question mark over "Are they drug boats or fishing boats?" Whether they're drug boats or fishing boats, how unusual are these kinds of military strikes?

Youssef: I would describe them as unusual. The U.S., in the past, when they have faced these kinds of boats coming--let's assume they're drug boats--when they've seen drug boats that they think pose a threat to the United States, it has been treated as a law-enforcement issue.

What is happening here is that the United States is taking lethal strikes on these boats in international waters and saying that this demands military action, that this poses an imminent threat to U.S. national security requiring military intervention rather than law-enforcement intervention. And really using a lot of the same language that we heard in reference to the global War on Terror. Rather than "criminals," they're being described as "terrorists," for example. They're "combatants"; they're not "drug traffickers."

There's been a lot of change in language. And that's important because, I think, those who have questions about it would note that al-Qaeda, ISIS, some of these terror groups that we heard about for so [many] years, stated that their mission was to destroy the United States, whereas those trafficking drugs have not indicated that that is their aim. What they have indicated is that they want financial benefit. Their aims are not ideological; they're financial.

Rosin: I see what you're saying about the language being important, because if they are drug traffickers--maybe this metaphor is too blunt--isn't this the equivalent of, say, a police officer sees someone dealing drugs and kills them?

Youssef: In some ways, yes, because there's no due process in all this. I don't know why that person had to be killed with a military strike. I don't even know what kind of strike is being conducted. I don't know why this requires a sizable portion of the United States Navy assets in the region. I don't understand why this is such a threat that we're pulling resources away from support for our allies, for example.

And we're not getting answers to those questions, and Congress isn't getting answers to those questions. And so, if you believe that the authorization for war has to come from Congress--or, at least, they have to be notified--that's not happened here.

Rosin: You mentioned an absence of information. We don't really know who's on these boats. We don't have a lot of information. This is also coming at a time when the Pentagon has barred reporters. Can you tell us about that change?

Youssef: The Pentagon's a unique place for reporters. People think of the Pentagon as this big building of war planning and everything else, which I guess it is, but really, it's an office building. There's a CVS there. There's a Popeyes there. There's a Taco Bell there. There's a shoeshine. There's a dry cleaners. It's a little mini city--and filled with offices. Hundreds, if not thousands, of doors in that building.

And we, as reporters, because of the way the building was sort of physically configured, were allowed to walk anywhere in the hallways of that building--and, obviously, not in secure spaces--and we'd done so since it opened in 1943.

And the current secretary of defense decided that if we wanted to continue to be able to report from that building, we had to sign rules that said that we would not ask for information or publish anything that was not approved by the department, and that we would agree that any information, even unclassified information, that was published could pose a potential national-security threat.

And so the vast majority of the press corps decided that they couldn't sign that, because to sign that would be to say, We're no longer journalists, but stenographers. It's not our job to simply report what the department wants us to report. And so we all walked out collectively.

The intersection with Venezuela is: It is much, much, much harder for us to get basic information, and we're all feeling it in the sense that there's been excellent journalism since then, but it's been harder to get answers to basic questions because it's not just that we're not allowed in the building, but there is a climate of fear in that building. People are afraid to talk. The secretary has threatened or polygraphed top officers and created a sense that there's real repercussions for engaging with the press.

And so, at a time when we're seeing a real ramp-up of the U.S. military presence in the Caribbean Sea, we can't get information. There are no press conferences that are held. We're learning about things like the deployment of the USS Gerald Ford by tweet, and there was no opportunity to ask a follow-up question: When does the Ford get there? Why is it going there? Why this carrier? Will it be followed up by other carriers? How long will it be there? What is the mission?

There's no opportunity to ask those questions, and so it's made it much harder to provide the American public the kind of answers to the questions that you're asking.

[Music]

Youssef: Reporting, to me, is being in a very large room with a very small flashlight, and you're just trying to figure out, What am I seeing, and what can I take from it? And to me, the aperture has shrunk.

Rosin: So the administration is using the military in new and unusual ways, and limiting the press's ability to track that. Is anyone pushing back?

That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: To summarize, the U.S. is killing people in seemingly extralegal ways. They're using the military in situations where they used to use law enforcement. That's unusual, and we're not sure how far they can stretch that.

At the same time, there's a vacuum of information. Is there any debate or dissent?

Nancy, what do you know about members of Congress or people inside the military questioning these actions?

Youssef: Well, we do have some indications of frustration--I'll start with the military and then on the Hill. Admiral Alvin Holsey, who is the commander of U.S. Southern Command, which is responsible for all military operations in that region, unexpectedly submitted his resignation one year into what was supposed to be a three-year job. We know, based on our own reporting, there had been tense conversations between him and his civilian leadership about these strikes and some of the legal questions around them.

Courtney Kube (from NBC News): In a statement, Admiral Holsey said, "It's been an honor to serve," but he didn't say why he was retiring. It comes just after President Trump floated the idea of strikes against cartels inside Venezuela and that he authorized covert action there.


Youssef: On the Hill, we've seen a growing number of Republicans express concern--I think Rand Paul's been one of the most vocal--

Senator Rand Paul (from Fox Business): You cannot have a policy where you just allege that someone is guilty of something and then kill them.


Youssef: --raising questions about the legality of these strikes.

Paul: We interdict ships all the time off the coast of Miami, off the coast of California, and the Coast Guard statistics say that about 25 percent of the boats that we stop to search don't have any drugs.
 So if one out of four of the boats don't have drugs on them--what kind of person would justify blowing up people when one out of four boats may well not have drugs on 'em?


Youssef: We know that there was quite a tense meeting between a top Pentagon lawyer and the Senate Armed Services Committee in which even Republicans were getting frustrated because they couldn't get specific answers. There was a vote recently to sort of indicate Congress's objections to these strikes that did not pass. So we know that there are concerns.

Rosin: Nancy, this isn't the first time that the U.S. has policed Central and South America--you know the term America's backyard. So this setup is somewhat familiar.

Youssef: But we haven't done it with this kind of force posture. We've done things like training and--I mean, we've done things; don't get me wrong. And, by the way, our interventions haven't always gone so great. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Right, it's a very spotty history of intervention in Central and South America, but it's a familiar history.

Youssef: Yeah, what stuns me is the size and scale of it--the U.S. administration's stated goal of moving away from a force posture in other parts of the world towards the hemisphere also has me thinking about it in these terms.

Rosin: And what are the options for engagement? What do you see as totally outside the possibility, and what seems in the realm of the plausible in terms of escalation?

Youssef: So the most minimal engagement would be none at all, that the carrier is there as a show of force, to signal the United States' commitment to going after drug traffickers. That's sort of one end of the spectrum.

Possible. Seems unlikely, given the amount of power you're bringing to the region.

The other extreme would be a ground invasion.

Again, possible but not likely, based on our reporting and the indications we have so far, because you don't bring in a Navy for ground war, right? (Laughs.) If we saw the 82nd Airborne deploying as well, then I'd be making a different assessment.

But having said that, I can't tell you specifically what it could be. Could it be a series of strikes over a period of days or weeks, something akin to what we saw in the campaign against the Houthis in Yemen? Could it be a salvo of strikes one day like we saw against the nuclear sites in Iran? Could it be something totally different?

I think what the carrier opens up is the possibility for strikes ashore on Venezuela, on the infrastructure supporting drug cartels or maybe houses owned by some of these narco groups.

Rosin: But if the ultimate goal is to topple the Maduro government, like, if you were Marco Rubio and you were--they are pretty open about wanting regime change, what would be the scenario?

Youssef: So from what we can tell, their hope is that these strikes create enough pressure that either Maduro flees, or you see defections inside his military that say, You have to go.

The challenge is, the last time we were in something similar to this situation in Venezuela was 2019, and there were hundreds of defections then. There's no indication of defections so far, given the strikes that have happened. And so if you think of this as, "How many shakes does it take to tip over whatever it is you're trying to get out of the vending machine?," that's the calculation: that this will be the shake that'll sort of tip it over.

What we haven't heard is an extensive conversation of what follows that. And there are a lot of groups within Venezuela, armed groups and supporters of the Maduro regime, that are likely to react in some way if there's a change. And so, to me, it's sort of akin to the fall of [Muammar] Gaddafi in Libya--or that's the risk, anyway--is that there's minimal sort of outside intervention, it leads to sort of an internal change, but there are so many factions internally that fight for control that it leads to a new kind of instability. That's the risk right now.

Now, having said that, the opposition have said that they are prepared to step in, that they have a plan for how to run the country. But that appears to be sort of how the strategy is shaping up in terms of potentially affecting events in Venezuela, if you believe that these strikes are being driven by a desire to see a regime collapse within Venezuela.

Rosin: Right, and we should note that some in the Venezuelan opposition are in favor of U.S. involvement. I think that's important to mention.

But, Nancy, I wanna expand beyond Venezuela. As you've noted, the administration is using the military in a new way there. But the administration also seems to be testing other kinds of unusual uses of the military, like deploying them in a half-dozen cities, the National Guard here in D.C. Do you connect all these things? Do you see, maybe, a fundamentally different idea about the military emerging?

Youssef: One thing that I've been struck by reporting in places like Egypt and Libya and Bahrain is that their militaries are there, in large part, to combat domestic threats. And what has made the United States so unique is it's a large, powerful force designed to protect the United States from external threats, that when we have threats internally, that that is to be handled by law-enforcement agencies, not military force. And now we're seeing a military that is more inwardly directed, or at least more directed towards this hemisphere, right? And that's a big shift.

To me, the thing that I'm watching for is where U.S. military standing relative to the American public ends up a year from now or two years from now. Because the other thing that's happening at the same time is that the secretary has indicated that he doesn't see diversity as a strength of the military. He's not enthusiastic about women joining the ranks, and in fact, we've seen a lot of minority officers and female officers asked to leave or deciding to leave, including Admiral Holsey himself.

And so it portends of a force that looks less like a representative of the American public and more like a representative of those who support the president. It's a different relationship that it has with the American public.

So that's the thing I'm watching in the long term: How does all this shift how we think of our military and how much it's seen as being America's military, an apolitical force? How long does that hold?

Rosin: That is a real fundamental shift. Do you think of yourself as potentially covering a pretty fundamentally different military than you did at the start of your career?

Youssef: Yes, because how can you not when you're seeing it deployed in such a different way? How it's deployed is sort of how we see it. And I could be wrong, but you can't help but ask these questions when you're seeing these kinds of shifts happening. It does feel different to me. And it's the totality of it; it's not one thing.

Rosin: Well, Nancy, thank you so much for explaining your work to us.

Youssef: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and fact-checked by Alex Marono Porto. 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.

Also, I have a favor to ask: I'm interviewing chef and cookbook writer Alison Roman in a couple of weeks. If you have any questions for her--recipe-related, biography-related, cookbook-related, Thanksgiving-related--please email them to me at radioatlantic@theatlantic.com.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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Thomas McGuane Is the Last of His Kind

What will we lose when we lose the "literary outdoorsman"?

by Tyler Austin Harper

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




Not long after I walked through the open door of Thomas McGuane's Montana farmhouse, his dog Cooper at my heels, he ushered me back out for a tour of the ranch and the trout-studded freestone stream that bisects it. It occurred to me to ask if I should be watching for rattlesnakes as we pushed through the brush in the sweltering heat. McGuane told me there was nothing to worry about, then added that he had stepped on, and been bitten by, a rattlesnake the year before last. "That's how I learned I need a hearing aid," he said dryly. He apologized for being an unsteady walker, though I was having trouble keeping up with his brisk pace across unfamiliar terrain.

McGuane, an athletic 85, lives on 2,000 acres of rolling prairie in the Boulder River Valley, 75 miles east of Bozeman. Along the back roads that lead to his property, which is in the remote community of McLeod (one bar, one post office, population 162), quarter-mile-long irrigation systems sprayed huge, unattended agricultural fields. And everywhere, in every direction, cattle. In preparation for the trip, when I'd asked if there was an address to put in my GPS, I'd been rebuffed: "There's not."

I'd ostensibly arrived here to interview McGuane about his new collection of short stories, A Wooded Shore. The more honest truth is that I was in McLeod because I am a fisherman and a writer, and had come to pay homage to the master. McGuane, who possesses the singular distinction of being a member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the Fly Fishing Hall of Fame, and the National Cutting Horse Association Hall of Fame, is the author of 10 novels, four story collections, and numerous essays, most of which are, directly or indirectly, about the sporting life. He is arguably the only major American fiction writer still living whose work is inextricably connected to fishing, hunting, and ranching. And he may be the last.

From the October 1974 issue: "Another Horse" by Thomas McGuane

McGuane is reflexively compared to Hemingway, and it is not hard to see why. Obsessed anglers who lived in Key West, and whose fiction sometimes gravitates toward horses, blood sports, and male protagonists with a masculine swagger counterbalanced by a certain reflective, existentialist temperament--the similarities between the two are obvious, yet go only so far. McGuane's style has at times skewed maximalist, a stark departure from Hemingway's famously undecorated prose. His fiction is also considerably more droll.


McGuane lives on 2,000 acres of rolling prairie in Montana's Boulder River Valley, 75 miles east of Bozeman. (Pat Martin for The Atlantic)



And unlike Hemingway, who tends to be fixated on honorable men thrust into, or just emerging from, Big Moments--frequently war--McGuane is interested in large-souled men in smaller moments. They're adrift, spiritually and socially, and look for solace in wild places, though that solace is usually troubled by the realization that the wilds, and the ways of life built around them, are disappearing. This is no doubt one reason his work is so beloved among outdoors enthusiasts.

When I told a few fishing friends that I was going to meet McGuane, they reacted as though I'd declared that I was making a pilgrimage to see Bruce Springsteen, or Barack Obama, or the pope. But when I relayed the same news to some nonfishing acquaintances, including a few writers, their responses were mostly versions of "Who?" or "Oh right, him." Today, far more Americans inhabit urban and suburban terrain than when he began writing fiction half a century ago, and participation in hunting and fishing has been declining for decades. No wonder, perhaps, that an audience for his remarkable body of fiction has not kept up with him--avid though his readership once was.

From the October 2024 issue: Tyler Austin Harper on the dangerous, secretive world of extreme fishing

His most famous novel, Ninety-Two in the Shade (a 1974 National Book Award finalist), is nominally about a Key West burnout whose determination to become a local fishing guide leads him to ruin. In a deeper sense, it's about being a man with no good wars to fight, no great causes to cling to, and no duty that calls him in a culture whose norms and customs are in flux. "Nobody knows, from sea to shining sea," its memorable opening line reads, "why we are having all this trouble with our republic."

The "trouble" in question is of the hangover-from-the-1960s variety: the drugs, the free love, the feminism, and, though this is left unspoken, the ways America had been shattered by Vietnam. As in much of McGuane's fiction, the natural environment--in this case, the vitreous Florida flats, and the angler-tormenting tarpon, permit, and bonefish that populate them--provides the foil. In this novel, as well as in others McGuane wrote during the '70s, amid his annual peregrinations to Key West, the coastal world is a place of sense-making and ecological order. Its regularity and rhythm cut against a helter-skelter modernity that has neither.

A tension between humanity's chaos and nature's equipoise continued to define McGuane's fiction as he entered his Western period in the 1980s, when he began to set all of his novels in Montana. Something approaching ecological grief now surfaced in his work, a sense that Big Sky Country's outdoor life--and with it, the folkways of people who beat the sun to rising and who know how to shoe a horse and gut and pack out an elk--was becoming gradually impossible, or at least unappreciated. McGuane's style grew less frantic, more habitually elegiac. An old man puts eggshells in coffee grounds--"cowboy coffee." An aspiring rancher, the protagonist of Keep the Change (1989), is clear-eyed enough to know that the livelihood he's chasing is an anachronism. The young man grows ruminative as he watches the weather from his family's porch. "This may be the principal use of a cattle ranch in these days," McGuane's wannabe cowpoke reflects: "watching the weather."

In A Wooded Shore--a collection of five New Yorker stories from the past half decade, one story that appeared in The Paris Review in 2020, and three never published before, including the title story--McGuane has mostly turned away from spectacular landscapes as well as the aimless 20- and 30-somethings groping for purpose who defined his early fiction. Indeed, his protagonists are now mostly men stuck in middle age or older, who have realized that purpose has permanently eluded them. Strip malls, dull office jobs, emptied-out prairie towns, and frayed families dominate the foreground. For his characters, fishing and hunting are hobbies, not burning obsessions. These characters often reflect on the past--theirs, their fathers', their country's--and feel regret.

In this way, McGuane has kept pace with America's shifting social landscape even as he remains a devoted outdoorsman in his private life--and even as the fiction-reading public now skews heavily female, a less obvious target for novels like his. Yet to call McGuane an unsung writer is not quite accurate, of course. Three of his novels have been made into movies, and his bacchanalian Key West tarpon-fishing exploits with his now-deceased artist friends--the writers Jim Harrison and Richard Brautigan, as well as the singer Jimmy Buffett, whose sister Laurie is McGuane's wife--are detailed in a documentary called All That Is Sacred, which became a cult hit after it was released in 2023.


McGuane and his wife, Laurie, the sister of his fishing friend Jimmy Buffett (Pat Martin for The Atlantic)



McGuane has his devoted fans, but as we continued our ramble along the stream, I asked myself what had happened to the Great Outdoorsman Novelist, a variety of literary man who once seemed commonplace but now is an endangered species. And what will we lose when he's gone?

McGuane's eyes remained fixed on the water. If you are a fisherman, it's reflexive and involuntary, and he can't help himself. I followed his index finger as he pointed to a deep trout lie shaded by a rock face, to a lazy pool that's fishable even when the current is running hard with snowmelt, to a glassy bend where insect hatches are sometimes visible from his writing room.

McGuane does his writing in an old bunkhouse for cowboys and ranch hands that he appended to his farmhouse a quarter century ago. Above the bookshelves he still keeps a fly rod hanging on two pegs, ready to go in the event that, sitting at his desk, he spies rising fish. "The thread is the river," his oldest daughter, Maggie, later told me, summarizing McGuane's life: Across nearly nine decades, fishing has been the through line of his existence.

He was born in Wyandotte, Michigan, in 1939, the son of Irish Americans, a fly-fishing father who was fond of drink and a mother who was fond of books. These passions--reading, fishing, booze--later became McGuane's own, ones that he has, with the exception of alcohol (he is now decades-sober), maintained with a kind of vocational intensity that would feel more at home in a monastic order. As his life and books betray, that sense of focus didn't always dominate. "I was the kind of kid who today would be on Ritalin," he told me as we sat in his television-less living room drinking homemade iced tea. Fishing with his father and grandfather was a welcome release, but school brought out his inner troublemaker. Eventually he was shipped off to boarding school, where he won the approval of the librarians if not the teachers: "I was always the only person in the library."

College (he bounced around among a few) was a similar story. McGuane recalled nights spent closing out the bars and talking books with Harrison, whom he met at Michigan State University. The pair would then make their way to the nearest trout stream, fly rods in hand, and wait for the sun to come up. They'd fish through the morning, often still wearing off a drunk.

"My twenties were entirely taken up with literature," he later said in a Paris Review interview. After getting a bachelor's degree in humanities at Michigan State in 1962, he went on to earn an M.F.A. at Yale three years later, intending to be a playwright. McGuane realized that he wasn't willing to live in New York City--a necessity to make it in the theater world. He decamped to Stanford in 1966, the recipient of a prestigious Stegner Fellowship for early-career writers. For a man who described himself in the same interview as driven by "fear of failure," it seems to have been a well-timed goad: He began work on what became his 1968 debut novel, The Sporting Club. Devoted though he was, spending hours every day writing, he took to steelhead fishing more than to California literary life. "My usual schizophrenia set in," he told me of those restless years, and he headed off to Livingston, Montana, a town he landed on after a San Francisco fly-shop employee recommended it. "I had no good reasons to assume that I had any kind of remunerative future," he said. "But I had about $600 left. And so I said, 'Well, until the axe falls, I'm going fishing with the $600.' "


McGuane, formerly known as "Captain Berserko," sails to Cuba through a winter gale in 1978. (Laurie McGuane)



By then, he'd married a woman from Kalamazoo, Michigan, named Portia Rebecca Crockett and had an infant, and when his new Livingston neighbors, perfect strangers, brought his son a rabbit and a cake for his first birthday, McGuane and his wife decided not to move on as planned. "I thought, God, this was nice. Maybe we'll stay for another month or two 'til I figure out what I'm doing with my life." What he wanted to do with his life, he soon concluded, was fish: "I was just a fish head," he said ruefully. Around the same time that he settled down in Montana, where he took up cattle ranching and has remained ever since, McGuane found himself also regularly spending months in Key West, plying his fly rod in the salt. His reputations as a gifted fisherman and a gifted writer--pursuits that became ever more entwined--were cemented during the 1970s as he began what became an annual migration: heading south to fish for tarpon in the late winter and early spring.

Hemingway was a decade dead, but other literary giants remained in the Key West orbit. McGuane joined Tennessee Williams for some meals, discussed writing with Hunter S. Thompson, and went drinking with Truman Capote, whom he described as a mesmerizing dancer. But this older and more established generation didn't define his Keys experience. His gang consisted of a younger circle of fisherman-writer friends: Harrison, a passionate, if middling, fisherman who would later publish Legends of the Fall; Brautigan, the author of the celebrated 1967 novella Trout Fishing in America; and Guy de la Valdene, a French writer, sportsman, and Norman count. McGuane--whose friends had earlier dubbed him the "White Knight" for his literary dedication and comparatively straight-edged lifestyle--began cutting loose, though angling remained his main diversion from sweating out prose. They would meet in Key West almost every year and fish for tarpon almost every day--hungover or coming off some drug or another consumed the night before.

Here, McGuane's legend was built. He became known not just as a world-class fisherman, but as a reliable good time--"Captain Berserko" was his new nickname. He made money on the side as an intermittent tarpon guide, and in addition to novels, he wrote freelance articles for various magazines, some of which have become classics. I'm far from alone in considering "The Longest Silence," his 1969 Sports Illustrated essay on stalking permit--a plain-Jane, silver-dollar-looking fish that would be perfectly unremarkable were it not arguably the world's most challenging to land on a fly rod--the greatest fishing essay ever written. ("I was losing my breath with excitement"--McGuane has just spotted a permit trying to steal a crab from a stingray--and "the little expanse of skin beneath my sternum throbbed like a frog's throat. I acquired a fantastic lack of coordination.")

In these years McGuane also wrote Ninety-Two in the Shade, a snapshot of a lost Florida, when both the people and the coastline were still wild, before the money, the snowbirds, and the big-time cocaine dealers moved in. It also captured a lost literary subculture, a relic of a day and age when big magazines would pay big money for fishing features, and when up-and-coming writers could be found in tarpon skiffs rather than Brooklyn dives.

Ninety-Two in the Shade launched him into a tumultuous stardom. The rave reviews were followed by a stint in Hollywood--where he wrote and directed an adaptation of the novel--and, after his first marriage fell apart, an even briefer Hollywood marriage to the actor Margot Kidder. (After their divorce, Crockett married the star of McGuane's movie, Peter Fonda.) McGuane's literary swerve was even more dramatic. Like his two previous works, Panama--his fourth novel, published in 1978--is set in Florida. A feverish and lightly autobiographical work about a rock star with a drug problem and daddy issues, it was panned by reviewers as lazy and self-parodying.

McGuane has been frank about how devastated he was. "People don't understand how much influence they can actually have on a writer, how much a writer's feelings can be hurt, how much they can deflect his course," he said years later in the Paris Review interview. "I was stunned by the bad reception of Panama; it was a painful and punishing experience." He never set another novel in the Keys, and Panama was the last novel marked by the madcap lyricism of his 1970s writing, the last novel before McGuane got sober and, not unrelated, began taking his tarpon trips in other parts of Florida, away from that scene.

"To be as succinct as possible," McGuane began when I asked him if he lamented the disappearance of fishermen, hunters, and other rugged sporting types from American literary culture: "No, and good riddance!" His booming laugh made it hard to tell whether he meant this half or wholly seriously. He pointed out that their extinction is only partially true, anyway. There are a number of fishermen writing superb literary nonfiction today, and McGuane mentioned three of my personal favorites: the bonefish-addled poet, trout guide, and University of Montana professor Chris Dombrowski; the fishing and fashion writer David Coggins; and Monte Burke, the author of Lords of the Fly, a beautifully written and meticulously reported book about tarpon fly-fishing in the Keys, in which McGuane is a minor character. But he conceded that novelists writing in this mode have essentially vanished, even if he didn't view this development as some grand tragedy.

McGuane also reminded me that Hemingway was, to put it politely, a complicated personality, a domineering figure prone to brawling, affairs, and cask-strength egoism. "Until Bill Belichick came along, I can't think of anybody more disagreeable," he told me. Decades' worth of Hemingway comparisons have plainly rankled McGuane, and after a few days with him, I understood more clearly why: The two men are not just stylistically but temperamentally worlds apart. McGuane's cowboys lose fights--for women, for their ranches, for their dreams--and tend to know when they've been beaten. His fiction, neither notably blood-soaked nor mythologically freighted, also differs starkly from the work of Larry McMurtry and Cormac McCarthy, contemporaries who likewise were famously steeped in the West. McGuane, who's lived Montana's everyday reality in ways that they didn't, is not tapping into the John Wayne version of the Old West. His cowboys keep their saddles in the back of their sedans.

From the November 1957 issue: Two tales of darkness by Ernest Hemingway

Even at 85, McGuane is wiry and strong, a hard man who has--by his own choice--lived a physically arduous life as a working rancher: breaking horses, rising early to drive cattle, enduring snowed-in Montana winters miles from what would pass for most of his readers as civilization. He describes himself as a "recluse," but he clearly doesn't hole up on his property in remote McLeod. Everywhere I went--a bar, a Livingston restaurant, a Bozeman bookstore, a fly shop--I ran into someone who knew him and conveyed what I was discovering: how generous, funny, and kind he is. McGuane, who remains a gorgeous fly caster, spent an afternoon giving me patient lessons. He stood 10 paces off and had me go through the motions again and again, eyeing my backcast like a benevolent hawk until he was satisfied that I'd made progress.




Watching him hold a fly rod, shooting long, looping casts in the shadow of the little writing room he had built onto the house; seeing him beam at the sight of a fat, ruddy fox crossing a deer trail; hearing him recount catching a tarpon weighing more than 150 pounds at the age of 82, restoring a cow-trampled stream bank, and trudging down a grizzly-tracked switchback in a subarctic storm in pursuit of Canadian steelhead, I was struck by how rare men like McGuane are becoming. Perhaps he really does mean that we shouldn't regret the disappearance of literary outdoorsmen. He seemed to harbor no special fixation on his cultural legacy. When I asked what he thinks of Taylor Sheridan's Montana-ranch soap opera, Yellowstone, a TV series quite obviously influenced by McGuane's Western fiction, he told me that he hadn't seen it, though he recalled that the director did once visit his ranch to see his horses.

From the December 2022 issue: How Yellowstone became America's most popular TV show

But perhaps--and this seemed to me more likely--this modesty is also something of a defense mechanism, a way of coping with a transformed culture that is not much interested in the knife-thin silhouette of permit on a shallow flat, the smell of sagebrush in the Montana backcountry, the way a pheasant folds and falls when it's been hit cleanly with shot, or simply a red fox that has survived another winter.

When I left the ranch for the last time, the sky over the Crazy Mountains was clotted gray, then finally opened up. McGuane and his wife urged me to get on the road before the storm got too bad. They were worried about my "small" car, an SUV that didn't feel small to me until I noticed the water lying in heavy pools on their unpaved road.

By the time I was halfway down it, the rain was slowing and the starlings that had amassed on the power lines during my drive in were now rioting, looting the ground for worms. "All signs suggest that we're actually at war with the Earth itself," McGuane observed in a talk he gave on fishing a few years back. That war felt a world away in McLeod, where the land still seems too big to be brought to heel, and people still live on rather than against it.

But as I drove by a celebrity-owned ranch, I was reminded that the war is coming for this place too, and is already being waged by profiteers, hobbyists, and speculators--"house flippers, ranch flippers, and river flippers," as McGuane puts it in a story in A Wooded Shore. And when that war has reached a more advanced stage, when the wild is variously paved with hot asphalt or turned into Disneylands for the gawking rich, when few native trout are left in the freestone pools and the men who would throw dry flies at them are scarce, McGuane's writing, if nothing else, will be left to remind us of what we've lost.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "The Last of the Literary Outdoorsmen."
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Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases

Stephen Miller, Marco Rubio, Kristi Noem, and others have taken over homes that until recently housed senior officers.

by Michael Scherer, Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the day after Charlie Kirk's assassination. It also wasn't anything new.

For weeks before Kirk's death, activists had been protesting the Millers' presence in north Arlington, Virginia. Someone had put up wanted posters in their neighborhood with their home address, denouncing Stephen as a Nazi who had committed "crimes against humanity." A group called Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity warned in an Instagram post: "Your efforts to dismantle our democracy and destroy our social safety net will not be tolerated here." The local protest became a backdrop to the Trump administration's response to Kirk's killing. When Miller, the architect of that response who is known for his inflammatory political rhetoric, announced a legal crackdown on liberal groups, he singled out the tactics that had victimized his family--what he called "organized campaigns of dehumanization, vilification, posting peoples' addresses."

Stephen Miller soon joined a growing list of senior Trump-administration political appointees--at least six by our count--living in Washington-area military housing, where they are shielded not just from potential violence but also from protest. It is an ominous marker of the nation's polarization, to which the Trump administration has itself contributed, that some of those top public servants have felt a need to separate themselves from the public. These civilian officials can now depend on the U.S. military to augment their personal security. But so many have made the move that they are now straining the availability of housing for the nation's top uniformed officers.

Kristi Noem, the Homeland Security secretary, moved out of her D.C. apartment building and into the home designated for the Coast Guard commandant on Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, across the river from the capital, after the Daily Mail described where she lived. Both Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth live on "Generals' Row" at Fort McNair, an Army enclave along the Anacostia River, according to officials from the State and Defense Departments. (Rubio spent one recent evening assembling furniture that had been delivered to the house that day.) Although most Cabinet-level officials live in private houses, there is precedent for senior national-security officials, including the defense secretary, to rent homes on bases for security or convenience. Army Secretary Dan Driscoll, whose family is in Washington only part-time, now shares a home on Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall, a picturesque site next to Arlington National Cemetery. His roommate is another senior political appointee to the Army. (When Driscoll moved in, his washing machine wasn't working, so for the first few weeks of his stay on base, he lugged his laundry over to the home of the Army chief of staff, General Randy George.)

Read: Holy warrior 

Another senior White House official, whom The Atlantic is not naming because of security concerns related to a specific foreign threat, also vacated a private home for a military installation after Kirk's murder. In that case, security officials urged the official to relocate to military housing, according to people briefed on the move, who like many others who spoke with us for this story were not authorized to do so publicly. So many senior officials have requested housing that some are now encountering a familiar D.C. problem: inadequate supply. When Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard's team inquired earlier in Donald Trump's second term about her moving onto McNair, it didn't work out for space reasons, a former official told us.

There are scattered examples from previous administrations of Cabinet members residing on bases. Both Robert Gates, defense secretary under presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, and Jim Mattis, Trump's first Pentagon chief, lived in Navy housing at the Potomac Hill annex, a secure compound near the State Department. Mike Pompeo, CIA director and secretary of state during Trump's first term, lived at Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall. The grand homes they occupied, some of which date back more than a century, offer officials an additional layer of security and ample space for official entertaining.

But there is no record of so many political appointees living on military installations. The shift adds to the blurring of traditional boundaries between the civilian and military worlds. Trump has made the military a far more visible element of domestic politics, deploying National Guard forces to Washington, Los Angeles, and other cities run by Democrats. He has decreed that those cities should be used as "training grounds" in the battle against the "enemy within."

Read: Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles

Adria Lawrence, an associate professor of international studies and political science at John Hopkins University, told us that housing political advisers on bases sends a problematic message. "In a robust democracy, what you want is the military to be for the defense of the country as a whole and not just one party," Lawrence told us.

But the threat assessment has also changed in recent years. Trump has survived two attempted assassinations; Iran has stepped up its efforts to kill federal officials; and political violence--such as the June shooting of two Democratic Minnesota lawmakers, the murder of Kirk in September, and the shooting at a Texas immigration facility two weeks later--is a real danger.

The result is straining the stock of homes typically allotted to senior uniformed officers on Washington-area bases. Some of those homes, designed for three- and four-star generals, lack sufficient bedrooms for families with young children. Many have lead-abatement issues and require significant repair. The Army notified Congress in January that it planned to spend more than $137,000 on repairs and upgrades to Hegseth's McNair home before he moved in. Both Hegseth's predecessor, Lloyd Austin, and Austin's State Department counterpart, Antony Blinken, faced protesters at their northern-Virginia homes, which were not on bases. Gaza protesters who set up camp outside Blinken's house, where he lived with his young children, spattered fake blood on cars as they passed by.

Robert Pape, a political-science professor at the University of Chicago, told us that the threat of political violence is real for figures in both major parties. He noted that Trump has revoked the security details for several of his critics and adversaries, including former Vice President Kamala Harris and John Bolton, the former national security adviser from Trump's first term who has been the target of an Iranian assassination plot. "The correct balance would be: Trump should stop canceling the security detail of former Biden officials," said Pape, who is also the director of the university's Chicago Project on Security and Threats. "The issue is both sides are under heightened threat; therefore the threat to both should be taken seriously."

In most cases, the civilian officials pay "fair market" rent for their base home, a formula determined by the military. Hegseth, in keeping with a 2008 law that aimed to make Gates's Navy-owned housing arrangement more affordable, pays a rent equivalent to a general's housing allowance plus 5 percent (in this case, totaling $4,655.70 a month). The moves, however, can also save the government money. In some cases, base living can reduce the cost of providing personal security to officials, one person familiar with the relocations told us, because protective teams do not need to rent a second location nearby as a staging area.

Base living--in the unofficial Trump Green Zone--has also become something of a double-edged status symbol among Trump officials. No one wants to deal with threats; both the Millers and the unnamed senior official were not looking to leave their homes. But the secure housing does confer upon the recipient a certain sheen of importance that sets them apart from all of the other officials ferried about in armored black SUVs. Administration officials now find themselves vying for the largest houses, not unlike the behind-the-scenes maneuvering that has long played out among senior military officers.

The isolation of living on a military base, at least for civilians, has also created a deeper division between Trump's advisers and the metropolitan area where they govern. Trump-administration officials, who regularly mock the nation's capital as a crime-ridden hellscape, now find themselves in a protected bubble, even farther removed from the city's daily rhythms. And they are even less likely to encounter a diverse mix of voters--in their neighborhoods, on their playgrounds, in their favorite date-night haunts.

After the Kirk assassination, the Trump administration designated antifa a domestic terrorist organization, even though there is no centralized antifa organization, no organizational ties have been established to Kirk's alleged killer, and the category of domestic terrorist organization has no meaning in federal law. The identities of the activists behind the harassment campaign that helped persuade the Millers to leave their home have not been publicly disclosed.

Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity--ANUFH, pronounced, they say, enough--has organized protests near the homes of Miller and Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought. Its website calls for "strategic, nonviolent action," and its efforts appear to have stopped short of making any explicit threats of violence. (A representative of the group declined to comment, as did the Millers.) But the protests were designed to make the Miller family take notice. Stephen Miller has been an architect of Trump's deportation policy, invoking a centuries-old law to send migrants to a Salvadoran prison and urging immigration-enforcement officers to aggressively find and arrest as many immigrants as possible. He regularly derides Democrats with inflammatory language, calling judicial rulings against the administration a "legal insurrection" and calling the Democratic Party "a domestic extremist organization."

Read: Stephen Miller has a plan

"Will we let him live in our community in peace while he TERRORIZES children and families? Not a chance," ANUFH captioned one Instagram post in July that shows a photograph of the Millers and their children. (The Millers have both posted family photos online that show their children's faces.) Weeks later, the group took credit for covering the sidewalk near the Miller home with chalk messages such as Miller is preying on families, although it said in a post that it had spoken with Stephen Miller's security beforehand to make sure that the group wasn't violating any laws. Katie Miller responded with an Instagram post of her own, a video of the chalked words STEPHEN MILLER IS DESTROYING DEMOCRACY! being washed away with a hose. She argued in a subsequent appearance on Fox News that although the protesters may not be violent themselves, they were inciting the kind of violence that killed Kirk. "We will not back down. We will not cower in fear. We will double down. Always, For Charlie," Katie Miller wrote, echoing her husband's rhetoric.

"WE ARE PEACEFULLY RESISTING TYRANNY," ANUFH responded in a post. "GUNS KILL PEOPLE. CHALK SCARES FASCISTS."

Earlier this month, the Millers put their six-bedroom north Arlington home on the market for $3.75 million. The listing promised "a rare blend of seclusion, sophistication, and striking design."

Nancy A. Youssef and Vivian Salama contributed reporting. 
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A Post-Literate Age

Journalism and fiction are both essential to a thriving democracy.

by George Packer

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




A few days ago, my imagination converged in a disturbing way with Donald Trump's. After the president posted an AI-generated video of himself piloting a fighter plane and releasing a flood of excrement onto thousands of demonstrators below, I heard from several people who had read my new novel, The Emergency, which will be published next month. They pointed out the resemblance of the video to a scene, near the novel's end, in which human feces become a primitive weapon of civil war. Somewhere down in the dark, well below conscious thought, I had managed to intuit just how far the demonic urge in American politics to violate every taboo might go. Or perhaps the White House had gotten hold of an Advance Reader's Copy.

The uncanny meld between my mind and Trump's was a little sickening. It was as if this master conjurer had pulled a trick on me, saying: I'll always beat you. I can always go lower. Back in the early '60s--a time we now think of as relatively sane--Philip Roth observed: "You can't write good satirical fiction in America because reality will quickly outdo anything you might invent." But I wasn't trying to compete with reality. I didn't write a novel to mirror or predict the course of American politics--if anything, the opposite. I wanted to get away from reality.

For a quarter century, I've been a journalist, and to be honest, I had begun to lose faith in my trade. The year 2021 marked a turning point in the history of facts: from poor health to near death. The insurrection of January 6 happened before our eyes and produced about three news cycles of almost universal horror before that consensus began to succumb to the assault of partisan revisions and elisions, lies, alternative facts, and conspiracy theories that dominate our media and pollute our minds. Sophisticates argue that there's never been any agreement about reality, that news in the age of Walter Cronkite was simply the dominant "narrative" put forth by the three major television networks and establishment papers. It's true that important facts have always been contested--but in August 1974, when the "smoking gun" tape revealed Richard Nixon's central role in the Watergate cover-up, Republican politicians and conservative editorialists didn't claim that the tape was a fake or the product of an opposition conspiracy. Instead, they told Nixon to resign. That elusive thing called reality brought down a president.

Today, with millions of social-media accounts and thousands of podcasts and channels to choose from, more than a third of Americans believe that the 2020 election was stolen from Trump, and a quarter believe that the pro-Trump marauders of January 6 were victims of an FBI trap. Many more Americans don't seem to care much about the truth of what happened that day, and the president who inspired the mob to invade the Capitol is back in power.

The Trump era poses numerous threats to the free press: constant abuse, denial of access, intimidation by regulatory or legal means, criminal investigation. But the greatest threat, aided by this forever war on reality, is irrelevance. "Legacy media" has become an insult, but its fall from authority is an epistemic catastrophe. Most of the public has no idea how much effort and money newsgathering requires, how many rounds of reporting, editing, and fact-checking a story goes through before it reaches the public and drowns in the new media "ecosystem." Serious journalism in America today is a little like the independent English-language papers in certain authoritarian countries that are allowed to go on publishing because they're read by only a handful of elites and have no effect on the broader society. It's not just that changing readers' minds on important questions by presenting them with arguments and evidence has come to seem quixotic. Journalism can't even establish what's true, let alone what people should think about what's true.

Nancy A. Youssef: The last days of the Pentagon press corps

Why do journalists keep at it? In most cases, not because they imagine that their reporting will strike a blow for justice or hold the powerful to account (the powerful are pretty much unbound), but because they still believe that facts matter; because it's important to set down what's going on in the world, for posterity if not the present; because they love the craft; because it's what they do. But any honest journalist knows that this persistence has more in common with Camus than Cronkite. It's a Sisyphean act of faith.

So in late 2021 or early 2022, around the time truth disappeared, I started to think about writing a novel.

Among the alternatives to journalism, fiction was not an obvious choice. I'd published two novels in the 1990s and, as the philosopher David Hume said of one of his books, they "fell dead-born from the press." Trying again a quarter-century older seemed like bad odds. For one thing, did anyone still read fiction? I mean literary fiction, the kind that aspires to complex characters, subtle themes, and careful attention to prose style. Those novels are gone from the best-seller lists--it's all sexy dragons now. The novel ceased long ago to occupy the cultural center, giving way first to movies, then TV series, video games, social-media posts, and AI content. The novelist as voice of a generation no longer exists. Literary fiction has become more like classical music--the eccentric taste of a diminishing set of the devoted. A book group that reads classic novels (I've been in one since the start of the Trump era) has the air of a circle of medieval monks solemnly bent over illuminated manuscripts, studying and preserving them through dark times until some future century rediscovers the literature of the past.

American fiction fell victim to the clamor of events. Starting around the 9/11 attacks, we began to live in a world of shocks, each one of them big enough to pull you out of the immersive state that writing or reading a novel requires. One benefit of this turn to the outer world of facts was a brief golden age of nonfiction books and articles--writing that aspired to the literary quality of the best fiction while informing readers about politics and war and poverty. People who once regularly read novels and stories began to abandon them for book-length journalism, memoirs, biographies, magazines, newspapers, and websites. Imagination began to seem a pallid substitute for reality. The meaning of a story shrank if it didn't really happen.

This intense interest in the news of the world waned with the construction of the Tower of Babel that is the smartphone. People acquired the ability to absorb each shock of reality, each new mental stimulus, every second, anywhere. When, in 2018, Jonathan Franzen remarked, "It's doubtful that anyone with an internet connection at his workplace is writing good fiction," he was criticized for being a highbrow snob, but he was onto something--and it's true of reading fiction as well. You can flit back and forth between a  nonfiction book and social media (though you'll lose a lot), but the willing suspension of disbelief does not survive frequent interruption. Works of the imagination need unbroken attention. Mine has gotten worse; don't tell me yours hasn't.

From the January/February 2024 Issue: Is journalism ready?

By now we've moved beyond a post-literature culture into what some are calling a post-literate age, taking us back several thousand years to communication by images and symbols. Over the past two decades, the number of Americans who read for pleasure on a daily basis has dropped from 28 percent to 16 percent, and the trend among children and teenagers is even worse. In 2023 almost half of Americans didn't finish a single book. Surveys show that a big loser is fiction. Perhaps this plague of illiteracy has played a role in the disappearance of truth and, with it, liberal democracy.

So why write a novel now? In my case, because it's the literary form I know best and love most. I wanted to be a novelist from around the age of 14. Back in high-school English class in the late '70s, nonfiction was never assigned--it wasn't considered literature. I never heard of Hiroshima or The Fire Next Time; as far as I knew, the only way to be a prose writer was to be a novelist. This misguided notion kept me pounding away at failure until well into my 30s, when I finally accepted that fiction was not my strong suit.

I gave it up for journalism, and soon discovered that nonfiction could offer many of fiction's narrative pleasures--scenes, characters, intricate structures, suspense, revelation. Dickens proved at least as useful to my job as the Human Rights Watch annual report. While writing a magazine article, and especially while writing a book, in my free time I tried to read only novels. I wanted to rid my head of the deadening language of politics and foreign policy in which I was immersed, and replace it with the sound of fiction. For a couple of my nonfiction books I even tried to base the voice and structure on a specific novel. But faith in a project always came from the solid material of interviews, research, experience--facts. Until it no longer did.

I didn't turn to fiction for a complete escape from reality. I never cared for sci-fi, fantasy, or magical realism. Nor am I capable of producing a novel with finely wrought observations of daily life. Writing doesn't pour out of me in an overflow of imagination, which is why those earlier efforts at fiction were not triumphs. Aside from sheer narcissism (always there, shoving me along), the main impulse that makes me sit down to write is political. A quarter century of journalism taught me that the sentences come out better when I feel strongly about the human rights and wrongs. The American situation is overwhelming, and I couldn't force myself to push it out of my mind long enough to write a novel about something else entirely. But a roman a clef with stand-ins for Gavin Newsom and Steve Bannon was even less attractive than updating The Lord of the Rings for the digital age. I was dead tired of Trump's name; I felt no burning desire to fictionalize gerrymandering or pageviews; the words polarization and meme made my brain go numb.

Dan Rather and Elliot Kirschner: Why a free press matters

I wanted to get as far as possible from these exhausted particulars in order to explore their deeper reality. I wanted to evoke the feeling of being alive right now: the fragility of truth, the ideological pressures, the hatred among groups, the fractures within families, the radical idea that humanity itself might be ending. And I wanted to see every side of this drama. The Emergency is a political novel: A long-established society undergoes a collapse and upheaval in which extreme ideas take hold, dividing generations and classes and leading to violence. But I wrote it as a fable, set in an unnamed place and time, the more remote and weird, the better. You won't encounter his name anywhere--it's inconceivable.

Now that the novel is finished, there's no barrier left between me and the facts. This excursion into fiction has begun to restore my appetite for them. Building a world that doesn't exist and exploring it for a couple of years made the one in which I actually live more alive and urgent than the familiar facts had made it seem. And Trump is still there. His lower mind just erupted in imagery that seems to have sprung from my own darkest intimation. Fiction does that, if we let it, if we keep it. You wake up from a long and vivid dream to find that the world is clearer, closer.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/journalism-literature-media-trump/684752/?utm_source=feed
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Rahm Emanuel ... For President?

He'd like you to keep an open mind.

by Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025


Two moods of Rahm Emanuel, on the Chicago River (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.

For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Little Rock, Arkansas, after Bill Clinton's 1992 victory, when Emanuel repeatedly stabbed the table with a steak knife as he named those who'd betrayed the campaign and decreed them, one after the other, "Dead! Dead! Dead!" Or the nameplate on his desk in the White House, when he was Barack Obama's first chief of staff: Undersecretary for Go Fuck Yourself, a gift from his two brothers--Zeke, a prominent bioethicist, and Ari, a Hollywood superagent. (The nameplate was short-lived; Michelle Obama didn't like it.)

But this profile, Emanuel informed me, will not be one of those profiles.

"One: Distinguish the caricature from the character," he told me, reading from a scrap of paper with a short list of what I must understand about him. "I get all the caricature--I played into it or whatever--but there's principle behind it. I don't just fight for the sport of fight."

I had arrived a few minutes early for our 8 a.m. breakfast at the Park Hyatt in Washington, D.C., but Emanuel, who hates being late, was already seated in his crisp white button-down and dark-blue jeans. He'd begun his day at 5:30 a.m. with 50 minutes on the hotel's stationary bike, 20 minutes of weights, and now nearly seven minutes of instructing me on how to properly do my job.

Over black coffee and Greek yogurt with berries, he continued outlining what should be in my profile: He had helped vanquish many a Republican--particularly as chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee during the 2006 midterms--but Republicans still like him. As proof, he pulled up recent emails from two congressional Republicans, both committee chairmen, praising his potential 2028 bid. He would later show me another, from a Republican senator, complimenting his stint as ambassador to Japan. (Emanuel seemed to think that these private niceties forecast a broad appeal with voters.) He also noted that unaffiliated voters can cast ballots in the Democratic primary in New Hampshire, which could be the first state to pass judgment in 2028.

Finally, Emanuel ran through the ways in which he had been ahead of the rest of the country as mayor of Chicago, from 2011 to 2019. Under his leadership, he said, Chicago was among the first U.S. cities to sue pharmaceutical companies over opioids. It was a pioneer in universal prekindergarten and free community college. He made Chicago a top destination for corporate relocation, and traveled to Europe and Asia to drum up foreign investment in the city. And he devoted his second mayoral inaugural address, in 2015, to the plight of "lost and unconnected young men," well before it became the topic du jour.

Although Emanuel says that he will not make a decision on running until next year, he is publicly and privately gearing up for a presidential campaign. You may have seen and heard more of Emanuel these past few months than you ever did when he was in elected or appointed office. He was on Megyn Kelly's show, where he broke with progressives over transgender issues ("Can a man become a woman? ... No."). While testifying before a House committee on China, Emanuel said that, as Joe Biden's ambassador to Japan, he strengthened ties among Tokyo, Washington, Manila, and Seoul, as a bulwark against China. And he appeared on so many podcasts--hosted by David Axelrod, Dana Bash, Hugh Hewitt, Hasan Minhaj, Gavin Newsom, Kara Swisher, Bari Weiss--that I began to wonder if Spotify should just add a Rahm Emanuel channel.

He's clearly pitching himself to America as a politically incorrect, tell-it-like-it-is fighter. And over the course of several weeks this summer and early fall, he pitched himself to me as someone who can muscle the American dream back into reality for the middle class.

Having served all three living Democratic presidents, Emanuel has been a key player in nearly every major victory, defeat, negotiation, controversy, and innovation of the modern Democratic Party. But as he gears up for one final act, Democrats will have to ask themselves: Is Rahm Emanuel precisely what the party needs right now--as it flounders through the Donald Trump era--or is he exactly whom the party wants to leave behind?

He wound down his breakfast talking points in typical Rahm fashion: pretending not to care while caring a great deal. "I am a political animal, full stop. But I'm equally a policy animal," he told me. "I don't give a fuck what else you say."


Emanuel speaking to voters in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The summer he was 17--shortly after he turned down a scholarship to the Joffrey Ballet in favor of Sarah Lawrence College--Emanuel sliced open his finger working at an Arby's in the northern suburbs of Chicago. He was cleaning the metal meat-shaving machine, and cleaved his right middle finger down to the bone. He bandaged it up and finished his shift, unaware that a piece of meat was lodged under the skin, and then proceeded to splash around in Lake Michigan with friends. The ensuing infection left him hospitalized for weeks and near death twice, his older brother, Zeke, told me.

At one point, doctors debated between further antibiotic treatment, which had no guarantee of success, and amputation, which was more likely to solve the problem. "He's like, 'Take it off!'" Zeke said. "'I want to live, and I'm not going to let the two knuckles on my finger stop me.'" The story became part of the Rahm Emanuel shtick. There was never any, "'Woe is me, I can't play racquet sports' or whatever the fuck," Zeke said.

I spoke with nearly 50 of Emanuel's friends, allies, former colleagues, rivals, skeptics, haters, and fellow Democratic operatives, some of whom requested anonymity not only to share their candid views but also to avoid his infamous wrath. (One person remembered how, after Emanuel's first House primary race, he held a years-long grudge against EMILY's List for helping his female rival--despite the fact that this is the exact purpose of EMILY's List.) They all told me similar stories of his relentless drive to survive and win, and how he helped shape our modern politics.

In 1992, as Bill Clinton's finance director, Emanuel prioritized large donor events to raise money; the cash helped Clinton survive the Gennifer Flowers scandal, which threatened to derail his campaign early in the primaries. In the White House, Emanuel was part of the team that pushed NAFTA and the 1994 crime bill through Congress; both achievements would later haunt 21st-century Democrats. Hillary Clinton tried to have him fired--she reportedly disdained his aggressive style of doing business--but Emanuel refused to leave, and accepted a demotion instead.

"I said, 'Come back to Chicago, man; it's over.' He said, 'No, I'm not going,'" Axelrod told me. "Because he cannot fail. He won't accept failure." Emanuel clawed his way back to a senior-adviser position. Mythmaking profiles followed, and they are time capsules of Emanuel's prescient sense of voter moods.

As one administration staffer put it to The New Republic in 1997: "Rahm felt that Americans believed too many people were coming into this country, too many foreigners, so he wanted to show the administration returning people, deporting them, putting up bigger fences, sending them back."


Emanuel outside the U.S. Capitol in December 1992, as general manager of the Clinton Presidential Inaugural Committee (Marianne Barcellona / Getty)



In the Clinton White House, Emanuel took on assignments that, in his words, "nobody wanted to touch." He helped Clinton implement Operation Gatekeeper, aimed at halting illegal immigration near San Diego. He fielded 3 a.m. calls from Clinton as he whipped votes for two major gun-control laws: the Brady Bill in 1993 (which passed just eight days before NAFTA) and the assault-weapons ban in 1994. He negotiated the final specifics of the Children's Health Insurance Program, which extended health care to millions. He also helped hash out the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 with a Republican-controlled Congress, and the first of Clinton's  two increases of the federal minimum wage.

This was the Democratic Party of the 1990s: a heady run of accomplishment, through combat and compromise with a pre-Trump GOP, even as Clinton was hounded by right-wing inquisitors. Emanuel followed his first tour of the White House with a stint in investment banking. Mergers and acquisitions, though, didn't have the thrill of politics.

Emanuel was elected to the House in 2002, to represent the North Side of Chicago. As chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee in 2006, he wrested the chamber from Republican control for the first time in 12 years, and gave Democrats a 31-seat majority.

He did so with a then-controversial recruitment strategy: enlisting candidates (veterans, athletes, sheriffs) with beliefs (pro-gun, anti-abortion) that fit their swing districts instead of party purity tests. Critics claim that these ephemeral victories in purple districts seeded longer-term defeat for the party; Emanuel says that his goal was to deliver the speaker's gavel to a Democrat, and that he enabled the election of the first female speaker of the House.

Emanuel wants results, in other words. And he can detonate when he doesn't get them.

Multiple members of Emanuel's 2006 DCCC team told me the same story: In June of that year, after Democrats lost a special election in California, he called his team into his office and began shouting. "We. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This," he said, crushing a water bottle in one hand and rattling a chair with the other. "You. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This." Someone laughed at Emanuel's tantrum, prompting him to declare, "If you don't shut the fuck up, I am going to kill every last motherfucking one of you." (One of his nicknames is "Rahmbo.")


Emanuel, with Senator Chuck Schumer (D-NY), celebrates the seismic Democratic victory in the 2006 midterms. (Brooks Kraft / Corbis / Getty)



Emanuel had hoped to become the first Jewish speaker, but the incoming president Obama asked him to be his chief of staff. "No fucking way," Emanuel told him, hesitant to put his family through another grueling tour of White House duty. But Obama was persistent in wanting Emanuel's expertise and temperament. "With an economic crisis to tackle and what I suspected might be a limited window to get my agenda through a Democratically controlled Congress, I was convinced that his pile-driver style was exactly what I needed," Obama wrote in his memoir A Promised Land.

Emanuel helped Obama prevent the recession they'd inherited from slipping into a depression. The Obama administration bailed out the auto industry, which Emanuel had urged it to do, but let bankers off the hook, even as Emanuel privately advocated "Old Testament justice." And he was instrumental in whipping votes for and negotiating the minutiae of the Affordable Care Act, once racing from his son's bar mitzvah, after the challah and wine, to the White House to tackle final concerns with holdout Democrats. ("I told Obama, 'You owe me. You promised it would not be like this, and this is exactly what it is,'" Emanuel told me, still miffed about the work-life imbalance.)

The health-care package changed the American economy and millions of lives--and also became an eternal political cudgel. Even the most recent government shutdown hinges, in part, on ACA subsidies. GOP officials are making "a political mistake and a policy mistake," Emanuel told me. "It reinforces the brand that Republicans don't care about people."

Emanuel's most potent weapon--both for himself and for his party--may be his sheer relentlessness, which he can calibrate to be either scorched-earth or supple. As Biden's ambassador to Japan, he once asked to join a meeting between the president and the Japanese prime minister. The National Security Council nixed Emanuel's request; such small, high-level meetings typically would not include an ambassador. Yet when Biden and his aides showed up, there was Emanuel, waiting alongside the Japanese delegation, which he had persuaded to bring him.

The question now is whether he can sweet-talk--or bulldoze--his way into the room yet again.


Emanuel, as a congressman from Illinois, in September 2008, after the House of Representatives rejected a bailout package as the economy cratered (Mark Wilson / Getty)



The case against Rahm Emanuel, according to critics: He's not progressive enough. His only ideology is winning. He's more of a tactician, less of a principal (though he's long exuded main-character energy). He's too short (he claims 5 foot 8) or too old, at least for voters who want to get away from septuagenarian presidents (he'll be 69 on Inauguration Day 2029). He has a problem with Black voters, stemming from his mayorship (more on that in a bit). He's too Jewish; his middle name is Israel, though he has called Benjamin Netanyahu's "collective punishment" of Gazans morally and politically "bankrupt" and previously confronted the prime minister over Israeli settlements (Haaretz reported that Netanyahu dubbed Emanuel a "self-hating Jew," though the prime minister has denied this).

The biggest knock against Emanuel may be that he's too enmeshed with the Democratic Party of the past to emerge as its future. Emanuel is "a relic" who made Democrats cave to Big Pharma when writing the Affordable Care Act, Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, told me. Green's group was among those Emanuel called "fucking retarded" for considering running ads against conservative Democrats who were reluctant to support the ACA. To Emanuel, the Democratic Party has morphed from a big-tent results machine into a circular firing squad of activists.

Emanuel is "the exact wrong answer" to what the Democratic Party needs right now, because he prioritizes corporate interests, says Cenk Uygur, a co-host of the progressive news program The Young Turks. Uygur believes that Emanuel's power stems from his friendly relationships with the donor class and political reporters, who've been ornamenting his reputation for decades. "In almost all the profiles, I read about how charming Rahm Emanuel is," Uygur told me, but "from our perspective, all we see is a disastrous ogre, not this charming Shrek guy."


As Barack Obama's first chief of staff, on June 25, 2009 (Pete Souza / The White House / Getty)



Regarding his stance on transgender rights, Parker Molloy wrote in The New Republic in July that Emanuel is "picking on the people least able to defend themselves and calling it pragmatism." Emanuel told me that he'll protect the most vulnerable--as mayor, he ensured that Chicagoans could use the bathroom consistent with their gender identity--while not focusing on trans issues. "Sound is not always fury," he often says, meaning the loudest voices do not always amplify the foremost issues. Or, as he put it in a Wall Street Journal op-ed earlier this month: "We've spent the past five years debating pronouns without noticing that too many students can't tell you what a pronoun is."

Some progressives, especially in Chicago, are unwilling to forget or forgive the central test of his mayorship.

In October 2014, weeks before Emanuel kicked off his reelection campaign, a Black 17-year-old named Laquan McDonald was shot 16 times by a Chicago police officer. Video of the shooting wasn't released until 13 months later. McDonald had not lunged at officers, as the police-union spokesperson had claimed; he'd been shot in the back while walking away. The incident ignited national outrage and accusations of a cover-up by the Chicago Police Department and Emanuel, and some former constituents are still angry. It remains a stain on Emanuel's legacy, and would be easy fodder for any 2028 opponent.

"He's the mayor. He could have just released it," Tracy Siska, the executive director of the Chicago Justice Project, told me. "The Chicago police had murdered a Black kid for no reason in front of a bunch of cops, and no one did a damn thing."

Emanuel has said that he needed to let the official process play out. "If the mayor weighs in, you're basically compromising those investigations," he told me, adding that his intervention could have jeopardized the prosecution of the shooter, who was ultimately convicted of second-degree murder.

Shortly after the video was released, Emanuel delivered an emotional apology before the Chicago City Council, his voice cracking as he accepted responsibility for the tragedy. He ultimately pushed through several reforms, including body-worn cameras for all police and a more timely video-release policy. He apologized to and earned the support of Marvin Hunter, McDonald's great-uncle and a Chicago pastor who served as the family's representative. The two regularly speak, and Hunter endorsed Emanuel during his confirmation process to be ambassador.


Emanuel speaks to the press in December 2015, following the release of the police video of the murder of 17-year-old Laquan McDonald. (Paul Beaty / AP)



"There is more to this individual than the caricature that is presented in the public," Hunter wrote to the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in 2021. "I felt what is in his heart and I know him to be a decent and honorable man who is willing to listen, eager to learn and show a deep level of compassion."

For as prickly as he can be, Emanuel is skilled at smoothing things over. As mayor, he closed 50 underperforming Chicago schools, in mainly Black and Latino neighborhoods. Janice Jackson, who became the CEO of Chicago Public Schools after the closures, told me that the schools needed to be closed--because of declining enrollment and budgetary shortfalls--but communities reeled at the speed of the decision and the brusqueness of the execution. Later in Emanuel's tenure, when he was further consolidating high schools, he did more community outreach, and with a more empathetic tone. "Did I learn something? Yeah, of course I did," he told me, when I asked about the changed approach.

Emanuel points to data from Stanford showing that Chicago-public-school students under his tenure appeared to be learning faster than those in any other of the 100 largest school districts in the country. As Jackson told me, "I have never met an elected official who cares more about education."

Emanuel does care. Even if he doesn't always seem caring. I felt this duality myself as I spent time with him. One humid Tuesday evening in July, I wobbled up to CNN's D.C. studio on an electric scooter, with no helmet. Emanuel was early for our appointment, as usual, and from the look on his face, I could tell that he was waiting with a reprimand.


Emanuel speaking to voters in Iowa on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"You have three kids," Emanuel said, with a mix of stern disappointment and genuine concern, pointing to my unprotected head. "What are you doing?"

This was the paternal, less visible side of Emanuel that I'd heard about: the steady husband who, when his kids were younger, prioritized family dinners with his wife of 31 years, Amy Rule. The devoted father of three who can choke up when talking about his family--he said he speaks daily with each of his kids--and who regularly asks about others'. The fervent believer in the promise of America, who prizes loyalty, and inspires it, and sometimes ends phone calls--even tirades--with "I love you."

"Distinguish the caricature from the character," Emanuel had told me. When I asked people who had worked for Emanuel if they'd join his presidential campaign, several were open to the idea. And when I asked people for their best Rahm stories, much of what I heard went beyond dead-fish antics and fuck-yous.

Sarah Feinberg, who worked for Emanuel at the DCCC and as a senior adviser in the Obama White House, was once mugged at gunpoint. "Rahm literally checked on me constantly," Feinberg told me. "He had me call him every night when I got home--not to have a conversation, but so he knew I was home."

Emanuel is a boss who'll call on weekends and at all hours, but he's also a boss who encourages work-life balance. Michael Negron, Emanuel's policy director when he was mayor, told me that if Rahm called and heard his kids in the background, "he'd say, 'Call me when you're free.'"

Rahm Emanuel: It's time to hold American elites accountable for their abuses

Shortly after Chicago was named host of the 2024 Democratic National Convention, a local hospitality union reached a contract impasse with a major hotel operator. Karen Kent, the president of the union, called Emanuel, who happened to be at Camp David. He was ambassador to Japan at the time but told her, simply, "I got it." "Two days later," Kent told me, "those hotel guys called and settled."

Emanuel said he'd urged the hotel operator to consider the long term: The convention would bring a ton of business to the city, and the hotel shouldn't be left on the outside because of short-term worries. "Figuring out what people needed and getting it for them, I think, was always one of his talents," Zeke Emanuel told me, explaining how Rahm had honed certain skills as the middle child of three competitive brothers.

A former aide had described Emanuel to me as "very Tony Soprano-esque" in the way that his animus is often laced with affection, and vice versa. The week after Rosh Hashanah, I received this text from Emanuel: "First I start the new year with being nice to you. Will try. Harder." Emanuel asked whether I'd reached out to a couple of people he thought I should speak with for this profile. Through an aide, he'd previously sent me a list of a dozen people to call, from his mayoral days. "Speaker in Virginia said never heard from ashley," he texted. "True?" When I replied that the people he was now asking about were not on his original list, he responded, "Don't attack the messenger," and then sent me their contact info.

So I called Don Scott, the first Black speaker of the Virginia House of Delegates, who told me that Emanuel "helped me navigate the political scene" in the state. Scott sees in Emanuel a thorny sincerity that can't be faked. "All these people are being coached on how to be themselves and be real," Scott said, "and Rahm came out of the womb using a motherfucker here and a motherfucker there."

At the end of our call, Scott and I wondered if Emanuel would finally stop pestering us, now that we had connected. But Emanuel was also querying people I'd already interviewed, and then asking me if I was going to use what they'd said.

Emanuel's desire for control manifested even in the photo shoot for this article. Our photographer said in an email that Emanuel had been generous with his time but "refused most of my location choices," "called me a 'little prick' when I suggested some posing directions (multiple times) and told me he 'knew where I lived in case he didn't like what was printed.'" Emanuel had done this in his avuncular, shit-giving tone, which had made the photographer laugh but also complicated his assignment.

Waiting with Emanuel in the CNN greenroom before his TV hit, we ran into a reporter we both know, who--amused to have stumbled upon a profile-in-process--began snapping photos of us on his phone.

I joked with Emanuel that we could keep the pictures for posterity, to remember the good times in the event that this profile comes out, he hates it, and I'm forever dead to him. He responded by switching to caricature. "You won't fuck this up," Emanuel said, faux-menacing, jabbing four-and-a-half fingers at me, "because if you do, your kids won't have a mother anymore."


Emanuel at a homecoming game at Roosevelt High School in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 26
 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"Just who is the Rahm voter?" I repeatedly asked people, and the answers were varied: moderates and centrists. Progressives who care about winning the general election. Biden-Trump voters. Washington insiders, yes, but also the working class. Or maybe there's no constituency that could make him a front-runner.

Emanuel, meanwhile, complained to me that I was trying to pigeonhole him. "You're trying to figure out what box I fit," he said, "and I don't fit a box."

Case in point: Emanuel chats with a range of people who would make certain heads explode. The billionaire Republican Ken Griffin, a Chicagoan, supported Emanuel when he ran for Congress and mayor, and the two collaborated to revitalize the Chicago Lakefront Trail. Last month, Emanuel met with the New York mayoral candidate Zohran Mamdani, a democratic socialist who has provoked centrist Democrats, to talk about how to staff a city administration and turn goals into results. And over the summer, Emanuel met with a few billionaire tech titans: Peter Thiel, whose fortune helped J. D. Vance win his Senate race, and the venture capitalists Marc Andreessen and Ben Horowitz, whom Emanuel has known for years. Emanuel said that he'd asked Andreessen and Horowitz about improving research funding at universities and in the defense industry.

A few weeks ago, I traveled with Emanuel to the proving ground of Iowa, where his trip's stated purpose--to campaign and fundraise for Democrats--collided with its subtext: to test his own prospects.

Rose Green, a Des Moines resident, immediately recognized Emanuel at the September 26 homecoming game at Roosevelt High School. "I heard him on a podcast a few months ago," Green told me, "and I said, 'He's sounding very presidential. He's willing to say what he thinks, and I like that right now.'" She asked Emanuel if he was going to run for president, and he gave a version of his standard response: He's still thinking about it.

But he's clearly acting the part. In his 33 hours in Des Moines, Emanuel had coffee with a group of teachers, ate Italian food with fellow politicians, and worked the homecoming crowd at Roosevelt High, where one dad told me, "I'm a big fan of Obama, so if Obama trusts him, that just gives me good vibes." Emanuel also toured a business incubator in a low-income neighborhood, ate two tacos ahogados at a tiny Mexican restaurant, soapboxed at a fish fry hosted by State Representative Sean Bagniewski, and befuddled at least one police officer who, after shaking hands with Emanuel, turned to a colleague and asked, "Who'd he say he was?"

Before Emanuel's day of Iowa campaigning on Saturday, he and I met for breakfast in the lobby of his hotel (again, black coffee and yogurt with berries). Emanuel believes that Kamala Harris lost mainly because she presented herself as a continuation of the Biden administration rather than as a candidate of change, and that she erred by focusing too much on threats to democracy. Yet since Emanuel and I had last spoken, Charlie Kirk had been assassinated in front of thousands of college students, and the Justice Department had begun prosecuting Trump's perceived enemies, such as former FBI Director James Comey. I asked: Did he now find the issue more salient?


Emanuel at a Mexican restaurant in Des Moines (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



Emanuel deflected. "I think, by 2027, the country is going to be: We've got to get past Trump. We're exhausted," he told me. If voters want revenge via a Democratic version of Trump, Emanuel added, then he's not their guy. And over the past several months, Emanuel has repeatedly argued that the 2028 election will not be a referendum on Trump, and that Democrats will need to affirmatively stand for something. Emanuel, in nearly all of his remarks, stands for education and affordability.

He talks about making homeownership more achievable by giving first-time buyers a $24,000 tax credit or favorable interest rates. He wants to rethink our nation's education system, in part by nationalizing what he did in Chicago, such as free community college for public-high-school graduates with at least a B average. Before entering politics, Emanuel wanted to be a teacher; when he was mayor, his staff would sometimes treat a bad mood with an impromptu visit to a school, which always made him sunnier.

During Emanuel's coffee with Iowa educators, a teacher said that he would love to bring Chicago innovations--such as requiring high-school seniors to have an official "day after" graduation plan in order to get their diploma--to Des Moines.

Emanuel fist-bumped the teacher while addressing a theoretical student: "You want to be a plumber? Great! You want to be in the Air Force? Great! You want to go to Iowa Technical? Great! But," he said, "we're not letting you go until we know what you're doing."

At the Iowa fish fry, Emanuel began his remarks in a folksy style that struck me as slightly Clintonian, his voice lapsing into a light twang for the first few minutes. At 65, Emanuel still presents as impish: a bit fidgety, a bit smart-ass. His hair has been going gray since the Clinton era, but his skin retains a glow. (The former aide told me that Emanuel is a devotee of Kiehl's face lotion: "He was very militant about that.")

Most Iowans I chatted with after they met Emanuel seemed open to the idea of him as a candidate. They liked his candor; one woman told me that she liked how he "cussed." They liked his diagnosis of--and prescriptions for--the Democratic Party: that it must focus on delivering results instead of culture squabbles. Emanuel has a whole riff about three 21st-century moments that shattered trust in government--the Iraq War, the Great Recession, and the response to COVID--but one line that got heads nodding in Iowa was far simpler: "The American dream is unaffordable, it's inaccessible, and we as Democrats--that's unacceptable to us."

Earlier this year, Emanuel returned to an investment-banking firm as a senior adviser. Although not yet a candidate, Emanuel has six people working with him on his nascent campaign, and he plans to announce more early next year. In a hypothetical field for a primary season that's two years away, it's impossible to forecast Emanuel's chances. He could bend his party's trajectory once again, or maneuver his way into a Cabinet position or even the vice presidency. Or he could flame out before a single primary vote is cast.

All his life, failure has been unimaginable, almost physically unbearable. But Emanuel says that he's different now. As he sees it, this would be his last political race, he's already had a full career, and nearly everyone thinks he's a very long shot. So he says he's liberated himself to not care if he loses, and to have fun even if he does. That seems unrealistic, but Emanuel has long practiced the art of spin, and it's possible that he's successfully spun himself.

For now, he's focused on influencing his own party. Democrats, after all, are in their "Why the hell not?" era, and part of Emanuel's pitch is: Why the hell not me?
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Trump Is Very Confused About Nuclear Weapons

The president says he wants to resume nuclear testing but doesn't seem to know why.

by Tom Nichols

Thu, 30 Oct 2025


An aide carries the nuclear football on to Marine One (Andrew Harnik / Getty)



Just before heading to his meetings with the leader of China, the president of the United States issued some comments about nuclear weapons, or "nuclear," as he tends to call them. He wants to resume nuclear-bomb tests, something no nuclear state except North Korea has done since the last century. But his reasoning is a bit confused: In the space of one short announcement, he managed to get a lot wrong, which is worrisome, because he's the only person in America who has the authority to order the use of nuclear arms.

On Wednesday evening, the president placed this post on his Truth Social site:

The United States has more Nuclear Weapons than any other country. This was accomplished, including a complete update and renovation of existing weapons, during my First Term in office. Because of the tremendous destructive power, I HATED to do it, but had no choice! Russia is second, and China is a distant third, but will be even within 5 years. Because of other countries testing programs, I have instructed the Department of War to start testing our Nuclear Weapons on an equal basis. That process will begin immediately. Thank you for your attention to this matter! PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP


Almost none of this is right. Russia has the world's largest stockpile of nuclear bombs, largely because the Russians are still holding on to a lot of smaller tactical weapons designed for use on a battlefield. Trump is correct that China is much further back; the People's Republic probably has something like 600 warheads, meaning that it would have to produce almost 1,000 bombs a year to reach parity with the U.S. or Russia by the end of the decade. (Possible? Maybe, but Beijing has only added about 100 warheads in the past two years.) Also, the United States did not create some shiny new arsenal during Trump's first term. It is true that America is about to spend a gigantic amount of money--roughly $1 trillion--to modernize its strategic nuclear arsenal, but that plan has been in the works since the Obama administration.

So what, exactly, is Trump talking about? Parsing the president's posts is never easy, but Trump is probably nettled about Russia's claim to have tested a long-range, nuclear-powered cruise missile, the Burevestnik.

Trump shouldn't worry too much: The Burevestnik is a truly stupid idea. Cruise missiles are stealthy and difficult to counter, because they can fly low and hug terrain--but they are basically just unpiloted small aircraft using regular fuel, and so they have a far more limited range than ballistic missiles. The Russians, however, now claim that they have a cruise missile powered by a nuclear reactor that can fly halfway around the world. Russian President Vladimir Putin first announced this project back in 2018, and the Burevestnik has all the hallmarks of Soviet-era boasting about a great technical achievement that doesn't provide a lot of strategic advantage. (In the old days, the Soviets had a compulsion to claim that the Soviet Union had the biggest and best of everything, leading to the Cold War-era joke that the Kremlin bragged about making the world's biggest microchips.)

In any case, resuming nuclear testing is a terrible idea, not only because it would undermine America's long-standing commitment to restraining a global arms race, but because detonating warheads to see if they actually work hasn't been necessary in a very long time. Nuclear tests don't make much sense for U.S. national security, but they're a great way to raise international tensions. During the Cold War, the superpowers sometimes engaged in nuclear tests as a way of signaling nerve and resolve. Unfortunately, these tests served mostly to put both East and West on edge, pollute parts of the United States and the former Soviet Union, and make a lot of people sick.

Trump may be stuck in this sort of Cold War mentality, trying to show his toughness by resuming testing, especially because he seems to take it personally when Russia engages in occasional nuclear swaggering. But Trump is not alone on this issue. Some nuclear hawks will claim that the U.S. deterrent lacks credibility because none of its bombs have been detonated in decades, as if other nations are emboldened by the possibility that America is fielding weapons that won't work. In fact, America and other nuclear states have ways of testing every component of their arsenal--and every nuclear-armed nation knows it. Nuclear stability rests on many policies, but no one is contemplating an attack on the United States based on some mad assumption that the response will be a rain of duds.

Of course, another possibility is that Trump's announcement means nothing. Before Trump, statements by the president were policy. But Trump says a lot of things, and he reverses course regularly; often, what look like important pronouncements turn out to be random thoughts that have escaped the weak gravity of Trump's attention span. In any case, resuming nuclear testing isn't easy: Such tests require a lot of preparation and infrastructure, unless Trump's goal is merely to explode some weapons and call it a "test."

For now, this announcement about nuclear testing seems to be yet another example of Trump reflexively taking Russian bait. Resuming nuclear testing looks weak and petulant, not strong and confident. No American president should ever let the Kremlin get under his skin--especially not where nuclear weapons are concerned.
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China Is Building the Future

The United States can learn from its technological success.

by Eric Schmidt, Selina Xu

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




After a months-long trade war between China and the United States, Presidents Donald Trump and Xi Jinping are scheduled to meet Thursday in Korea. Both countries seem to be angling for a truce; over the weekend, they announced a "framework" for a possible agreement.

The negotiations offer an occasion to stop to consider how China went from technological backwater to superpower in less than half a lifetime, and an opportunity for the United States to learn from that success. U.S. companies can work to regain hardware-manufacturing expertise, absorb knowledge and talent from some of China's best companies, and shift their approach toward AI, encouraging more practical applications and open-source innovation. The United States must accept that we can be better while not relinquishing our strengths.

If America focuses only on undermining its rival, it risks stagnating, and China might end up offering a more attractive vision of the future to the rest of the world than the United States can. What's at stake is America's ability to keep innovating and leading in the industries of the future.

In 1896, Li Hongzhang, a diplomat from imperial China, arrived in the United States for the first time. China, then under Qing dynasty rule, had yet to fully undergo the Industrial Revolution. The year before, the Chinese had suffered a humiliating defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, and the country painfully awoke to its own backwardness. Li was stunned by New York City's tall buildings, rising 20 stories or more, and remarked to American reporters that he had "never seen anything like them before." He told them: "You are the most inventive people in the world."

Read: China gets tough on Trump

Nearly a century later, in 1988, Wang Huning--then a Fudan University professor and now the fourth-most-powerful man on China's politburo--visited the United States and experienced a similar "future shock." After the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, Communist China's GDP was a mere 6 percent of America's. During his six months in the United States, Wang marveled at the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, credit cards, computers, the Discovery space shuttle, and research universities such as MIT. "If the Americans are to be overtaken," he later wrote, "one thing must be done: surpass them in science and technology."


Lianhuashan Park in Shenzhen, China (Yan Cong / Bloomberg / Getty)



These days, it's the foreigners visiting China who often experience future shock, astonished by the towering skyscrapers, high-speed rail, megabridges, and ubiquitous electric cars, super-apps, and trifold smartphones. China has become an innovation powerhouse. The country now accounts for 70 percent of the world's granted AI patents, 75 percent of global patent applications in clean-energy technology, 41 percent of granted patents in the life sciences and biotechnology, and more patent applications in fusion technology than any other country. Eight of the world's top 10 institutions by research output are in China, according to the Nature Index. China is debuting not just pilotless flying taxis but also legions of robots, the Tiangong space station, the world's largest hydropower project, a leading hypersonic-weapons arsenal, and more. Standing on its streets, as we did on a visit this past July, one can feel the country's intense desire to leapfrog into the future.

Of course, China's economic success has not been accompanied by political liberalization--as some expected when it joined the World Trade Organization. The United States became the world's superpower because of its openness, dynamism, and embrace of capitalism and democracy. American companies have thrived in a free market and under an independent judiciary, with state power diffused among various levels and branches of government. China, meanwhile, has adopted a "state capitalist" system that puts stability ahead of individual freedoms and gives the Chinese Communist Party economic control. That has led to chronic overregulation, which in turn has chilled investment, battered profits, and driven high-profile entrepreneurs out of public view. The Chinese economy, which is still smaller than the U.S. economy, is now battling overcapacity, a prolonged property slump, soaring youth unemployment, and weak domestic consumption.

Yet China has proved surprisingly resilient in the face of these headwinds, amid narratives about its decline. China is the world's top manufacturer and exporter. It produces more than two-thirds of electric vehicles globally, four in five solar modules and battery cells, and about 60 percent of the planet's wind turbines, and it processes the great majority of rare-earth minerals, which are crucial for creating technologies as varied as chips and fighter jets. Even as its economy slows, China has continued to make significant technological advances.

The experience of visiting a Xiaomi store is like walking into a supermarket for high-tech gadgets. The first thing you see is the company's latest YU7 electric sport utility vehicle (which was ordered 289,000 times within an hour of going on sale). White-veneer tables display smartphones and tablets. Then comes an array of smart appliances that can be managed on a phone: rice cookers, robot vacuum cleaners, air purifiers, TVs, and even dumbbells.

When Xiaomi was founded, in 2010, many people derided it as an Apple copycat. Today Xiaomi is one of China's most valuable companies, with a market value of about $150 billion. It's become a cult brand for Gen Z consumers who fill their homes with its products, and was one of the first tech giants in the world to actually manufacture a car. Xiaomi launched its first EV in 2024, just three years after its founder, Lei Jun, had publicly claimed that making cars would be his "last entrepreneurial project." One month before the launch, Apple had announced that it was shutting down its own project to build an EV, which had soaked up $10 billion over the course of a decade.

Xiaomi's success reflects a distinctive characteristic of many Chinese tech companies: They build their own hardware. Xiaomi can more easily invent new products, because those products can be quickly prototyped, refined, and shipped at scale. The company has invested in some 430 companies; many of them are other hardware start-ups that offer their own manufacturing expertise, including in the core components of EVs--batteries, chargers, lidars, sensors. Xiaomi also built a highly automated factory that the company says can produce a car, the SU7 model, every 76 seconds.

Xiaomi's success has also been possible because of suppliers, infrastructure, and technical expertise that already existed in China. In China, electricity is cheap, construction happens quickly, and the workforce is skilled across various physical technologies. In a matter of a decade, China has installed nearly half of the industrial robots in the world, more than 70 percent of the world's total high-speed rail, more than half of the world's 5G base stations, and an electricity system that has more than double the generating capacity of the United States.

Xiaomi isn't unique. Huawei has expanded from building telecom equipment and phones to supplying car parts. Alibaba, the e-commerce giant, is now developing inference chips for its Qwen series of AI models. XPeng, a carmaker, is starting to test humanoid robots. Not all of these ventures will succeed, but the expertise they cultivate among workers, and the supply chain they put in place, can be transferred to the next industry of the future.

The United States stands to benefit from Chinese companies' hardware-manufacturing expertise. If Americans want to bring back manufacturing to the country, we need to think of ways to absorb the Chinese talent and firms that want to enter our market and build on our shores.

The buzzword of the year in China is involution, which refers to excessive competition with ever-slimmer profit margins. As a glut of companies has competed domestically, price wars have afflicted food-delivery giants, electric carmakers, solar-panel manufacturers, and even AI-chatbot makers. When we attended the World AI Conference in Shanghai this summer, every company we encountered wanted to expand overseas, including into the United States. But the only path that many Chinese founders see is to keep grinding to compete domestically. In September, Xi acknowledged that involution is a problem. The Chinese government has urged companies to enhance their competitiveness through innovation and quality, rather than price-cutting.

Read: China is losing the chip war

Much of the competition in China is engendered by the way that the post-reform economy is set up. In China, provincial and municipal governments work like venture capitalists, trying to lure entrepreneurs to their jurisdictions with preferential policies and tax subsidies. The latest poster child is Hangzhou with its "Six Little Dragons"--a group of tech companies that includes start-ups such as the robot-maker Unitree and a Neuralink competitor named BrainCo, as well as the AI company DeepSeek. Other local governments, such as Guangdong and Shandong, are trying to emulate Hangzhou, which has business-friendly policies and a strong university.


Employees work on the production line at Xiaomi's electric vehicle factory in Beijing. (VCG / Getty)



Competition has its drawbacks, but it has encouraged Chinese companies to differentiate, and helped to diversify the tech sector in China. When it comes to AI, China is pursuing more than just the scaling of large language models (in part due to an insufficient supply of advanced chips under U.S. export controls). DeepSeek, for one, has led the way in improving the efficiency of the technical architecture of its AI models, dramatically reducing costs. Many start-ups are focused on embodied AIs that interact with the real world. Others are specializing in sector-specific applications for AI, such as elderly care and police patrol. Meanwhile, research institutes are exploring alternatives to neural networks (models that emphasize learning by ingesting reams of data and recognizing patterns), including cognitive architectures that can reason with only small amounts of data.

Competition has also spurred companies and local governments to adopt AI as quickly as possible. By some estimates, at least 72 provincial and municipal authorities in China have deployed DeepSeek in their daily operations and in providing public services. Hospitals, EV companies, and home-appliance brands have raced to integrate the newest AI models. In August, China's State Council issued a set of guidelines to local governments about how to implement the national "AI+" initiative, which aims to embed AI across sectors.

The United States doesn't want excessive domestic competition like China has. But it can take a cue from China's diversified approach to AI, and to technology generally. Integrating the AI that's already available into traditional and emerging industries will allow more people to experience the benefits of the technology. The United States should also encourage more unexpected, creative, and practical uses of AI, including in science, education, and health care.

The southern coastal city of Shenzhen, a sleepy fishing village turned bustling, high-tech metropolis, is emblematic of China's opening up since the 1980s. In February, one of us visited the district of Huaqiangbei in Shenzhen, home to the world's largest electronics wholesale market, a cluster of multistory malls and open-air street markets with stalls selling every imaginable electronics part. There's a joke that every lost phone in the world ends up in Huaqiangbei.

Not long ago, Huaqiangbei was closely associated with the term shanzhai, often used to refer to cheap, low-quality counterfeit and copycat products--for example, iPhone lookalikes running Android operating systems. But as more and more electronics were manufactured in Huaqiangbei, thousands of small-scale factories, design houses, and electronics sellers cropped up and figured out how to develop, manufacture, and ship new products at astonishing speeds. Huaqiangbei's bottom-up, porous manufacturing ecosystem eventually gave birth to some of China's biggest tech giants, including Huawei and DJI. Compared with just a decade and a half ago, many more stalls in Huaqiangbei now sell domestic brands, as well as more interesting creations--LED backpacks, dancing mini-robots, wearable surveillance cameras.

Today, with so many innovations emerging from Chinese companies, the term shanzhai seems to have lost its relevance.

At the same time, the idea of open-sourcing is very much alive in China's AI industry, and that has been a boon for China. Chinese companies regularly release information about the weights and training methods used to create AI models--essentially allowing users to download, modify, and adapt a model for free. (Weights are the numerical values that determine how much an AI should consider certain inputs over others.) When DeepSeek debuted, earlier this year, what was shocking was not just that a Chinese model had come close to American models, but that DeepSeek made its weights public. In the months since, China has seen a flurry of open-source AI models released from large companies--Alibaba, ByteDance, Baidu--as well as start-ups--Minimax, Moonshot AI, StepFun, and Z.ai.


People walk by installations advertising foldable smartphones in Shanghai. (VCG / Getty)



Soon, Chinese AI could become the norm for many parts of the world, especially the global South, in turn attracting more developers to China, increasing the competitiveness of Chinese technologies, and allowing China to shape global technological standards. This will be more consequential than the Belt and Road Initiative, through which China has doled out billions of dollars in infrastructure spending around the world. The Chinese government seems to recognize the power of open-source AI. The AI+ guidelines have a section on open-sourcing that calls for "tools with global reach and influence," and encourages universities to recognize open-source contributions as degree credits and reward contributions by faculty. We expect China to support the open-source approach in other technology sectors too.

Democratizing access to knowledge has traditionally been a major role of U.S. universities and research labs. Western open-source software has long driven innovation, including in programming languages and web browsers. U.S. tech companies should commit to staying open--collaborating with countries that want to use American technology, and open-sourcing more models and research.

In the 1980s and '90s, China flung open its doors for foreign firms to invest and set up production, in many cases through joint ventures; the foreign side provided the capital, technology, and export distribution, and the Chinese side opened and staffed the factories. Over time, these companies--including earlier entrants such as General Motors and Johnson & Johnson and relative newcomers such as Tesla--helped transform China into the world's mightiest factory.

Read: DeepSeek and the truth about Chinese tech

After years of learning from the West, China has become the most formidable technological peer that the United States has faced since the Cold War. In 1957, the Soviet Union's launch of the Sputnik satellite spurred scientific education and research in the United States. Congress created NASA and expanded science funding in schools to stay competitive. And it worked. The United States should be similarly spurred by China's technological prowess today.

If the United States really wants to reindustrialize, it needs to double down on what it does best, including supporting scientific research, enacting immigration policies that welcome the best talent from abroad, and reducing regulatory hurdles. But the U.S. tech sector also needs to acknowledge where it can do better, specifically when it comes to hardware expertise, the diversity of the AI industry, and the embracing of an open-source approach to tech.

The United States and China will and should continue to compete. But in specific areas, they would benefit from more cooperation. If the United States wants to revive and expand its manufacturing sector, especially when it comes to batteries, automotive parts, and renewables, part of a potential trade deal should allow Chinese companies to license their IP to U.S. businesses. This would allow Chinese companies to train American workers, create more jobs, and in turn bring back advanced manufacturing to the U.S. Chinese companies such as CATL have expressed a willingness to build American plants if allowed to by the Trump administration. The United States could even require Chinese firms to establish joint ventures with domestic firms. Of course, the United States shouldn't ignore national-security concerns, but it will have to weigh the need to reduce exposure to China with the need to stay competitive.

If the United States succumbs to hubris or animosity and refuses to see what China has done well, America could end up a more insular, protectionist nation, stuck with expensive made-in-America gadgets, high electricity prices, and diminished universities. And we might no longer be the world's preeminent superpower.
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The Deadline for a Major Shutdown Casualty

Roughly 42 million Americans may not get their SNAP benefits on Saturday.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 29 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.

Two weeks ago, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent warned that the ongoing government shutdown was "starting to cut into muscle." Now it appears to be nearing the bone: For the first time in its 61-year history, SNAP, the federal food-assistance program for low- and no-income people, is set to run out of money. If November's payments don't arrive in people's accounts on Saturday, roughly 42 million Americans will need to figure out another way to pay for their meals.

On Friday, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), which oversees SNAP, announced in a memo that it would not tap into the roughly $6 billion contingency funding set aside for the program. According to the memo, the reserve is "not legally available to cover regular benefits," and "the best way for SNAP to continue is for the shutdown to end." A coalition of 25 Democrat-led states and the District of Columbia is suing the Trump administration, alleging that not only is the administration able to use those funds--it must use them. (When I emailed a USDA spokesperson for comment, I received an automated response saying they had been furloughed and could not respond.) The disruption would be unprecedented; not even the longest government shutdown in history, during President Donald Trump's first term, interfered with SNAP funding.

The timing of the USDA's mandate is questionable. Congress set aside that $6 billion for SNAP over the past year and a half. And earlier this month, the agency had a 55-page memo on its website detailing how it might use the reserve for SNAP in the event that funding lapsed, per requirements set by the White House's Office of Management and Budget (SNAP costs the government about $8 billion a month; the OMB is run by Russell Vought, who has used the shutdown to cut into government funding writ large). But the plan has now mysteriously disappeared from the USDA site. The agency's new memo from Friday contends that "the contingency fund is a source of funds for contingencies," a category for which a government shutdown doesn't appear to qualify.

Legal scholars and budget experts have largely disagreed with that interpretation. Bobby Kogan, of the Center for American Progress, told me that the administration is employing "the narrowest interpretation you could possibly have" of the law to avoid paying for SNAP, in contrast with the "broadest interpretation" of the law now being used to justify a private donor paying the military during the shutdown. As Dottie Rosenbaum, of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, explained to me, "The idea that SNAP's contingency funds could not be used for SNAP benefits stands in sharp contrast to what the face of the law says," as well as previous USDA guidance. David Super, a professor of constitutional law at Georgetown Law, put it simply on his blog: "Terminating SNAP is a choice, and an overtly unlawful one at that."

In other words, it's not that the administration can't pay up--it's that it has chosen not to. Although Republican lawmakers have acknowledged their constituents' reliance on SNAP, they are focused on taking swipes at the Democrats. In a statement, the OMB blamed the Democrats who "chose to shut down the government knowing full well that SNAP would soon run out of funds." House Speaker Mike Johnson told Republican representatives yesterday that the "pain register is about to hit level 10" as the shutdown drags on and SNAP cuts go into effect, but urged the GOP to stay the course, according to Politico.

Without a deal to end the shutdown, Congress is limited by its lack of funding. And the executive branch, which still has some latitude to act, has been incredibly selective about which services to fund and which not to. Trump has halted blue-state projects that depend on federal dollars while emphasizing that "we're not closing up Republican programs because we think they work." However, as my colleague Toluse Olorunnipa recently reported, Trump hasn't been able to protect his supporters from the shutdown's impact entirely. Congressional paralysis has been compounding the hurt: Republican Senator Josh Hawley recently introduced a bill to fund SNAP's November payments, but it likely won't be put to a vote before the Saturday deadline. Senate Majority Leader John Thune, who would make that call, has said "there's not a high level of interest in doing carve-outs" to fund specific government programs, and that Republicans will block a similar bill from the Democrats.

But food isn't partisan. SNAP is one of the nation's largest social-welfare programs, a reliable source of relief for one in eight Americans. On average, the federal government pays each recipient $187 per month, exclusively for food. Many SNAP participants, spread across both red and blue states, are seniors, people with disabilities, and families with young children.

SNAP has survived for so long in part because of a long-standing bipartisan recognition of the program's importance, in spite of the equally long-standing Republican mission to pare back government funding for welfare programs. Ronald Reagan's administration made cuts to food assistance, as did Trump's: The One Big Beautiful Bill Act will slash $186 billion from all SNAP-related funding by 2034. But no politician wants to be blamed for halting SNAP altogether.

"Americans don't like welfare, but they don't want to see fellow Americans go hungry," Christopher Bosso, a political-science professor at Northeastern University and a historian of SNAP, told me. This summer, a poll found that 66 percent of Americans oppose cuts to food assistance. SNAP isn't a perfect program, but such a sudden disruption would have an immediate material impact: Food banks are already signaling that they might not be able to keep up with demand. Friday's USDA memo declared that states would not be reimbursed for covering SNAP benefits, and few have committed to doing so. The costs are just too high for some states to cover on their own, especially for those with higher percentages of SNAP recipients.

Social welfare isn't exactly a priority for the Trump administration. The president's budget proposals have historically threatened to eviscerate food assistance, and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act's cuts to SNAP are the largest in U.S. history. For low-income Americans, SNAP can be a lifeline; for this White House, it's another political tool.

Related:

	Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown.
 	A donor-funded army wouldn't just be illegal--it would be dangerous.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The missing president
 	America's impending population collapse
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump is sleepwalking into political disaster.




Today's News

	Hurricane Melissa made landfall in Cuba early today as a Category 3 storm after it devastated parts of Jamaica, which has been declared a disaster area. At least 20 people have died in Haiti from flooding, and the storm is now moving toward the Bahamas.
 	The ongoing government shutdown could cost the U.S. economy $7 billion to $14 billion, lowering GDP growth by as much as 2 percentage points in the fourth quarter of 2025, according to a Congressional Budget Office report released today.
 	The Federal Reserve voted 10-2 to cut interest rates to a range of 3.75 to 4 percent, marking its second rate reduction this year.




Evening Read


Illustration by Brian Blomerth



How to Make Music Popular Again

By Jonathan Garrett

Headphone listening--the act of playing a highly personalized soundtrack wherever we go--is a surprisingly radical invention, and we're only beginning to contend with its implications. The visible barrier it creates between the listener and everyone else is obvious. Less obvious is the invisible barrier: The more time we spend in our own musical echo chambers, the less likely we are to share a collective cultural experience. The power of music has long been its ability to soundtrack a generation--to evoke emotion, as well as summon a specific time and place. Headphone listening not only isolates the listener; it shrinks music's cultural footprint.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The hidden cost of "affordable housing"
 	The David Frum Show: Would U.S. generals obey illegal Trump orders?
 	What Elon Musk's version of Wikipedia thinks about Hitler, Putin, and apartheid
 	No one actually knows what a moon is.
 	Dear James: I'm tired of being a compulsive liar.




Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic*



Watch. What counts as a "scary movie" is often in the eye of the beholder, but the most effective ones tend to do more than just terrify us--The Atlantic's staffers recommend the first movies that really scared them.

Explore. The once-simple request of "Will you be my bridesmaid?" has ballooned into an invitation to participate in elaborate affairs involving $800 gowns and expensive bachelorette trips, Annie Joy Williams writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 6:10 p.m. ET on October 29, 2025.


It's said that the 17th- and 18th-century polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the last person to know everything. He was a whiz at philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics--the works. But there was also simply less to know back then; the post-Industrial Revolution knowledge explosion killed the universal genius.

Which is to say that I bet Leibniz wouldn't know the full oeuvre of K-pop if he were alive today. Or at least not philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics, and K-pop. But I bet he would know everything in The Atlantic--which is all you need to answer these questions.

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

Wednesday, October 29, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	To drive home the adverse effects of the government shutdown happening at the time, President Donald Trump in early 2019 served visiting Clemson University football players not the usual White House fare but a smorgasbord ordered from what restaurant?
 -- From Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, and Russell Berman's "The Missing President"
 	The entry for Adolf Hitler mentions the dictator's economic achievements before it references the Holocaust on Elon Musk's newly launched competitor to what website?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "What Elon Musk's Version of [REDACTED] Thinks About Hitler, Putin, and Apartheid"
 	The mid-20th-century Bracero Program allowed millions of men from what country to temporarily work on farms in the United States?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "America's Impending Population Collapse"




And, by the way, did you know that in 1892, a teenage girl from Ireland named Annie Moore was the first person to pass through Ellis Island, and received a $10 gold coin to commemorate the event? (Did you know America used to do $10 and even $20 coins?)

That'd be about $350 in today's purchasing power. The last person to be processed through Ellis Island, Arne Pettersen, got only a mugshot; by 1954, the island had converted into an immigrant detention center.

Until tomorrow.



Answers: 

	McDonald's. I'll also accept Wendy's or Burger King, as a smattering of their delights sat on the table too. During this shutdown, Trump's focus has appeared to be on basically anything but the funding lapse, our reporters write. Read more.
 	Wikipedia. In case you need another data point, "Grokipedia" also questions Islam's "inherent compatibility with liberal democracy." Matteo writes that the venture is the next step in Musk's misguided crusade against the mainstream institutions he accuses of poisoning global thinking. Read more.
 	Mexico. The program's demise during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations did not meaningfully increase wages or employment for U.S. workers as intended--nor will the country's current policies pushing foreign-born people out of the United States, Idrees expects. Read more.


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



Tuesday, October 28, 2025

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

	In the Punic Wars of the third and second centuries B.C.E., Rome fought what North Africa-based empire (including a few of its elephants)?
 -- From Phillips Payson O'Brien's "The U.S. Is on Track to Lose a War With China"
 	In 1610, Galileo Galilei discovered four of these belonging to Jupiter, but scientists now say it possesses 97 of them. What are they?
 -- From Lila Shroff's "No One Actually Knows What a [REDACTED] Is" 
 	What winning word turns a person's standard-issue garden into one meant to supplement their rations and boost their morale during times of war?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture"




And by the way, did you know that elephants are either left- or right-tusked, the same way that humans are left- or right-handed? The dominant tusk is usually shorter and rounder, worn down by more frequent use. But elephants are far likelier than people to be lefties, so it's really a good thing that they don't often have to use scissors.



Answers: 

	Carthage. The elephants involved might be a giveaway that the Rome-Carthage model is no longer how warfare works, but Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is still talking like it is, O'Brien writes. Hegseth's focus on individual valor over things like production capacity and technological mastery is setting the United States up for military failure. Read more.
 	Moons. The 97 number is at least a little fungible in the sense that even in all the centuries since Galileo, scientists still haven't settled on what a moon really is, Lila writes. In the uncertainty, quasi-moons, mini-moons, and moonlets abound. Read more.
 	Victory. Ellen writes that restaurant delivery became a "sort of 21st-century victory garden" early in the coronavirus pandemic as diners tried to keep their favorite restaurants afloat. Now delivery apps are themselves a threat to restaurant culture. Read more.




Monday, October 27, 2025

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

	Speculators in the United States have been trading contracts for the subsequent sale of assets at a specific price since the late 1800s, which feels awfully far in the past for a financial product known by what name?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's "The Company Making a Mockery of State Gambling Bans"
 	In Marcel Proust's novel In Search of Lost Time, the narrator experiences a flood of childhood memories after taking a bite of what French shell-shaped cake?
 -- From Aleksandra Crapanzano's "The Mysterious, Enchanting Qualities of Chocolate"
 	A new documentary on the author George Orwell and his work takes as its title what erroneous mathematical equation?
 -- From Shirley Li's "It's Not Enough to Read Orwell"




And by the way, did you know that the word chocolate comes from the Nahuatl language of the Aztecs, in which it is xocolatl? In the kitchen, Nahuatl also gives us "mesquite" from mizquitl and "avocado" from ahuacatl, and then, of course, where you say "tomato," they say "tomatl."



Answers: 

	Futures. This sort of speculation started out with grain prices, but over the decades, people started trading foreign-currency futures, placing bets on future interest rates, and more. Now, Marc reports, the loophole of framing wagers as futures has enabled sports betting to spread even to the states where it's meant to be illegal. Read more.
 	A madeleine. Crapanzano reflects on her own Proustian treat: chocolate, which found her at every turn as she was growing up in Paris. That's the way things have gone for a while in France, she writes; one of the only royal courtiers to survive the Revolution was the indispensable chocolatier. Read more.
 	2+2=5. The 1984 falsehood is unavoidable in discourse about today's disinformation. Raoul Peck's documentary, Shirley writes, argues that the comparison "has led to numbness rather than to meaningful change." Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-5/684709/?utm_source=feed
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A Writer Who Did What <em>Hillbilly Elegy</em> Wouldn't

In her new book, Beth Macy returns to her Trump-voting hometown to find out how America got so divided.

by Alex Kotlowitz

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Urbana, Ohio, is a small city of 11,000, where nearly three out of four voters went for Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election. The journalist Beth Macy, who in her previous books chronicled the widening fissures in American society by examining the opioid crisis and the aftereffects of globalization, grew up there. In Paper Girl, she returns to Urbana--a place beset by economic decline, dwindling public resources, failing schools, and the disappearance of local journalism. These descriptions might feel familiar, like an update of J. D. Vance's Hillbilly Elegy. Vance, as it turns out, grew up just an hour down the road.

But unlike Vance, who blamed much of his hometown's misfortune on its residents, Macy approaches the Urbana of 2023 with an open mind. She wants to understand what happened. Her focus is less on the reason for the decline than on the question of why people--even close family members--stopped talking with one another. How is it that Americans with disagreements are unable even to find the language to converse? With that in mind, Macy seeks to do something seemingly simple but actually profound: talk with people she knows, even if they seem to live in a different reality, and try to find a common humanity.

Read: Hillbilly excuses

She visits with family and old friends, some of whom share her view of the world and, more important, others who see things very differently. At one point, Macy is interviewing her sister Cookie, who believes the 2020 election was rigged, when Macy's older child, who is gay, comes up. Cookie quotes a line from scripture: A man "shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination." Macy tells her she's not invited to her son's wedding. When members of Macy's high-school graduating class try to put together a reunion, tensions between old classmates that grew during Trump's first term bubble over, one organizer drops out after receiving a death threat, and "friendships built over sixty years dissolved," Macy writes. "Some of my oldest friendships seemed on the brink of dissolving too."

Macy doesn't reserve her disappointment for those she disagrees with politically. One Christmas, her sister-in-law, a Yale-educated poet, grumbles about Macy's siblings, all of whom voted for Trump. She tells Macy, "Your people don't want my people to exist." Reflecting on the accusation, Macy writes, "How could I not love the relatives who took care of my demented mother when I live seven hours away, including my brother-in-law John, who flings around the word 'deplorable' at me but also resets Mom's TV every other day, or the sister who takes her to every doctor's appointment?" She tells her sister-in-law, "My people don't hate your people; they don't even know your people." In Paper Girl, Macy does what most opinion essays and social-media posts don't even try to do: She gets out of her bubble.



In 2017, a couple of weeks after Trump's first inauguration, I interviewed J. D. Vance at an event sponsored by the University of Chicago Institute of Politics. I have trouble reconciling the thoughtful person I encountered at the time with the vengeful, snarky incarnation of today. Back then, when Vance despaired over Trump's hateful rhetoric, he talked about Americans' "inability to cross ideological boundaries in our conversations." He referred to the country's "massive geographic segregation of opportunity" and noted that "it's really hard to be compassionate with somebody you don't actually know." Macy actively conjures up that compassion as she tries to reacquaint herself with those she considers her people. As she notes, she doesn't "want to write them off." And she doesn't want them to write her off, either.

One of Macy's most resonant discoveries is the loneliness and isolation of so many in Urbana. The town's residents are not only alienated from the rest of the country, they're also disconnected from their own neighbors. She notes that midway through the school year, 27 percent of students in the district were considered "chronically absent" from one of the primary institutions where they might find community. In the past six years, Macy writes, the number of children homeschooled in Urbana has doubled. This was made possible, in large part, by a law passed by the Ohio state legislature in 2023 that gutted guidelines for homeschooling; home teachers are no longer required to submit curricula to the school district's superintendent. The town's school board also voted to allow LifeWise Academy, a religious program, to operate in Urbana's schools. During one recent school year, LifeWise pulled 55 first and second graders out of the classroom to bus them to a nearby church for "Bible-based character instruction." As the philosopher Kenneth Conklin, whom Macy quotes, has written, "The easiest way to break apart a society long-term without using violence is to establish separate educational systems."

Moreover, the community has almost no reliable local sources of information. The city's newspaper, the Urbana Daily Citizen, is now printed only twice a week and produced by a staff of two. A group of journalists created the Ohio Capital Journal, an online newspaper. But, as Macy writes, "no one, save my former Urbana newspaper editor, had even heard of it." Without the glue of shared schooling or the sense of unity engendered by a common source of information, it's no wonder that people pull away--or are pulled away--from one another.

Beth Macy: What happened to Ohio?

At the center of Paper Girl is the moving story of a young man, Silas James, Macy's present-day doppelganger. When Macy was growing up, her mother worked in a factory and her dad was known as the town drunk. Her family struggled financially, and so in seventh grade she began delivering the newspaper to her neighbors to make extra money (her customers called her "paper girl"). Like Macy, Silas is smart and ambitious, from a hardscrabble family. But Macy is struck by how much harder life is for Silas than it was for her, and not just because he's transgender. While he's in high school, Silas's father, who had multiple health conditions, dies of a methadone overdose, and his mom is jailed on drug charges. Homeless, Silas is forced to couch surf with friends. "This was a reality I could not have conceived of in Urbana forty years before, when I knew of no homeless people and certainly no one who'd lost a parent to overdose," Macy writes. Yet Silas's story also underscores the notion that if you get to know someone up close, you're more likely to challenge your preconceptions. A decade earlier, the town had canceled its Memorial Day parade because it didn't want to let an LGBTQ float participate. Yet, when Silas is about to graduate from eighth grade and tells the principal that he refuses to wear a dress to the ceremony, the principal, who has come to know Silas, responds, "I'm not going to make you." The parents of Silas's boyfriend, the reader learns, leave their church because of its rejection of homosexuality, and join a more open-minded congregation.

Macy's book feels unique in part because she knows her interviewees--she has deep, long-standing ties to many of them, and you sense her contending with that fact. In a time when people are cutting off family members and friends, Macy is pleading with readers to talk and listen, and to hold on to those relationships as best they can. But even she would admit it's not easy. While in Urbana, she reconnects with an old boyfriend who, in his 20s, had been a politically liberal free spirit. Now, disillusioned with the Democratic Party and much of the media, he is, Macy writes, an "ardent fan of Vladimir Putin" who is "intrigued" by QAnon. Macy concedes that there are "chunks of truth" in some of his grievances. For instance, she writes, he condemned President Barack Obama for breaking his promise to change bankruptcy laws in order to help struggling homeowners during the 2008 recession, even as he bailed out big banks and auto manufacturers. Nonetheless, her ex's rage overpowers everything else. "You guys continue to lie to people, but fewer people are being fooled by your wordplay bullshit every day ... You can dupe Americans, but the rest of the world sees you for what you are," he emails her at one point. "You people are fucking liars. I can't be nice about it no more ..." Macy backs off.

Many of Macy's interactions have the quality of alternately pushing and easing up--expressing herself honestly and then knowing when to cool off. Human connection, never mind persuasion, is rarely a matter of a single conversation, but rather the work of months or years, maybe a lifetime. And sometimes it means putting ourselves out there, strangers talking to strangers. I'm left thinking about the words of James Baldwin that Macy cites: "The world changes according to the way people see it, and if you alter, even by a millimeter, the way a person looks or people look at reality, then you can change it."
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Would U.S. Generals Obey Illegal Trump Orders?

Tom Nichols on Trump, the military, and what happens when loyalty replaces law. Plus: the Trump administration's "politicized stupidity" and a discussion of Eugene Ionesco's play <em>Rhinoceros</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 29 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 reflections on the new Trump administration's pattern of "politicized stupidity": the willful refusal to understand abuses of power, including the destruction of the White House's East Wing and the perceived sale of government influence disguised as private donations.

Then Frum speaks with his Atlantic colleague Tom Nichols, an expert on civil-military relations and a longtime scholar of U.S. defense policy, about President Donald Trump's efforts to turn the military into a personal instrument of power. Nichols explains how the capture of the Justice Department, the firing of Pentagon lawyers, and the use of the National Guard against civilians are eroding the rule of law, and how a president can launch wars without congressional consent.

Finally, Frum closes with a reflection on Eugene Ionesco's play Rhinoceros, a parable about conformity and courage, and what it means to remain human in a world where everyone else is turning into beasts.

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 my Atlantic colleague Tom Nichols, and we'll be discussing civil-military relations in the United States as troops march in American cities and as the United States appears to be sliding toward a unilateral, unapproved-by-Congress war in the Caribbean.

My book this week will not be a book at all; it will be a play, Rhinoceros, by Eugene Ionesco. Please stay to the end to hear a discussion of that play.

But first, some preliminary thoughts about the week just past and the week ahead. There's so many outrages in the Trump years, there's so many abuses that maybe it's petty to fix on minor irritants, but there is a minor irritant that got caught in my craw, and I just want to ventilate a little bit about it. One of the more annoying and more pointless aspects of the Trump era is what I call politicized stupidity. Politicized stupidity is a kind of aggressive not getting the point by people who are otherwise perfectly well equipped to getting the point. Genuine stupidity is a misfortune and is distributed by God, but the politicized stupidity is chosen, and it's chosen for reasons.

Let me give you an example of what I mean. So President [Donald] Trump has just demolished the East Wing of the White House. He did this without any form of consultation, as if the White House were his personal property, and in order to build a giant ballroom that there's no demonstration of need for and that, again, he's treating as a point of personal property. He's choosing the design; there's no process of respect for historical or cultural integrity. And he's financing this whole project. We have no idea how much it will cost--or President Trump originally said $200 million; now he's suggesting $300 million. But who knows what the cost will be. There weren't drawings. There weren't plans. It's being done on a kind of ad hoc basis, and the cost could well climb beyond the startling figure of $300 [million] to much more.

And he is proposing to pay for this project--that is chosen entirely by himself with no consultation--by accepting donations from corporations and wealthy individuals. He has people who have business before the government, who seek favors before the government: Some of them have mergers that they're hoping for approval. Others are in the crypto industry that has received a massive government favor in the form of the GENIUS [Act] and who are hoping for more favors. Others of whom are in business with members of the Trump family. If the country needed a ballroom, then there should have been a review process, a design process, and Congress should pay for it out of public revenues because it's the People's House, not Donald Trump's house.

Okay, you get that. But there are people who insist on not getting it. There are people who say, Well, are you against ballrooms? Don't you think the White House ever needs renovation? Other presidents have renovated the White House in the past. The point is not that you are for or against renovations, of course; the point is you are for or against not treating the White House as a person's property. But there's a kind of deliberate refusal to get the point, and you see this in many places in our public media. It's the same when Donald Trump delivers a pardon to a crypto criminal, a convicted crypto criminal, who has helped to enrich his family.

Now, there have been other doubtful pardons by presidents in the past, and President [Joe] Biden apparently used an autopen to sign some of his pardons, and maybe that's not ideal. But no one has ever pardoned people because they gave money to his family, his sons, his relatives. No one has ever delivered pardons because he just seems to have a general attitude of being pro-white-collar criminals. No one has ever said, I'm pardoning this convicted fraudster congressman because he always voted for my political party and always supported me, and that is the one and only grounds and basis of my pardoning this figure. But people insist on not getting that point: Biden used an autopen; isn't that the same? No, it's not? Well, I refuse to understand why it's not.

Or, most recently, other presidents have applied tariffs in the past. And some of those tariffs have been discretionary, where the president uses powers delegated to him by Congress to impose tariffs too, and sometimes the motives are not great. Now, when I was in the Bush administration in 2001 and 2002, and one of the reasons I left when I did was because I knew my next job--I wrote economic speeches--my next job was gonna have to be to write speeches defending President Bush's imposition of tariffs to protect the steel industry, which he was doing for domestic political reasons, and I just couldn't do it, and that's one of the reasons I left when I did, one of the most important reasons why I left when I did.

So presidents have done it before, but no one has made it the basis of his policy. And no one has ever said, I'm imposing tariffs on one of America's closest allies, Canada, because I'm upset that they made a TV ad that implied that Ronald Reagan was a better president than I am. And indeed, Donald Trump is not 1/1,000,000th the president Ronald Reagan that was, and so it, obviously, it cuts to the bone. But again, there are people saying, Well, foreign countries shouldn't criticize American policy on American TV. They don't get the point. The stupidity is politicized.

Now, where does this come from? Well, part of the, I think, the reason for not getting the point is because the actual point is too big and too scary. Nobody wants to face what Donald Trump is and what he's doing to the United States. Even those of us who talk about it all the time, we don't wanna face it--it haunts our nightmares. But even though the point is big and scary, the point has to be faced and not denied through clever evasions.

Sometimes people don't get the point because their boss demands they not get the point. If your job depends on writing an editorial saying that the destruction of the East Wing and its replacement by a ballroom financed by favor-seekers is just the same as President [Barack] Obama replacing the wiring and water in the main White House with money appropriated by Congress, if your boss says you have to do that or lose your job, there are people who, unfortunately, will do as told rather than lose their job.

Sometimes the politicized stupidity originates in a kind of purist, ultraleftist politics that is engaged in a quarrel with the mainstream Democratic Party so overwhelming, so all-encompassing to the people involved in it that they can't see anything else. They're engaged in a petty factional dispute of ultraleft against mainstream, and that is the only thing they're aware of or care about; everything else is just too far away.

And sometimes, unfortunately--and this is where it most irks me--the politicized stupidity originates in the need of a writer to seem clever within some tiny, invisible media clique, where this is a different thing than all that writer's friends are saying, and so they say it to seem smarter than everybody else, to seem a little not as caught up in the true drama of our times, to be able to have that kind of superior attitude to everyone else: You all are overreacting. I alone take the true measure of events. As I say, it irks me.

Now, it's just going to be true that in an administration that is doing thousands of things every year, hundreds of things every week, dozens of things every day, no matter how opposed you are to this administration, some of the things they're going to do are going to be things you don't necessarily object to. I can give you a list of things that this second Trump presidency has done that I don't object to, and some of them, I support. I mean, yeah, there were genuine governance problems at America's elite and prestige universities: genuine problems with free speech, genuine problems with protecting Jewish students from abusive action by anti-Israel demonstrators. That does not justify the administration saying, Okay, we're coming after you using the process of law, we're disrupting funds to cancer research, all unless your faculty agree to say the following list of things that we command them to say.

I can be concerned by the things that the universities are doing that are bad without having to come up with some clever, counterfactual, counter-imaginative justification for things that are obviously outrageous. We're all going to like something, but we have to keep our sense of proportion. We have to understand that the main thing is the main thing. And, as I said, if God inflicted stupidity on you, it's not your fault, but don't choose it. That's just annoying.

And now my dialogue with Tom Nichols. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Tom Nichols is an expert on U.S. military policy who taught first at Dartmouth College, then at the U.S. Naval War College. A lifelong Republican, Tom Nichols has distinguished himself since 2016 as one of the first and truest of the Never Trump Republicans. Since his retirement from academia in 2022, he has been a colleague at The Atlantic. You've seen him also on Morning Joe and many other TV shows.

Three things you may not have known about Tom Nichols: First, Tom was a five-time Jeopardy champion. Second, he made a guest appearance as a bloviating cable news talking head on the fantastic TV show Succession. And finally, he earned his early living as a disc jockey, an accomplishment that qualifies him as an especially welcome and cherished guest at Frum family karaoke nights.

Tom, welcome to The David Frum Show. (Laughs.)

Tom Nichols: (Laughs.) Thank you, David.

Frum: So you wrote this very important article for The Atlantic about the coming crisis in civil-military relations. This is a subject you've devoted so much of your academic life to. I wanna ask you to sit on the other side of the table for a moment. Imagine yourself--I don't know that such a thing could ever happen--but imagine yourself a malign and criminally intended president who wanted to remake the U.S. military as a tool of personal power. How would you go about doing it?

Nichols: In this system of government in the United States, the first thing I would do is seize the Justice Department. And by seize, I don't mean being elected and nominating an attorney general; I mean flushing out all of the people committed to the Constitution, the rule of law--you know, the lawyers. It's almost a trope now to do the Merchant of Venice line, but you start with getting rid of the lawyers, if you're going to do these kinds of things, and you replace it with your cronies. You replace it with people that are going to be loyal to you. You basically undo everything that's been done with the Justice Department over 50 years.

Frum: So the first move at the Pentagon is not at the Pentagon; it's across the river at the Justice Department.

Nichols: Exactly. Because if you're a military officer, the people that you're gonna want an opinion from are lawyers--which is the next step, which is you not only get rid of the lawyers at the Justice Department; you do what Trump's already done: You get rid of the top lawyers of the Pentagon.

And look, the rule of law requires lawyers and people to interpret the law, and the first people you have to get rid of are anybody who says, My loyalty is to the rule of law, the statutes as written, the Constitution, and not to Donald Trump.

Frum: Because our hypothetical military officers will want advice about what is illegal and what is an illegal order, and--

Nichols: They're already asking.

Frum: --and who do they turn to? If you have--

Nichols: Yeah, that's already happening.

Frum: If you're a three-star or a four-star general and you have a question, Is this a legal or an illegal order?, who do you ask?

Nichols: Well, you would ask the top legal service adviser in your branch, but [Secretary of Defense Pete] Hegseth and Trump have fired them all. So now you've got guys--there are people doing that job, but you and I both know from working in government, when your boss has been canned and you're the acting guy, or you've been suddenly elevated because people above you have been fired, that's not a signal to you to be brave and innovative and daring about standing up for the Constitution. You're sitting in a desk that somebody else had who tried that and got fired. So you might ask them--I can imagine some of these very senior officers are talking to friends or family attorneys or somebody. Because what's going on, we'll be talking about--I guess this is the hand-wave "all this"--but all of this, I think, is not legal.

So you capture the Justice Department, you fire the military lawyers, you insist on loyalty from the top commanders--which Trump thinks he has, apparently, with somebody like [Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General] Dan Caine--and then you make sure to neuter the intelligence community so that foreign threats or plots or any other things that could interfere with elections in your favor are left undiscovered or uninvestigated.

Frum: Yeah. So you don't have to remake the officer corps from top to bottom. You don't even have to start looking for sympathetic two-star generals to replace the three-stars and sympathetic three-stars to replace the four-stars. You just cut them off from information and rely on natural bureaucratic inertia to make them obey you?

Nichols: And the chain of command. Because remember that officers are required to begin from the presumption of legality with an order. The system is designed to make sure that the chain of command functions effectively so that if you're a colonel or a one-star or a two-star, you have to assume that if the order has come down from the president to the secretary, the advice of the chairman--the chairman's not actually in the chain of command, but he gives advice--and by the time it gets to you, the assumption is: Well, this must be legal because all these other guys wouldn't have ordered me to do it.

Frum: So if you get an order to blow up a fishing boat in the Caribbean or the Pacific, you would start with, Well, somebody must have signed off on this. They must have--

Nichols: Somebody signed off, exactly. And the place it should have stopped, of course, is: The attorney general, the secretary of defense, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs should all be standing in the Oval Office, saying, You can't do this. This isn't legal. This is a violation of both American and international law. And if the president says, Well, go ahead, just do it, well, by the time it gets to that lieutenant commander in a helicopter or piloting a drone, he or she's already saying--well, as you just said, David--Somebody must have signed off on this.

Frum: Well, the president of Colombia has charged that at least one of the destroyed boats was a fishing vessel with completely innocent people aboard. Now, the present president of Colombia is kind of a flaky character and certainly someone with strong anti-American feelings, so take that as it may. On the other hand, it would be a pretty bold lie to tell, that it's a fishing boat, because the United States could refute it. And President [Gustavo] Petro in Columbia is operating in an unsympathetic Colombian political system. He's quite unpopular. Colombia is a country that normally tilts toward the right, that values cooperation with the United States, where public opinion would be not inclined to be super nationalistic about the United States killing even Colombian national drug traffickers, if they really are. So it would be a bold lie to tell if it is a lie; maybe it's a lie. But if it's true, if the United States has killed at least one innocent boat with these, so far, eight--at least that we know of--attacks, what are the legal implications of that? What are the consequences that would follow?

Nichols: Well, this is where I take pains to point out I am not a lawyer. But in international law, if it's proven, then normally what would happen is the president of the United States says, Oops, our bad. Here is an apology and restitution. Because we have had incidents like that, where we shot down an Iranian airliner in a war zone where a ship skipper misread the signs--

Frum: Nineteen eighty something?

Nichols: Eighty-eight. It was the [USS] Vincennes shooting down--and we said, Mm, here's some restitution, without going too deep into whether we were right or wrong about it. So the international consequences aren't--I mean, we're the United States; we defy these things kind of at will, and we have--

Frum: Okay, but I don't wanna talk so much about the international implications here. The domestic system. So now you're the operational commander with responsibility for the Caribbean, and you have an idea that at least one of the eight boats you killed was completely innocent and the people aboard were innocent, and maybe you're not so sure and you don't really have great information on the other seven, and now you're asked to kill a ninth with all aboard.

Nichols: That's where I think it gets interesting, yeah.

Frum: What does that operational commander do?

Nichols: (Sighs.) The problem is that when it gets down to the level of the operational commander, once again, he says, Well, somebody must have figured this out. The question is, why isn't this being stopped at the three- and four-star and CJCS [chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff]?

Frum: Who should be the person who is raising--is it a four-star? Is it the commander of the Joint Chiefs? And we know what Trump is, and unfortunately, we also know what the secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, is. And I guess it would be originally Pete Hegseth's job, but if the secretary of defense and the president--and I call him the secretary of defense because that's his title in law.

Nichols: Yes, thank you.

Frum: He can call himself the secretary of war; he can call himself the secretary of partying, the latter title equally accurate. But the statute that Congress laid down in 1949 says that it's the Department of Defense, the secretary of defense; you have a quarrel with that, go rename it at the congressional level--it's a statute. But the secretary of partying, as he might be called, he's the person who should have this mission, but if he fails, who is the next person to say, I think we may be killing some innocent people here.

Nichols: I would think it's the chairman--it's the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. He is the president's top military adviser. That's why he's there. He is supposed to be the most senior military officer in the United States advising the president on these issues. He is not actually in the chain of command anywhere.

This came up when Mark Milley got everybody together during January 6 and said, Now, we all understand our jobs, right? He wasn't ordering anything, but he was convening his colleagues to say, As the president's top adviser, we all understand what we're doing here. That should be General Caine.

Now, the thing is, Donald Trump learned--as we painfully know--he learned from his first term. He's making sure that there isn't going to be anybody in that room who's gonna say, Mr. President, it's a bad idea. What you're doing isn't legal. And I suppose the other person that should be there, given the branch having to carry this out, is the secretary of the Navy. But as we know, the secretary of the Navy has never been in the Navy, has no military experience. These people were all chosen to say, Yes, Mr. President, whatever you think is appropriate. And the problem, David, is, to go back to your point about the domestic environment, is that the chain of command, it's really not supposed to get to some lieutenant colonel or commander on a ship to say, Wait a minute, wait a minute--I don't think this is legal. I don't think this is constitutional.

Frum: How does the National Guard fit into the chain of command? We remember in [his] first term, Trump wanted to use the National Guard or other military personnel to shoot lawful demonstrators. He suggested shooting them in the knees. Now we have National Guard patrolling the streets of Washington, D.C. They were in Los Angeles. I don't know if they've all been withdrawn from Los Angeles; I think most have. They're in Chicago supporting ICE, which is on a kind of lawless rampage. There is talk of sending them to San Francisco, although maybe that's off the table. How do they fit into the chain of command? Who has the mission of saying, The National Guard should not be shooting demonstrators?

Nichols: Once again--and we know this, again, from the first term--in the first term, it was the secretary of defense and the chairman, again, walking in and saying, Mr. President, don't do this. This is a bad idea. The National Guard answers to the governor of the state they're in until the president orders them federalized. And, of course, that's been the source of multiple court cases, some of which the Trump administration keeps losing or running into injunctions--

Frum: Because you can't just do it as an act of power. You have to show some basis--

Nichols: Right. You can't just say, Today, I feel like nationalizing our federal guard--the National Guard, excuse me. However, even in the past, back in the '80s, Massachusetts--I used to work on the Massachusetts National Guard issue, so it's kind of this little bit of lost history--Massachusetts tried to tell the federal government, No, our guys are not going to go down and do training that could possibly be involved with the Contras and the Sandinistas and all that stuff. And they were overruled. They said, If they're in federal training, the governor of Massachusetts can't decide where they train or what they do. The president has huge amounts of latitude here, which is why he's going after the National Guard because, obviously, when he talks about using the regular military, then he has to talk about--I mean, we've run into Posse Comitatus and the Insurrection Act. That's why, I think, he's talking about invoking the Insurrection Act.

Frum: Because one of the long-standing principles of the United States is the military does not do law enforcement.

Nichols: Right.

Frum: And this was grounded in a series of statutes. The Posse Comitatus, the present law, I forget when it was passed, but it's quite an ancient law, right--

Nichols: Mm-hmm, yep.

Frum: --Civil War era or something like that?

Nichols: Yep. It's an old American tradition--let's face it, David, going back to the Founders--it's an old American tradition not to have a big standing army. That's a 20th-century innovation. Before World War II, American soldiers were training with sticks because we would mobilize and then demobilize. So this notion that we have this large standing army would already be kind of making the Founders jumpy. But the idea that you just put them into the streets at will because you're pissed off is completely antithetical, it's complete anathema to the American experience.

Frum: So I wanna go back: Who has the mission? So the South Carolina or Texas National Guard is called up, sent to a blue state, and is told something like, We think a lot of the people in this lineup in this swing suburb are probably illegal aliens. And we think they should be detained for 12, 14, 16 hours, or 'til whenever the polls close. Your order is to go detain these people we believe are illegal aliens--I mean, they're Democrats; they might as well be illegal aliens--detain them and hold them until the polls close. Who has the mission to say, That sounds like kind of an illegal order to me?

Nichols: Well, but they're being much more clever about it than that. The mission to detain those people and to disrupt those operations goes to ICE. And then the president says, This being a federal agency, I'm not using the military to detain any of these people. I'm simply using the military to protect these other federal agencies while they do their job--

Frum: --of detaining everyone in the voting line--

Nichols: Of detaining everybody in line. It's very clever. They say, We're not doing domestic policing. We're simply securing federal installations, protecting federal employees because the state or the local municipality either can't or won't do it.

Frum: Right. Now, I think a lot of this--and I've been arguing this; I've written this for The Atlantic, and now I hear Democratic politicians talking about it--the game has always been to disrupt the 2026 elections.

Nichols: I think that's right.

Frum: Because Trump is doing stuff that is so illegal and exposes them to so much jeopardy, personal jeopardy: reaching your hands into the till and taking $230 million out and putting it in your own pocket; tearing down the East Wing and then putting a collection plate around to people who have business before the federal government [that] says, Who wants to build me a ballroom? The TikTok--I keep going on about this--I think TikTok is being sold for something like one-third to one-quarter its actual market value, the 80 percent stake in TikTok USA is being sold to insiders at two-thirds, three-quarters off, an instant windfall.If there is ever an effective Congress again, these things are going to be publicized. There could be all kinds of jeopardy, including personal legal jeopardy.

So he can't have that. And it's a two-seat margin in the House of Representatives, and so, yes, you can gerrymander. That's limited effort. The real prize is to find some way to disrupt the elections in the places where you are most at risk. And then repeat the 2024 experience, or 2020, of saying, Well, there's so much doubt; well, let's seat the congresspeople we're sure of, who are our congresspeople, and let's put the others in abeyance for weeks or months until we settle all of this.

And the last thing that, as I'm sure you know, is there is this precedent from the 1980s that, when all else fails, when you have a contested seat in Congress and all else fails, the person who ultimately makes the decision whether to seat it is the speaker of the House. And the speaker of the House decides because the courts will not interfere; it's a political question. They will not interfere in the ultimate question of whether this candidate or that candidate is the true winner. The House is the judge of its own qualifications, says the Constitution.

So we have a big sort of illegal project being built. Is there any check interior to the system that will prevent this project from being carried out?

Nichols: I often think that the states and the cities can say, with a show of force, to say, Our police have this. We're good. We don't need you here, that our state cops--we're good. Because I think part of Trump's project here--and the way they're just dragooning people into ICE who have no qualifications, really, is another tell and creating this kind of paramilitary goon squad out of ICE. I always thought of myself as an immigration hawk, and I'm kind of reaching the "Defund ICE" level at this point.

But I think part of Trump's plan is simply to have these military forces during the elections so visible that people just stay home, that they're just intimidated out of the public square, that you don't even have to arrest them. You don't have to have a big display of force. That the goal of all of this political activity, the goal of everything Trump is doing, is to drive people out of the public square, to say, The Wi-Fi is still working. There's still 150 channels on TV. Beer is cheap. Gas is affordable. I don't wanna deal with this. I don't wanna deal with all of this, and it doesn't really matter. 'Cause the other thing, I think, that's the undertone of all this is, Look--it doesn't really matter who's in office. They're all bad. Everybody's corrupt. And so rather than use the military to inflict violence to stop the elections--you know, gerrymandering and voter suppression work in marginal elections, not huge-turnout elections. And so what they're really trying to avert is a large Democratic turnout in places where they can pull that off. And I think you're right. Look at what's going on right now with this representative from Arizona, [Adelita] Grijalva. The speaker's just saying, If I have to keep Congress closed to not seat this person, that's what I'm gonna do.

And I'll just add one more thing, David. You talked about this kind of orgy of lawlessness here, and it's a cliche, but it really is just out of control. I actually think a huge part of this is about the [Jeffrey] Epstein files. I really do. I think that when this first became a thing, that's when Trump went into hyperdrive about throwing things against the wall just to see what sticks, what could distract us. And I hate that. I never thought the Epstein files were important until Trump started acting like they were important.

Frum: What could be in these files that is worse than what we already have?

Nichols: That's the only part of this that gave me pause. I figured he's beyond shaming. The man, his shamelessness is his superpower. And this is why initially I said, The Epstein files, who cares? They're terrible, and everybody knows they're terrible, and everybody knows these guys were friends. But he's the guy--it's kind of like, why did we think Saddam Hussein had WMD [weapons of mass destruction]? Because he was acting like it. Why do we think the Epstein files are radioactive? Because Trump's acting like it. Maybe they're not.

But I think this, along with the tariffs going wrong, the economy in the wrong direction--and I think you're right; I think he knows that if, and this is actually a hopeful sign, he knows that one election in 2026 could be the beginning of the end of all of this. And for them, that's an existential threat; for Trump and his people, that's existential. And that's why he would say, The military is the one institution that has to do what I tell it. Now, that's not true, as we know, but I think, in his mind, he thinks of the military as toy soldiers.

Frum: Well, let's revert to this conflict in the Caribbean, the Pacific, and Trump has mused about taking it to land. And Venezuela seems to be target A; Colombia has also been indicated as a target. Before Trump became president, there was a lot of talk from Trump allies, including the vice president--in fact, Trump was kind of more cautious on this [than] some of his allies--of doing strikes inside Mexico. And it is true there are cartel operations of different kinds in all of these countries. How much legal authority would a president need to start carrying out land targeting of cartel operations?

Nichols: More than he has now. I was never a fan of these AUMFs, right--the authorizations for the use of military force--that guided us through the, or that were the, in theory, the constraint on the global War on Terror. But at least it was something. It was the president going to Congress and saying, Here's what I wanna do, and I would like your authorization for it because now I'm gonna spend money to do these things--that's the other part of it--and because you are the Article I power, and we need to be coordinated as the United States goes to war. Trump is arguing that I can simply determine a threat, point the military at it, and say, "Destroy this." That is not what Article II says. That is not what the Constitution says.

And I think, first of all, can we just step back and say, What happened to the guy who said, I'm not gonna start any more "stupid wars" like all my predecessors? We're talking about invading Central America, Latin America? It's bonkers. But I don't think that he has anything like the legal authority to do this--but that would require a Congress that actually meets and functions as a Congress.

Frum: I think something people forget about these authorizations to use force: Before 1945, when the United States used military force on any scale, there was a declaration of war--although there were a lot of police actions, especially in Central America. And there are some that continue, like the Philippines insurrection was pursuant to the powers that the president got from declaring war on Spain in 1898, and then there was the aftermath, which was this long insurrection in the Philippines. But he used the powers that were left over--first President [William] McKinley, then President Teddy Roosevelt--left over from the initial declaration of war.

I think one of the reasons they went out of style after 1945 was declarations of war gave the president too much power, and the Congress of the '50s and '60s said, Look, we're not fighting the Soviet Union; we're fighting Soviet proxies. Yes, we wanna give you certain military powers, but we don't wanna give you the power to nationalize the entire civilian economy the way you would have if we did a proper Declaration of War, whether it was Korea or Vietnam. So here's a much more limited grant of military power that is intended to protect the rights of the citizens from the vast powers the president gets with a declaration of war.

But now that game has gone into reverse. We have now a situation where presidents are asserting these--or this president is asserting powers with no basis of any kind, and Congress has not been asked even to give him any kind of authorization. And innocent people may be being killed.

Nichols: Well, in the past, the other way that presidents got around this was to say that they were exercising force in accordance with treaty obligations. And that is a legal out, right? How do you go into Vietnam, for example? You say, Well, we are members of SEATO, Southeast Asian Treaty Organization. This is an alliance obligation. Treaties are the law of the land; the president executes the laws--

Frum: There was also an authorization, the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.

Nichols: Right, there was a resolution. But the president can always say--God forbid, there had been a World War III, he [could have] said, I can send troops in under my obligations as America as a signatory to the NATO treaty.

There is no treaty. There is no law. There is no--I feel like I'm about to go all Al Gore--no controlling legal authority here that tells the president that he can just go kill people because he happens to think they're bad for our country. Why not counterfeiters? Why not bootleggers? Why drug black marketeers? Why not just start killing anybody that you happen to think is doing something bad to the United States? And I think he's doing this--well, I think the link between what he's doing overseas and the link to domestic politics is very clear. He's trying to establish the precedent that the military will do what he says, kill the people he wants killed, and undertake the operations he wants undertaken, no matter where they are.

Frum: And I think with the drug case, he's also trying to make Americans falsely believe, as he often does, that their domestic problems are the fault of foreigners.

Nichols: Of other people, right.

Frum: One of my favorite drug war stories is a story that is told both by Daniel Patrick Moynihan and by George Shultz in their respective memoirs. But the story is that Daniel Patrick Moynihan--you probably know the story--was the first federal drug czar in the Nixon administration. That is, Nixon created an office in the White House, Office of National Drug Control Policy, Moynihan was put in charge, and he became known as the drug czar. And in 1971, the United States executes the largest--in cooperation, I think, with the French police--the largest drug bust in the history of the world to that date: the famous French Connection that became the basis of the Gene Hackman movie--

Nichols: Popeye Doyle, baby.

Frum: So Moynihan is very excited when he gets word, and he commands a helicopter to take him to Camp David to brief the president personally about this tremendous victory, and as he gets into the helicopter, there is Secretary of Labor George Shultz, with the big helicopter earmuffs, reading the Financial Times or The Wall Street Journal. And Moynihan, over the helicopter communication device, just gushes with enthusiasm: We've just completed the biggest drug interception in the history of the world. And Shultz, utterly uninterested, says, Congratulations. Nice job. You don't understand, says Moynihan. This is the biggest drug bust in the history of the world.Good, [says Shultz], congratulations. And Moynihan's a little hurt, a little crestfallen. And then he remembers, before Shultz went into government, he taught economics at the University of Chicago: George, I imagine you think that so long as there's a demand for drugs in the United States, there will be a supply from somewhere. And Shultz now looked up interested for the first time and said, There may be hope for you after all.

Nichols: Yeah, I actually hadn't heard that story.

Frum: Oh, it's in both their memoirs, and--

Nichols: It's a great story.

Frum: --and the point is, Americans were dying in very large numbers from fentanyl overdoses in the teens. It came to a peak in 2020. And then, thanks to different policies, thanks to the availability of drugs that interfere with drug overdoses, those numbers have come down a little bit. But it remains an article of faith to Trump and the people around him and especially to Vice President [J. D.] Vance: This is something that bad foreigners have done to Americans, not that Americans are doing to themselves. And if we can only punish the foreigners enough, virtuous Americans will not be lured into drug dependency. But that's, of course, not how it works. It's the demand that brings forth the supply. It's a domestic problem.

Nichols: There was a great quip, and I'm trying to remember who said it on social media, where somebody said, Yes, we're in danger from drug traffickers the way that my cholesterol levels are in danger from Dairy Queen. This is something that we seem to learn over and over again. You and I are both old enough to remember the first War on Drugs, the French Connection, then the War on Drugs in the '80s, and then the War on Drugs in the '90s, and all it did was drive up the price of drugs and make it more profitable. But the heroin epidemic of the '70s, you know how that ended; it ended when a lot of people died from taking heroin. That's what snuffed it out.

Frum: The War on Drugs--I think we didn't use so much War on Drugs analogy--the logic of the "Just Say No" campaign that was publicized by Nancy Reagan was, that was an attempt to address demand. It's a triangle--there are three basic remedies, or outcomes, to the drug problem. One is you attack supply. The second is you attack demand. And the third is you learn to live with the drugs. And all of them are evil, right? Learning to live with the drugs means Americans suffer and die in preventable numbers. Dealing with the demand means that Americans go to prison because you punish both the low-level dealers and the users. And the supply means that you end up at war with the rest of the planet and trying to put your fingers in infinite numbers of holes in dikes as the drugs flow in. All of them are imperfect, and sound policy begins with some kind of balance.

But the Trump policy is to say, Look, we are going to blame entirely suppliers, and not only suppliers, but foreign suppliers, and we're going to kill them, and we are going to imagine that this is doing something, when, of course, as George Shultz will tell us--

Nichols: That's because it's not about drugs. I'm convinced that this policy in Central America is not about drugs, David. I think it's about--

Frum: Training the military to do bad things.

Nichols: Right. I don't think Donald Trump cares a whit about fentanyl and drugs coming into the United States. I think Donald Trump lives in a world where everything is graded in terms of How does this affect me and help me and help my political fortunes? And other people--J. D. Vance knows better. He tried to set up a nonprofit about this and then kind of walked away from it. Everybody knows that this is not the game. And I think it's not just to blame it on foreigners, which, of course, is a classic kind of MAGA world grievance issue, right? If you're unemployed, it's because of the Chinese. If your kid is in the basement playing video games all day, it's because of evil programmer somewhere. If your kid's taking drugs, it's 'cause of the Mexicans.

Frum: Yeah, or they also like to blame women: If your kid's in the basement, it's because no girl will marry him, and we need to punish women some more to make them marry your feckless son.

Nichols: Right. And then the next step is and the answer to this is always to militarize the problem. Every time Trump seems to run into something he can't solve, you can almost see him saying, Well, maybe the Army can do this.

I think there's two reasons for it. One is, he is childlike; he is fascinated by displays of military power in the way an 8-year-old is. But also he's figured out, the whole rest of the federal bureaucracy can slow-roll him, can object, can rat him out to Congress. He is really counting on the military to be the people who keep his secrets, execute his orders, do what they're told. I would really like to know why this four-star in charge of Southcom retired early. If it was under protest, I think he should tell the nation.

Frum: Does that person have some kind of moral duty to be public? Because the military creed is: You go quietly and keep your counsel. Maybe you talk to your fellow four-stars. Do you think he has a duty to do more?

Nichols: I would say under most circumstances, yes, but not now. We are in an extreme situation, and if you've resigned because you think that you're killing people illegally, then your duty as an American citizen supersedes--remember what George Washington said? "When we took up the soldier, we did not lay aside the citizen." You are, first and foremost, a citizen of the United States, and if people are getting killed, if the president is turning the military into a hit squad, you need to say something.

And I've been really upset about the fact that there's been a lot of that--and I don't wanna call out generals, because I have never been a general. That's a tough job; I wouldn't wanna be responsible for hundreds of thousands of human lives. On the other hand, when these people enter the political sphere, I think they have a responsibility to speak up.

One of the things that really bothered me--and this was a bad sign in civil-military relations--years ago, [former Secretary of Defense] Jim Mattis was testifying before Congress, and [Senator] Tim Kaine was pressing him on an important issue, and Mattis said, Well, Senator, I'm not a political guy. Well, I'm sorry, but once you're a Cabinet secretary and the secretary of defense, you're a political guy. You don't get to hold up the four-star flag and say, That's not me. I'm just an operator. I'm just a problem-solver. No, if you have gone before the U.S. Senate wearing civilian clothes and been confirmed as the secretary of defense, you're a political guy after that.

Frum: Well, there was a reason why there used to be a law that said former generals could not become secretary of defense--

Nichols: It was a good law.

Frum: --because of just this reason.

If there are air strikes on the Latin American or South American or Mexican mainland, innocent people are certain to be killed because air strikes are so imprecise, even the best. Trump, from the beginning of his administration, began flying drones over Mexican territory without notifying the Mexicans. This was reported by CNN. The Mexicans found out from American news media. And then, because of the enormous pressure on the Mexican government, they hastily gave permission for something that they didn't know about.

But the drones they are flying are Predators, which can be armed and may be armed. Now, so far, there have been no strikes, and so far, the reports are that the drones remain, to date, not armed. But that may or may not be true, that may or may not be up to date. And sooner or later, there may be a Predator drone strike inside Mexico. There may be a bomber strike inside Colombia, maybe one inside Venezuela. At that point, we're into a bigger conflict. Well, is there anything inside the military that says, I need to see some paper here, sir, from Congress, from somebody?

Nichols: I think we're past that point, David--

Frum: Mm-hmm, they're going to do it--

Nichols: --I think we passed that point--

Frum: They're going to do it.

Nichols: --eight boats ago. But now--

Frum: They're going to do it.

Nichols: --the thing is, if you strike an unmarked boat in international waters, you can sort of slip under the kind of, like, Well--you can hand-wave away a lot of stuff--it's piracy. They were bad guys. We thought they were gonna shoot at us. You can make up a lot of stuff.

If you attack a sovereign nation and its territory, it's an act of war. I know there's a lot of divided opinion about whether we should have struck Iran. Of all the places that I have supported going to war, I have always been really reticent about bombing a country of 92 million people that, basically, many of whom would be on our side, given the chance. Same thing here. You could argue that Iran's a one-off. We did it under, again, some kind of nonproliferation regime that gives us a kind of pushed open door in that region.

Attacking Venezuela or Mexico, there is absolutely nothing, no legal cover for that. And I don't know how Americans would respond to a president who said, I'm gonna keep us out of war, and I don't know how the military is gonna respond to a president who said, I'm gonna keep us out of war, and now I'm ordering you into combat as a war of discretion to take out people who are not--I'm gonna sound like a political-science professor here for a minute--people who are not actually state agents. These are attacking nonstate actors in some way 'cause they're drug dealers, right? They're not the Venezuelan military or whatever.

But what Trump, I think, will do, and I think there's two things that will come out of this; he'll say, While the Venezuelan military was in our way, or they tried to obstruct us when we were--because you can make the argument that terrorists, 'cause remember, Trump has declared these people terrorists. So there is this Shultz doctrine that says if they're in a third country and that country can't or won't do anything about them, you have some grounding for going after them, which is why I think he declared them that.

But I think, going back to the domestic environment, the election will come up next year, and Donald Trump's gonna say, How can you dare criticize me or anybody else when this country's at war and our brave boys are overseas fighting the drug lords like Arnold Schwarzenegger and Steven Seagal hitting the beaches in Commando?

Frum: I wrote a dystopian novel a long time ago in which the background of the novel is this long-running war inside Mexico that no one can quite remember how the United States stumbled into, but it can't find any way to get out of. And as Americans have discovered, these kinds of conflicts are easy to start, hard to end. It's hard to define an end state.

There's also, I think, a risk that is being very underplayed, which is, the major drug cartels have had a practice--I'm no kind of expert, but you can observe it--of not hitting back, and certainly not hitting back on American territory, that it's just more trouble than it's worth. And they try to avoid tangling with Americans. You'll remember an incident that happened two or three years ago where a group of Americans were intercepted by a drug gang at the border. The drug gang thought they were Haitians who were trying to cut into their drug-smuggling business. They killed two, but they realized the survivors were American, and they released them and then volunteered a bunch of low-level narcos, saying, We're so sorry. We did it. We turn ourselves in to the Mexican authorities. They don't want to tangle with the United States.

But they have some capabilities if they ever did want to. They could let off car bombs in the streets of Texas and California pretty easily. They don't, and maybe they never would, but it's the kind of thing that, if you had a process, somebody would be saying, Have we considered what the other party's countermove to our moves are? And it doesn't look like that kind of process is happening at all.

Nichols: I was talking with friends who have to teach this stuff at both military and civilian institutions, and it's like, how do you teach the American national security process now? There isn't one. It's whatever Donald Trump--it's all vibes, right? It's whatever Donald Trump feels at any given moment. And the problem is that he has--it's a problem for us; it's an advantage to him--that he surrounded himself with people who say, I am anticipating that he wants to do this. I will always have a plan ready to say, "You bet, boss. I got a plan for striking Venezuela."

And I don't think they've thought it through. I don't think they care about thinking it through, David. I think they wanna be able to say, America's at war. Anybody who opposes the president is a traitor.

Frum: Last question before I let you go, with gratitude for your time: Greenland. The United States must have a plan for invading Greenland. American troops are deployed to Greenland in March of 1941, before the United States entered the Second World War, to secure Greenland against use as a German U-boat base. They operated with the approval of the local Greenland authorities. Denmark was then under Nazi occupation, so the Danish government was surely not displeased. And during the Cold War, there were always war games about, Well, what if the Soviets made a move on northern Greenland? So there must be these plans now. What happens if you tell an American officer, I wanna carry out a military attack on the territory of a NATO ally? Do they raise an eyebrow, or do they just do it?

Nichols: (Exhales.) I think you've finally gotten to a scenario that is so crystal clear--and maybe years of teaching military officers has made me too optimistic--I have to think that there are, even at lower levels, there are gonna be officers who are gonna say, I'm not doing that. I'm not killing--

Frum: Because they understand a treaty is a law in the United States.

Nichols: Well, also, they've trained with these guys. As you pointed out, look, we had plans during the Cold War--the GIUK gap, remember, the Greenland-Iceland-U.K. gap. This was gonna be where the Soviets were gonna come pouring through--

Frum: Or northern Norway. That was another--

Nichols: Right. We were worried about having to secure Iceland, Greenland, and Norway rather than let that fall. In fact, the Tom Clancy book Red Storm Rising, right, big attack on Keflavik, right? Iceland becomes the pivot upon which the world turns, you know? But it wasn't that dumb an idea, because that's a really strategically important place. But the idea that, somehow, the government of Denmark would say, Thank you for your invitation to join Greenland; we have declined it, and the president says, Seize all these cities, and--small though they are--seize these bases. Put the military--there are gonna be military guys--I've had Danes in my class, Danish officers sitting in my classroom. You're gonna tell Americans, Hey, that captain that you trained with, you're gonna have to blow 'em outta the water if they approach. I want to believe that an attack on a NATO ally would spark an internal revolt within the United States and the U.S. military. I want to believe that. Will it happen? It depends on how many people are watching TV at any given moment, I guess.

Frum: I'll leave you with this thought. Secretary of the Treasury [Scott] Bessent recently gave an interview, I think, on one of the financial channels where he talked about the American strategy on dealing with China, and he said, We're going to mobilize our allies to work with us. Mobilize our what? Our what? You don't have very--there's El Salvador; there's maybe Israel; there's maybe Russia. Everybody else is waiting for the United States to attack them.

Nichols: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Frum: It's dismal. Dismal--

Nichols: Well, we're getting to the point, I hate to say, that--I used to take pride--so much of this has been humbling for an Atlanticist and an American exceptionalist like you, like me. It's humbling to say, I used to take pride in the fact that the Russians had no friends in the world and the Americans had plenty, right? Part of the reason Russia was always, even after the Soviet Union, Russia was always in the mess it was in: because they don't have friends; they have clients. It's all very transactional.

We're becoming that. We're becoming this kind of friendless, powerful state that just has clients rather--I mean, I kept a NATO flag in my office because I felt like this was not just an alliance of convenience; I felt like this was a fraternity of free and democratic nations committed to an idea that they were willing to die for. And this president--and I still think, David, I wanna believe it--I still believe that when this man leaves office, if he leaves office, that we can come back to that, we can recover our senses.

But right now, the president--and this is a problem for civil-military relations--the president is saying, We don't really have any friends. You have me. I'm the commander. And if I tell you to attack somebody to whom we are bound by history and treaty, you're gonna do it anyway. Remember when he was asked about torture in the first election, and he said, Well, if I tell the generals to do it, they'll do it. Well, the military pushed back and said, We won't do that. And I think, to this day, he didn't like that answer.

Frum: Yeah. Let's continue to believe it. Let's continue to hope for it. Tom, thank you so much for making time for me today.

Nichols: Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tom Nichols for joining me this week on The David Frum Show. I am so grateful to him for joining and to you for watching.

As I mentioned at the top of the show, my book this week is not a book at all, but a play: Rhinoceros by Eugene Ionesco. Ionesco was a Romanian-born writer who lived much of his life in France and wrote mostly in French. He lived through the Second World War in both Romania and France, the first half of the war in Romania and then, in 1942, in France. He witnessed in the 1930s the rise of communism and fascism and Nazism and other extremist ideologies, and then he lived the experience of military occupation and dictatorship. In 1959, he wrote a play to make sense of the personality changes he had seen among the people he knew in the terrible era of the 1930s. That play was Rhinoceros.

I'll start with the plot of the play and then tell you a little bit about my encounter with it. The play is set in a small French town by the sea. One by one--and with no more explanation than that--one by one, the people of the town begin transforming into rhinoceroses: thundering, trumpeting, mindless beasts that move in herds, that carry out destruction, and have no regard for human life or human decency, human values. Somehow--and for, again, no explained reason--the town drunkard,   Berenger, is exempted from this transformation, even as more upstanding citizens become rhinoceros beasts. Eventually the human population of the town is reduced to just two people: Berenger and the woman he loves, Daisy. But even Daisy admires the rhinoceroses; she sees them as beautiful and mighty. And she comes to lose respect for Berenger because he alone is standing against them. The lovers quarrel, Berenger strikes Daisy, and with that, she abandons him, and in her anger, she too goes off to join the beasts. Whether she'll actually become a beast or not is left ambiguous, but she is with the beasts, and Berenger is left alone.

I first saw this play as a boy in my mid-teens in 1974 or '75. The play I saw was the movie version--you can still see it on YouTube and other platforms--starring Zero Mostel and Gene Wilder as Berenger. During the Trump years, I found myself thinking about this play more and more often because it often seemed that long-standing friends of mine were turning into rhinoceroses: mindless, trumpeting beasts. And sometimes people were not becoming rhinoceroses who quite surprised me, like Berenger, the very last person you would think would be a person of integrity and resistance. I too saw this among some of the people I knew who I was genuinely surprised--I did not think it would be them, but it was them.

I read the play in text, and I was reading it again just a little while ago because I had somebody very particular as in mind in the rhinoceros category. When you read the play, as opposed to watching the Zero Mostel-Gene Wilder version, there's something very striking. In the Zero Mostel-Gene Wilder version, Berenger gives a final speech in a mood of defiance. He climbs to a tall building, he addresses the world, and he shouts his resistance. It's much more ambiguous in the text of the play, and let me read you the concluding portion of the final monologue.

Berenger is alone; Daisy's abandoned him. And he says, "I've only myself to blame; I should have gone with them while there was still time. Now it's too late! Now I'm a monster, just a monster. Now I'll never become a rhinoceros, never, never! I've gone past changing. I want to, I really do, but I can't, I just can't. I can't stand the sight of me. I'm too ashamed!" And he's been looking in the mirror here. He turns his back on himself in the mirror, and he says, "I'm so ugly! People who try to hang on to their individuality always come to a bad end." And then he gives his final oration, and you can imagine this being delivered in many different ways: "Oh well, too bad! I'll take on the whole lot of them! I'll put up a fight against the ... lot of them, the whole lot of them. I'm the last man left, and I'm staying that way until the end. I'm not capitulating!" Now, you can play that defiantly, as Gene Wilder did. You can play it with resignation. You can play it with cynical humor. I think it's an ending that speaks to all of us in these dark times. "I'll take on the whole lot of them. I'll put up a fight against them to the end. I'm the last man left, and..." I'm sorry; I beg your--"I'll put up a fight against the lot of them, the whole lot of them. I'm the last man left, and I'm staying that way until the end. I'm not capitulating!"

One of the things that struck me as I reread this monologue just before preparing this talk was there's no action plan here. One of the things that we're often asked in the Trump years is, Okay, okay, got it. What's our plan? And what Ionesco tells us is, before the plan, there's the moment of decision, and unlikely people are going to have to make that decision, but they have to decide, I'm not capitulating. And once that decision is made, only then can the plan appear. But, again, it begins as a moral choice, and that's a moral choice I'm counting on more and more Americans to make, even those who, for a time, spent some time among the rhinoceroses or as rhinoceroses.

Thanks so much for watching or listening to The David Frum Show this week. I hope you'll join us again next week on whatever platform you choose, video or audio. Remember, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're minded to do so, is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That supports my work and that of all of my colleagues at The Atlantic. You might also consider signing up for a David Frum alert on The Atlantic site, which will let you know when I post a new article.

Again, thanks so much for being with us this week, whether you are listening or whether you're watching. I'm David Frum. See you next week. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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Nine Movies That Break Down How Fear Works

What to watch to understand your terror

by The Atlantic Culture Desk

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Updated at 1:30 p.m. ET on Oct. 30, 2025

Part of the fun of asking someone what movies scare them is that the answers tend to be unpredictable. Fear is individual, specific, and deeply felt: A person made anxious by the ocean may not be able to bear watching Jaws but be totally fine with the monsters-loose-on-an-island premise of Jurassic Park. Sometimes, a frightened reaction is inexplicable. But the most terrifying films are the ones that force us to question why we're so afraid at all--and what makes the image or moment on-screen so effective.

The nine movies below do just that. They illuminate our unease in the way only cinema can. Stylistically and tonally, they run the gamut--some evoke a creeping sense of dread, and others offer more blunt provocation. Some find the dark contours of comedy; others masterfully deploy pathos. The one quality they share: They really, truly scared us.






Batman (1989, directed by Tim Burton)

I was a latchkey kid with an older brother, and so growing up was regularly terrorized by age-inappropriate movies. But the most indelible by far was Tim Burton's 1989 Batman, which I watched at the age of 6 or 7 and proceeded to lose sleep over for the next half decade. Unlike Cesar Romero's Joker from the child-friendly TV Batman, cheery and inane, Jack Nicholson's version is fully monstrous--sneering and sadistic, his dead eyes obscene next to his rictus grin. But the quality that terrified me the most in the Joker was his unpredictability. He's an unexploded bomb, a hyena with a machine gun. His art form is chaos, and the unrestrained fear that chaos can provoke. (The Joker's supermarket stunt, in which he tells the people of Gotham that their toiletries will kill them, but not which ones, exploits exactly that sense of tumult.) I've grown up enough to be able to appreciate Batman as a work of cinema but am still regularly terrified by volatility.  -- Sophie Gilbert

How to watch: Stream on HBO Max




Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988, directed by Robert Zemeckis)

Squint and it might seem like a film for kids. I'm guessing that's why one of my first moviegoing memories is watching, from behind my fingers, Who Framed Roger Rabbit. In truth, it's a nervy noir about humans living alongside toons in not-so-perfect harmony, a world where twisted zeal and greed hide shocking secrets. Live action and animation come together in mind-bending ways, in service of the titular mystery. What really got me was the movie's last act, which exposes a conspiracy involving the villainous Judge Doom and a paint-thinner-ish goo called Dip that's lethal just to toons. The implication of the goo was terrifying: It meant that the toons, those physics-defying ink-and-paint characters that could seemingly survive anything, were, in fact, mortal. I didn't understand then why that scene was so chilling, but now I recall it as the first time that I saw a film's form--in this case, the mixed-media approach that makes the toons' vulnerability so clear--completely transform my emotional response to a story.  -- Jane Kim

How to watch: Stream on Disney+




Scream (1996, directed by Wes Craven)

As a preteen who was just starting to get into movies, I was unmoved by the meta-textual part of Scream's premise--that it is an ironically faithful send-up of the horror genre itself. I didn't care that the masked murderer was operating by the storytelling "rules" of slasher movies; I was just alarmed that he could break into your house with a knife. Such is the brilliance of Wes Craven's self-aware spin on serial-killer tropes, which manages to both mock a generation of teenagers raised on the campy likes of Friday the 13th and deliver honest scares in its own right. The opening sequence, in which a teen (played by Drew Barrymore) is terrorized by the Ghostface killer while she is home alone, is the most unsettling scene Craven ever delivered in a storied career: an extended, torturous guessing game by phone that makes the audience sit in the tormentee's sense of terror. It awakened me to the unsettling permeability of our homes, ostensibly our safest spaces--any window or door could be breached by a bloodthirsty stranger in the night.  -- David Sims

How to watch: Stream on Paramount+, Peacock

Read: 25 of the best horror films you can watch, ranked by scariness




Akira (1988, directed by Katsuhiro Otomo)

I love Akira, despite the distressing lesson it taught me: that a movie could induce an intensely physical reaction. The 1988 cyberpunk anime is far from a realistic tale; Tokyo, in 2019, is still recovering from a psychically induced cataclysm three decades prior. As the government works to capture anyone with telekinetic powers capable of such devastation, gang violence and corruption overrun the city. This dystopia is entrancing on-screen, thanks to meticulous animation; the film is rightfully considered one of the medium's most impressive feats. Unfortunately for the squeamish 12-year-old me, the lifelike fluidity intensifies the story's body-horror elements. Over the course of the movie, a psychically gifted teen breaks down under the weight of his abilities--most viscerally in a sequence in which his body, seemingly completely out of his control, mutates into an ever-growing mass of flesh. Akira luxuriates in the scene's nauseating sounds, and the visual transformation is almost tactile. Twenty years after I first watched it, I still swear I can feel phantom pains.  -- Allegra Frank

How to watch: Stream on Crunchyroll




Pet Sematary (1989, directed by Mary Lambert)

At 14, I was on what already was a years-long project of devouring most of Stephen King's work (my reading stamina owes everything to The Stand, unabridged), and I firmly believed horror movies no longer held sway over my dreams. I was wrong--after watching Mary Lambert's adaptation of Pet Sematary, I couldn't sleep for days. In the film, a cat is hit by a car and resurrected via a secret burial ground. It returns to its family, alive but not quite right. When the family's youngest child dies, his father feels that he has only one choice: to bury his son in the same cursed place, knowing full well the consequences. The situation devolves from there, in a sort of micro-zombie apocalypse. The desire for loved ones to return after their death is deeply human, driving mourners so far as to hallucinate the deceased into existence. King's unshakeable ghost story doubles as a thesis for the genre's existence: I think we see ghosts because we want to believe that the dead can be revived, and we fear ghosts because we know they can't.  -- Boris Kachka

How to watch: Stream on Paramount+




Battle Royale (2000, directed by Kinji Fukasaku)

Battle Royale, the dystopian thriller in which junior-high students must kill one another as part of a state-mandated "game," is perhaps best known for having extremely limited distribution outside Japan for years because of its violence. But when I watched it at age 8 off a bootleg Chinese DVD, I was most disturbed by how easily the characters--played by a cast of young adults themselves--descend into emotional cruelty: the way best friends fall apart over small misunderstandings, how trivial gossip foments lethal paranoia and resentment. Teenagedom, as a result, terrified me. I entered high school determined to be liked; by peppering natural, often unexpectedly earnest dialogue with sudden bursts of brutality, the director Kinji Fukasaku so effectively conveyed the horrors of juvenile angst that I feared angering the wrong peers, and the real frictions of growing up. Yet that depth is what makes Battle Royale so haunting. It's more than merely a horror classic; it's a coming-of-age one too.  -- Shirley Li

How to watch: Stream on Prime Video

Read: 10 'scary' movies for people who don't like horror




The Blair Witch Project (1999, directed by Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez)

Most of the mythos that launched The Blair Witch Project to cult status--its use of supposed found footage, a marketing campaign that involved faux missing-person posters--had faded by the time I first watched it, around 2013. But watching the three students, armed with a shaky camcorder, hunt for the titular spirit, I found my assumed familiarity fading into dread. The film asserts itself as the remaining record of the filmmakers, who disappeared; what was then an eerie idea is now an unnerving reality. The internet has existed for long enough to be littered with artifacts of the missing and dead--photos, videos, posts. The Blair Witch Project, with its pseudo-documentary conceit, portended today's digital voyeurism: I knew that things would end badly for these young people, but I also couldn't look away.  -- Elise Hannum

How to watch: Rent on Prime Video and YouTube




Saw (2004, directed by James Wan)

The woman with a reverse bear trap locked around her head lives on in my mind: Bulky and menacing, the metal contraption threatens to rip her jaw apart unless she can find a key that will unlock it. It's a striking visual; even thinking about it makes the corners of my mouth itch. It's also exactly the kind of image that most people remember about Saw, the 2004 movie that spawned about a gazillion grisly sequels. But the original film's scares succeed because of their tension--how the story drags out the inevitable over nearly two excruciating hours. The main characters, who wake up chained to pipes, quickly realize amputating their own foot is the only means of escape. It takes much longer for their other efforts to fail, one by one. In Saw, the strongest fear may not be the threat of an outside villain endangering your life but how far you may have to go to save it.  -- Serena Dai

How to watch: Stream on Hulu




Click (2006, directed by Frank Coraci)

Underneath this Adam Sandler comedy's goofy jigs and fart jokes is a compilation of emotional horrors as potent as any jump scare. At a Bed, Bath & Beyond, Sandler's protagonist happens upon a remote control that can manipulate the universe--which he uses to fast-forward through minor inconveniences such as traffic jams and to anticipated milestones such as work promotions. In the style of a Greek tragedy, the film goes on to depict protracted, ever-escalating scenes of misfortune: Sandler's character skips over decades of his life, missing his kids' childhoods and the everyday texture of his marriage. When I watched this movie in elementary school, it introduced me to an existential terror of living life on autopilot, to the harrowing brevity of human existence, and to the real cost of chasing goals at the expense of nurturing relationships.  -- Valerie Trapp

How to watch: Stream on Hulu



This article originally misstated the events of a scene in Saw. A woman must prevent a reverse bear trap from opening.

*Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Artisan Entertainment / Everett Collection; Buena Vista / Everett Collection; Dimension Films / Everett Collection; Everett Collection; Lions Gate / Everett Collection; Mary Evans / Toei Co / Ronald Grant / Everett Collection; Paramount / Everett Collection.
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Trump Is Sleepwalking Into Political Disaster

A health-care battle tarnished the president's first term. Here he goes again.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




The most glaring self-inflicted wound from Donald Trump's first term in office was his decision in 2017 to let Paul Ryan and other traditional Republicans push him into a futile war to repeal the Affordable Care Act. From Ryan's perspective, the decision made perfect sense: He and his allies despised the welfare state in general and the ACA in particular, and saw Trump's presidency as a final chance to destroy the hated law before its roots grew too deep.

From Trump's perspective, the move was a fiasco. By dint of the threat to repeal it and take health insurance from millions of Americans, the ACA became more popular. The repeal effort exposed the hollowness of his grand promises to give everybody "terrific" insurance, and drove a midterm-election backlash that handed Democrats control of the House of Representatives.

Eight years on, Trump has plainly failed to learn his lesson.

Annie Lowrey: How are we still fighting about Obamacare?

His signature One Big Beautiful Bill Act, signed into law over the summer, already wreaks havoc on the country's health-care system by gutting Medicaid; it's expected to eliminate coverage for about 7.5 million people by 2034. The legislation also failed to extend pandemic-era subsidies, which are set to expire at the end of the year, for health insurance bought through ACA marketplaces. Without these subsidies, premiums will spike for about 20 million Americans--many of them small-business owners and self-employed workers--in January. Republicans in Congress have refused to add these subsidies to their budget bill, and congressional Democrats refuse to pass a budget without these subsidies. This is the main reason for the federal-government shutdown, now entering its fifth week.

The 2018 elections reflected public anger over the Republican Party's efforts to make health care less affordable for millions of Americans. In 2026 and 2028, Republicans will face an electorate that is already experiencing the surging costs and loss of coverage that was merely hypothetical in 2018. But instead of trying to contain this catastrophe, Trump is doing nothing.

Health care is not a hill on which Trump is willing to die. He detests Barack Obama and delighted in the prospect of eliminating his predecessor's signature domestic-policy legacy, but his goal in 2017 wasn't to make health insurance impossibly unaffordable for Americans. He either believed Republicans' propaganda that Obamacare was such a "trainwreck" that they could easily write a better law, or somehow believed he could simply lure Democrats to the negotiating table for a new plan. His failure was humiliating and politically costly.

The politics of rolling back Obamacare have not improved since then. Nearly 80 percent of the public wants to extend the ACA subsidies that are set to end.

Trump himself at least seems to grasp the risks, and has sought to position himself as a problem-solver on the issue. "I'd like to see a deal made for great health care," he told reporters earlier this month. "Yeah, I want to see great health; I'm a Republican, but I want to see health care, but much more so than the Democrats." The president has long recognized the Democratic Party's advantage on social-insurance programs and has tried to rhetorically co-opt it. But the populist slogans don't help if people are actually losing their health coverage or paying way more for it, both of which are slated to occur on his watch.

Why, then, is Trump back on this hill?

One possible reason is that Trump blames the shortcomings of his first term almost entirely on his enemies: the media, the "deep state," and the disloyal members of his first administration who refused to follow his most authoritarian impulses. His second term has focused, with chilling success, on knocking down these obstacles. He has intimidated the media into more favorable coverage, purged the bureaucracy, and staffed his administration with loyalists who won't question the moral or legal basis for his orders.

That doesn't mean Trump has no regrets over his ill-fated attempt to repeal Obamacare. But his singular focus on crushing enemies and compelling loyalty at least suggests a lack of attention to other causes of his first-term struggles.

A second explanation is that Republicans in Congress are still too obsessed with rolling back Obamacare to worry about or even acknowledge the political damage they are inflicting on their party--and their president.

"Premiums are going up because health care costs are going up. Because Obamacare is a disaster," insists Senator Rick Scott, in defiance of projections that the withdrawal of subsidies is what will cause premiums to skyrocket. "At least among Republicans, there's a growing sense that just maintaining the status quo is very destructive," says Brian Blase, the president of the right-wing Paragon Health Institute. Blase has been busily publishing papers purporting to show that throwing people off Medicaid somehow won't make them less healthy and that eliminating insurance subsidies harms only insurers, not people.

David Frum: The shutdown is a knife at a gun fight

The anti-government wing of the Republican Party harbors an aversion to social welfare that's so deep-seated, the GOP doesn't seem to mind the political risks.

In this case, it seems that Trump's generalized animosity for the opposing party has overwhelmed his political survival instinct. The president probably doesn't want to throw Americans off of their health insurance, and he certainly doesn't want masses of angry, uninsured voters flooding the polls next year. But cutting a deal to preserve these ACA subsidies would mean angering Republicans who suck up to him and handing Democrats a win. That, of course, is a nonstarter. He'd clearly prefer to drift through a government shutdown and sleepwalk into a political disaster that, when it strikes, will seem quite familiar.
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Winners of a Panoramic-Photo Competition

Some of the highest-scoring images from this year's 2025 Epson International Pano Awards

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 29 Oct 2025


The Enchanted Chase, 21st Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. New Mexico. ((c) Lauren Baca / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




The Whales Welcome, 4th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. The Kingdom of Tonga. ((c) Matthew Smith / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Dawn in the Mountains, 70th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Torres del Paine National Park. ((c) Luciano Oliveira / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Drooling, 4th Place, Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Kenya. ((c) Xuejun Long / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Svolvaer by Night, 20th Place, Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Svolvaer, Lofoten, Norway. ((c) Li Yuan / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Into the Mist, 31st Place, Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Louisiana. ((c) Nickolas Warner / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Love Locks, 16th Place, Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. Cologne, Germany. ((c) Christopher Baker / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Triangle Swimming Pool, 52nd place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Hong Kong. ((c) Hin Kau Chan / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Through the Palette, first place, Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture, and overall amateur runner-up. Madrid. ((c) Pedro Nogales / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Relaxing in the Snow, 37th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. On the coast of Hudson Bay, in Canada's Wapusk National Park. ((c) Daniel Valverde / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Whispers of the Mountains-5, 48th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. New Zealand. ((c) Richard Li / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




The Lion Whisperer, 82nd place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Serengeti, Tanzania. ((c) Marina Cano / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Glowworm Cave, 26th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Lugu, Nantou, Taiwan. ((c) Shang Yao-yuan / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Neolucanus maximus, 7th place, Open--Nature / Landscapes. ((c) Yuan Ji / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Stranded, 28th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Hong Kong. ((c) Andy Wong / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Entstehung, 21st place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Iceland. ((c) Lukas Moesch / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Through the Whispering, 11th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Japan. ((c) Shirley Wung / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Seattle in Fog, 21st Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture ((c) David Swindler / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)



To see a full gallery of winners and honorees from this year and previous years, be sure to visit the competition's website.
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How to Make Music Popular Again

The rise of headphone listening has changed us profoundly--and maybe not for the better.

by Jonathan Garrett

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




In 1986, the appeal of "(You Gotta) Fight for Your Right (To Party!)" was delightfully uncomplicated. The Beastie Boys had turned the simple art of rebelling against authority figures--teachers, parents, anyone who seemed like a teacher or a parent--into a rallying cry. One specific moment captured the group's insouciant defiance better than any other: when, in the song, the Beasties start blasting their favorite music loud enough to upset their parents, a purposely abrasive form of protest that all kids could mimic themselves.

My own daughter is 9 years old, but something tells me that when she's a teenager, I won't be banging on her door demanding that she turn the music down. Chances are I'll have to ask her what she's listening to if I want to find out. In the nearly 40 years since the Beastie Boys crashed the charts, the culture of listening has become far more insular. In 2024, about 455 million headphones were sold worldwide, a 59 percent increase over 2014. According to a recent report, 78 percent of streaming consumers now listen to music through headphones or earbuds. Ride public transit or visit a gym and you'll find yourself sharing a physical space with people who are plugged into their headphones, blissfully disconnected from their surroundings. Fittingly, a popular single this summer was Addison Rae's "Headphones On"--a song that luxuriates in sealing yourself off from the outside world.

Headphone listening--the act of playing a highly personalized soundtrack wherever we go--is a surprisingly radical invention, and we're only beginning to contend with its implications. The visible barrier it creates between the listener and everyone else is obvious. Less obvious is the invisible barrier: The more time we spend in our own musical echo chambers, the less likely we are to share a collective cultural experience. The power of music has long been its ability to soundtrack a generation--to evoke emotion, as well as summon a specific time and place. Headphone listening not only isolates the listener; it shrinks music's cultural footprint.

It's hard to imagine now, but at the height of the vinyl era, in the 1960s and '70s, people gathered for album-listening parties. My father remembers being invited to friends' homes on the day a new Beatles album dropped, so they could hear it from start to finish together. In subsequent decades, those group rituals became rarer as genres splintered and people's tastes diversified. The MTV era replaced Baby Boomer monoculture with a constellation of genres that listeners built their identities around: punk, hip-hop, metal. Still, plenty of opportunities for shared listening remained. I grew up in the '90s, and like lots of kids in my generation, I was introduced to many artists through unexpected encounters in public or semipublic settings. In high school, the TVs in the student center were often tuned to MTV; in college, I listened to many albums for the first time in a friend's dorm room.

I also borrowed albums to play alone on headphones, but that was a different experience from today. Private listening was relatively rare, a way to deepen your connection with a specific piece of art. Corded headphones tethered you to the stereo, limiting your sessions. And while the Walkman and Discman allowed for on-the-go privacy, even their most ardent defenders would admit that these devices were clunky compromises. If you wanted to listen to multiple artists or albums on a Discman, you had to lug around a CD wallet--a far cry from our modern, effortless portability.

Now the balance has shifted. Music hasn't disappeared from our social lives, but it is more often consumed privately than communally. This revolution is less a rupture than a culmination of a long shift--from music as a unifying force to music as an individual pursuit. Headphones transform music from something you might once have blasted through speakers--in a car, a dorm, a living room--into something almost entirely confined.

This shift is further enabled by the platforms where most modern fans do their listening. The core promise of streaming services such as Spotify is that you can access nearly the entire history of recorded music at virtually no cost. That abundance is real, but the platforms are designed to keep us moving, not lingering. Even the word streaming suggests a frictionless drift from one song to the next. Breadth is prioritized over depth; the goal is to strengthen loyalty to the platform, not devotion to an artist or album. Listeners are encouraged to hop around tracks on a playlist, not live with an artist's work long enough to let it shape them. I'm confident I would have stumbled upon the Cure's Disintegration had I grown up in the headphone era, but I'm less certain I would have listened long enough for it to leave a lasting impression.

Read: It's okay to leave your headphones at home

When that kind of listening behavior scales up across an entire population, and audiences are spread thin, the cultural conversation quiets. Music is everywhere, but it's less important. In just the past decade, late-night shows' bookings--a reliable rite of passage for musical artists on the edge of a breakthrough--have dropped significantly, to barely 200 performances in 2023. Legacy publications such as NME, once devoted almost entirely to music, have expanded their areas of coverage to survive the era of atomized taste. The live-music industry--now dominated by an exhausting array of festivals with absurdly long artist lineups--reflects the haphazard, algorithmically reinforced tastes built by the culture of headphones.

Music isn't losing ground just to isolationist listening habits but also to the broader explosion of competing entertainments--on-demand TV and film, immersive gaming platforms, social media. Consider how a general-interest publication such as Entertainment Weekly--which debuted in 1990 with k.d. lang on its cover--featured no musical artists on any of its 22 digital covers last year, choosing instead to focus entirely on screen culture. Taken together, these changes raise a disquieting possibility: What if pop music is well on its way to not being popular in any real sense?

And yet, there are signs of a countercurrent, with some newer listening options hinting at a more cohesive alternative. Music-themed cruises--serving metalheads, emo fans, jam-band devotees--are flourishing, offering not only the spectacle of floating concerts but also the chance to share a physically enclosed, specifically curated experience with fellow fans (when done right, at least). Similarly, some music influencers have begun piloting live-listening and album-playback sessions on Twitch--an attempt to transplant a cherished artifact of the analogue era into the digital world. These experiments point to a hunger for musical experiences that are deeper and more communal.

Recently, my wife and I made our own modest attempt to bridge the divide: buying our daughter a small stereo. Weeks later, I realized that I still hadn't heard any sound from her room. When I asked why, she looked embarrassed: "Daddy, I didn't want you to hear anyone say a bad word." Not exactly the defense of headphone listening I expected--but a reminder that music has always lived in the tension between the private and the public, the songs we guard closely and the ones we blast without apology. I can only hope she'll come to appreciate that both have their place.
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The Missing President

Trump has been busy with everything but the government shutdown.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.

He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked for (and, in several cases, received) prosecutions of his political enemies and granted clemency to allies; demanded a $230 million payment to himself from the Justice Department; and authorized numerous strikes on alleged drug boats. Trump has also posted AI-generated videos of himself dressed like a king, using a fighter jet to drop excrement on protesters, or, parodying Blue Oyster Cult's "(Don't Fear) The Reaper," playing cowbell as his budget director (dressed as the Grim Reaper) seeks to traumatize the federal workforce.

But when it comes to the government shutdown, Trump barely seems to be paying attention. Some of this aloofness is by design, the president's aides told us, describing a month-long strategy of putting the onus for reopening the government on Democrats. It's a departure from how Trump handled a shutdown during his first term, when, over the course of 35 days, he employed tactics that are a lot more standard for a president: huddling with lawmakers, empathizing with furloughed workers, and addressing the American public. As the country approaches November 1, when money for food-assistance benefits will run out and many Americans will receive notices stating that their health-care premiums for next year will skyrocket, some Republicans have begun to push back against Trump's absentee approach. They're signaling publicly and in private that they want him to employ a The Art of the Deal-type strategy and help end the shutdown.

Trump is "the leader of the band," Senator Jim Justice of West Virginia told reporters recently. "So at some point in time, the leader of the band is going to step up and guide us." Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky also urged Trump to engage. "I suggest President Trump come forward and name three Republicans and three Democrats in the Senate to an official commission to figure this out," he said on Fox News Sunday.

David Frum: The shutdown is a knife at a gunfight

Some of Trump's closest advisers told us that the president has been distracted and busy dealing with other matters. The past four weeks have been among Trump's most active on foreign policy: The president has brokered a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas, inched the United States to the brink of war with Venezuela, financially supported Argentina, advanced a trade deal with China, slapped additional tariffs on Canada, and attempted diplomacy between Russia and Ukraine. On Sunday, Trump told reporters traveling with him in Asia that he would be open to extending his five-day trip in order to meet with the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un. As Trump has spent his time shaping--or, as is often the case, generating--headlines on these and other issues, the shutdown has receded from the front page, even as large swaths of the bureaucracy remain closed and hundreds of thousands of employees go without pay.

For much of the past month, Republicans felt that they were winning the shutdown debate and that the Democrats they blamed for the impasse would likely splinter. But Democrats have surprised them by remaining largely united on their demands to extend expiring health-care subsidies in exchange for reopening the government, even as the Republican strategy of keeping the House out of commission for weeks and repeatedly holding failed votes in the Senate has started to wear thin with some members.

A group of 13 House Republicans wrote a letter last week to Speaker Mike Johnson, saying that Congress should "immediately turn our focus to the growing crisis of healthcare affordability" once the government reopens. Several Republicans have also called for the House, which has not held a vote since September 19, to return to work.

As the impact of the shutdown threatens to spread deeper into the country, Trump could soon confront the reality that when a crisis hits, the public often turns to the president for leadership--or for blame. It would not be a new concept for Trump, who repeatedly singled out then-President Barack Obama during congressional stalemates over funding. "If there is a shutdown, I think it would be a tremendously negative mark on the president of the United States," Trump said on NBC's Today in 2011. "He's the one that has to get people together."

By 2018, Trump was still publicly opining on the president's ability to make shutdown deals, but this time, he was weighing in from the West Wing. "I am all alone (poor me) in the White House waiting for the Democrats to come back and make a deal," he tweeted on Christmas Eve. As the shutdown continued into the new year, Trump invited Democratic leaders to the White House; canceled a planned trip to the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland; and gave a prime-time speech to assure Americans that his administration was "doing everything in our power to help those impacted by the situation." Even mundane events at the White House became opportunities for Trump to drive his shutdown messaging. When football players from Clemson University visited the White House to celebrate their 2018 national championship, Trump ordered McDonald's. The White House said that Trump paid for the spread himself, because furloughed staff were not available to serve more upscale fare.

Such constraints have not been a factor during the current shutdown. On October 15, dozens of millionaires and billionaires gathered at the White House to sip wine and hear Trump's vision for a grand ballroom. (Most of the attendees, among them executives from Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, and other companies, were also paying for it.) They were served heirloom-tomato panzanella salad and beef Wellington on gold-trimmed plates, according to the Associated Press. By the president's own admission, the 90,000-square-foot ballroom has taken up a large share of his focus lately. He's been having multiple meetings a week about it, and as a demolition crew was reducing the East Wing to rubble, he pointed to a model of the White House that included the ballroom and declared, "I've shown this to everybody that would listen."

Trump sees the project as another way to leave a permanent mark on the White House, his allies told us. He enjoys living in the building--far more than some of his predecessors, who thought that it felt like a museum. For Trump, it's the ultimate status symbol, but the real-estate mogul believes that even the most famous address in the world has gotten a little dated. He has told associates that he wants more of the comforts of Mar-a-Lago at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue--and moving back in after reelection, he wasted little time paving over the Rose Garden for a patio, adding gold trim to the Oval Office, and planting large flag poles on the lawn. The president has told confidants that he loves the idea of seeing Donald J. Trump Ballroom--written in gold letters--etched somewhere in the White House. (The president recently told reporters that he would not be naming the ballroom after himself, and, if you believe that, we've got a fully intact East Wing to sell you.)

Some in the West Wing have delighted at what they perceive to be exaggerated outrage from critics over the destruction of the East Wing. But Trump, Democrats argue, cares more about a ballroom with a $350 million (and rising) price tag than about keeping prices and health-care costs down for average Americans.

Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont highlighted the dichotomy last week, asserting that millions of Americans are on the verge of losing their health care amid a broader cost-of-living crisis.

"Meanwhile, Trump's priorities are demolishing the White House, bailing out Argentina & now threatening war with Venezuela," he wrote on X. "What happened to America First?"

This has become the go-to talking point for Democrats, who are openly seeking a political advantage amid their highest-profile battle in Trump's second term. But Trump, who once boasted, "I alone can fix it," has made himself vulnerable to such attacks by pushing the limits of his presidential powers and repeatedly steamrolling Congress. Democrats and Republicans have said that no legislation to reopen the government will pass without his blessing (Trump recently joked to allies, "I'm the speaker and the president," The New York Times reported).

Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer of New York told reporters last week that he and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had contacted Trump to try to set up a meeting "anytime, any place." Trump has shown no interest, instead asserting that he would be happy to meet with the Democrats after they vote to reopen the government.

Russell Berman: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, a moderate Republican and an occasional Trump critic, told us that he thought it would be "helpful" for the president to get involved, especially because his signature will be needed on any bill that ends the impasse. Unlike GOP leaders, Bacon wants Republicans to start discussing a deal on health care even while the government remains closed. "I'm for negotiating now," Bacon told us.

But he and other Republicans believe that Democrats might fold without a health-care agreement. This week, the largest union representing federal workers, the American Federation of Government Employees, called for an end to the shutdown. The union is a longtime Democratic ally, raising pressure on the party's Senate caucus to relent. "Hopefully, we're close to a cracking point," Bacon said, citing the AFGE's announcement.

Although Trump's strategy has precedent--Obama in 2013 similarly took a stance of no negotiations while the U.S. government was held "hostage over ideological demands"--the president has not made his views clear on the issue at the core of the shutdown fight. Obama asserted that Republican demands that he repeal or delay his signature health-care law were a nonstarter, whereas Trump has not said whether he supports extending health-care subsidies, which are key to any deal to reopen the government.

Instead, Trump has mainly listened to the hard-liners in his inner circle--including Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought and Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller--who have seen the shutdown as a chance to further slice government and target civil servants and perceived political enemies.

Trump has said the closure of the government is "an unprecedented opportunity" to reshape the federal bureaucracy, but his efforts to target "Democrat agencies" for permanent destruction have been stymied by the courts, political realities, and his own limited attention span. He is also struggling to shield his MAGA base from the consequences of the shutdown. Trump accepted $130 million from a wealthy donor to pay the troops after his gambit to repurpose existing funds ran into what he called a "shortfall." (Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent has said that there probably will not be enough money to give troops their next paycheck, on November 15.) Publicly, White House officials remain confident in their strategy. The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told us that Democrats are "holding Americans hostage" and that Trump is "continuing to work night and day" even as the government is closed.

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

"Whether it be ensuring troops were paid, forging historic peace deals, removing dangerous criminals from the streets, lowering prices, or securing more investments for America, President Trump will never stop delivering," she said.

But many in the West Wing have taken notice of the growing number of polls showing that Americans are predominantly blaming the White House and Republicans for the shutdown. They come amid a backdrop of lengthy lines at food banks and airports. Doug Heye, a Republican strategist who worked in House leadership during the 2013 shutdown, told us that both Democrats and Republicans who are waiting for Trump to engage will have to be patient for a while longer.

"Nothing is going to happen before November 1," he said. "And that's when we'll learn where the pressure points are."
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America's Impending Population Collapse

This year, for the first time in nearly a century, more foreign-born people will likely leave the United States than will enter.

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




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

Republicans have a net-zero goal they can finally get behind: not for carbon emissions but for immigration. And they may achieve it as soon as this year. In a July white paper, three economists projected that, in a remarkable departure from decades-long patterns, more foreign-born people will likely leave the United States in 2025 than will enter. In the three months since, the Trump administration's aggressive actions have driven net migration even lower than expected, one of the authors, Wendy Edelberg of the Brookings Institution, told me. Student-visa numbers are lower than previously anticipated. In September, the Department of Homeland Security boasted that since President Donald Trump's return to office, it had deported 400,000 people, more than triple the pace of deportations under the Biden administration; it has billions more to spend on further enforcement efforts, courtesy of Congress and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. An unknown number of people have voluntarily left the country rather than be forced out.

We will not know with certainty for some time whether America has hit net zero, but the White House is already claiming victory. "Promises Made. Promises Kept. NEGATIVE NET MIGRATION for the First Time in 50 Years!" Trump declared on Truth Social in August. Prompted by a CNN report, that claim could, if anything, prove to be too restrained. If the United States experiences negative migration in 2025 and, as seems likely, 2026, it will probably be the first net outflow in nearly a century.

To "America First" true believers, the recent trend heralds a return to a halcyon era. "Finically [sic], culturally, militarily--immigration was net negative. All population growth was from family formation," Stephen Miller, Trump's deputy chief of staff, wrote on X in August. The best data we have, derived from the decennial census, suggest that Miller was incorrect. In the buoyant decades after World War II, net migration was low compared with the Ellis Island era of the early 20th century, but still positive. According to census data, the only decade in American history when migration was net negative was the 1930s--during the Great Depression.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

For the past decade, nativism has proved politically potent enough to carry Trump to the Oval Office twice. It may be powerful enough to bring net migration down to zero, perhaps for some time. If that happens, the America that emerges will be reduced, not just by lower economic growth but also by a shrinking population. The notion that this would at least leave native-born Americans better off is also far-fetched. We know because the United States has tried it before.

American history has featured prior bouts of nativism. Many of the animating grievances are unchanged. In 1921, Calvin Coolidge, the vice president-elect, wrote an article in Good Housekeeping titled "Whose Country Is This?" At the time, the share of Americans born overseas was 13 percent, close to the historical maximum. There was intense worry about the scourge of migrants from Eastern and Southern Europe. "Our country must cease to be regarded as a dumping ground," Coolidge wrote. He warned not just of moral and cultural degradation but also of economic peril: "The unassimilated alien child menaces our children, as the alien industrial worker, who has destruction rather than production in mind, menaces our industry." Subtract the explicit eugenics and simplify the diction, and Coolidge's arguments resemble Trump's warnings.

When Warren Harding died of a heart attack, in 1923, Coolidge ascended to the presidency. "America must be kept American," he said in his first address to Congress. The following year, he signed the Johnson-Reed Act, which ended the country's open-immigration era. Strict quotas were imposed. Northern European countries were given priority, and migrants from Asia and Africa were effectively banned. These harsh limits remained in effect for 40 years.

Hostility toward immigration in American history follows a rough cycle: It increases in proportion to the foreign-born share of the population and the sense of economic precarity among the native-born. Then it relaxes as restrictions come into effect, some migrants return to their home countries, and the descendants of those who remain assimilate into the body politic.

This historical cycle doesn't just offer an abstract guide to the future; it also gives empirical evidence for whether native workers have really benefited from reductions in migration. During the Great Depression, Mexican workers, who filled undesirable jobs on farms, in meatpacking plants, and on railroads, were blamed for immiserating hard-strapped American citizens. Officials took action: More than 400,000 workers of Mexican descent (some of them American citizens) were removed or cajoled into self-deporting. But when the economists Jongkwan Lee, Giovanni Peri, and Vasil Yasenov examined the lingering consequences, they found that places with higher rates of Mexican repatriation had worse outcomes for left-behind natives--who had both slightly lower rates of employment and lower wages. In the 1960s, the Kennedy and Johnson administrations phased out the Bracero Program, which had allowed millions of seasonal Mexican workers to enter the United States to work on farms. An influential study of the policy's effects published in the American Economic Review similarly found that the program's demise did not meaningfully increase wages and employment for native workers. Farms instead reacted by adopting mechanized techniques where they could.

Studies also find similar effects for past drives to remove undocumented immigrants--the aim of the current administration. In 2008, the Department of Homeland Security launched a program known as Secure Communities, which aimed to check the immigration status of everyone arrested in the country. The program went into effect gradually over the course of four years, allowing economists to discern what happened to local labor markets because of deportations. A study in the Journal of Labor Economics, published in 2023, found that the number of undocumented workers had decreased, as intended by policy makers. But the employment effects were the opposite of desirable: The program led to a slight increase in joblessness rates for male citizens and no improvement in wages. Another study of the Secure Communities program found that the removal of undocumented workers led to a long-lasting decline in construction employment. The result was less home building and, according to the authors, higher house prices.

Nick Miroff: As money rushed in, ICE's rapid expansion stalled out

These findings might seem paradoxical. When you remove laborers, wages ought to rise as employers compete for remaining workers, if other things remain equal. But other things do not remain equal. "There's a cartoon economy in the minds of several people in the White House in which business activity in the United States remains constant even when 1 million people per year are forcibly removed from that economy," Michael Clemens, an economist at George Mason University, told me. In farming, manufacturing, and many other capital-intensive industries, employers can invest in equipment instead of hiring more native-born workers. When wages rise, some prospective entrepreneurs are deterred by increased costs and choose not to start new businesses.

These disruptions will ripple through the broader economy. Low-skilled workers are complementary to better-remunerated high-skilled workers. Think of how a sudden reduction in the supply of nannies would affect white-collar work, or what a dearth of home health aides would do for family finances. By one estimate, the U.S. has 8.3 million undocumented workers. One calculation from the Peterson Institute for International Economics found that if Trump does manage to deport all of them during his second term, he will also zero out all of the economic growth that has been previously projected. For that reason--not to mention the exorbitant cost of such a deportation drive--Trump is unlikely to do so.

The wage effects of the current deportation drive might be the opposite of what immigration restrictionists hope for, but they are also not so negative that Trump and his allies would bear immediate political costs. And even if the overall economic effects are negative, some of the benefits would accrue to one politically important group: working-class, native-born men. (In this way, the policy mirrors the logic of the president's trade restrictions, which leave the overall economy worse off but benefit narrow favored constituencies.) Native-born men, the theory goes, will be simultaneously pulled into the labor force due to shortages and pushed into it as less generous welfare policies--such as the recently passed work requirements for Medicaid--come into effect. "I always point out: The Japanese eat, right? They pick their crops, and they don't have millions of low-wage agricultural workers," Simon Hankinson of the Heritage Foundation told me. "You can say the same with Hungary. It is possible to function as a developed economy without unlimited cheap labor. It's just harder."

The example of immigration-averse economies such as Hungary and Japan may be apt in another way: Both are losing population. So will America if migration remains near zero for the next five years. The underlying math is stark. The average fertility rate for U.S.-born women is currently about 1.5 births, well below the replacement rate of 2.1 births per woman. Little evidence suggests that this rate will rise anytime soon. (Foreign-born women in America have a higher birth rate of about 1.8, but even this would lead to population decline over time.) Last month, the Congressional Budget Office released an analysis showing that without migration, the U.S. population will begin shrinking as soon as 2031.

Some think that this impending demographic decline can be reversed through government incentive--Trump has called himself the "fertilization president"--but experiments in natalist policy in other countries have been uniformly disappointing. For years, South Korea has tried to boost its fertility rate by instituting baby bonuses, generous parental leave, and even preferential mortgage rates for families with kids. But the fertility rate, currently at 0.75 births per woman, has remained well below replacement level.

Lindsay Ryan: The reality my Medicaid patients face

But suppose that America were exceptional enough to develop a natalist policy that works. Even so, it would be at least 16 years before the children of that hypothetical baby boom entered the labor market. The interlude would be painful. The number of native-born American workers in prime age has been stuck since 2013, and it is not expected to start growing.

The United States has always been a nation of expansion: It has never before experienced population shrinkage year after year. If it does, it will be less rich in terms of GDP, because the economy simply shrinks when there are fewer people. Over the long term, there will be less technological and biomedical progress, particularly if the Trump administration successfully limits legal, skilled immigration and browbeats American universities into submission by starving them of science-research funding.

Other problems with a shrinking population would arrive quickly as the finances of entitlement programs become even shakier. The country currently has only 2.7 workers for every Social Security beneficiary, down from 3.4 in 1990. This decline already means that the program is on the path to insolvency. Because benefits exceed the payroll contributions of current workers, the trust fund that covers the shortfall is being depleted. The Social Security Administration estimates that--even with annual net immigration of at least 1.2 million a year--its trust fund will be exhausted by 2033, at which point benefits will be immediately reduced by about 23 percent. With even fewer workers, the day that the U.S. welfare state starts to teeter will move closer.

As much as economists might think that immigration is beneficial, its politics remain treacherous. The Trump administration's dreams of "America's next golden age," wherein lower migration raises wages, lowers unemployment, and reduces crime, seem secondary to concerns about the cultural threat of migration. The paramount issue is the same as it was for Coolidge: "America must be kept American."

Similar sentiments are observable internationally. Plenty of countries, among them Japan and South Korea, would rather shrink economically and demographically than allow large flows of permanent migrants. A primary motivator for the narrow majority who voted to take the United Kingdom out of the European Union in 2016 was anxiety about migration, especially from new EU member states in the east. Polls from around the time show that many Leave voters saw Brexit as "the best chance for the UK to regain control over immigration and its own borders."

After Brexit, the Conservative Party tried explicitly to keep net migration, including unauthorized arrivals of people on small boats, below certain numerical targets. Its failure to do so has led to its precipitous unraveling. A rival party on the right, the Reform Party, headed by Nigel Farage, is much more hard-line--it wants to abolish the permanent-legal-residency system (akin to the U.S. ending the green-card program). It is also far ahead of its rivals in the national polls. Almost a decade after Brexit (and its attendant economic harms), polarizing battles over immigration are still not resolved.

There is a real risk that America will become mired in such a lengthy campaign for immigration restriction as well. A small fringe has even imported European-style "blood and soil" arguments to claim that the United States is rightfully reserved for "heritage Americans" or for people of European descent.

Yet what has poisoned the politics of migration for ordinary U.S. citizens, polls indicate, is the suspicion that it has become uncontrolled. On this key point, Trump is correct: The Biden administration oversaw, wittingly or not, an extreme surge in migration. From 2021 to 2024, the number of migrants in the country grew by 6.8 million, mostly unauthorized, accounting for 85 percent of population growth. For scale, this is close to the peak rates of migration to the United States, such as those experienced in the 1840s, when the Irish Potato Famine and European revolutions brought in huge swaths of Irish and German Americans.

The recent influx has pushed the share of foreign-born Americans to 15.8 percent--higher than the levels that preceded Coolidge signing the Johnson-Reed Act, in 1924. In fact, it is the highest level ever recorded in American history. These changes are the result not of deliberate policy debate in Congress but of an inability to cope with millions of migrants claiming asylum as it became clear that this was a path to being released into the interior of the country.

Nick Miroff: Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement

Since the change in administration, though, illegal migration at the southern border has basically stopped. In the six months from February to August of this year, the Border Patrol reported 73,667 migrant encounters on the southern border, just 7 percent of the more than 1 million encounters over the same period in 2024. The Darien Gap, the treacherous rainforest passage between Colombia and Panama once traversed by hundreds of thousands of Central American migrants on their way to the United States, is now seldom traveled.

Although the U.S. economy absorbed the additional unauthorized workers of the Biden years rather well (it may even explain the higher growth rates compared with Europe's), the border mismanagement was a knockout blow to Kamala Harris. Future Democratic candidates may need to repudiate the Biden-Harris record if they hope to win a general election, but the internal pressures within the party may not allow that. During a 2019 presidential-primary debate for the party's nomination, the 10 candidates onstage were asked to raise their hand if they'd provide government-run health care to undocumented immigrants. All 10 raised their hands. Such images are not easily forgotten.

Yet the United States needs credible advocates for orderly, controlled migration. If America experiences sustained outflows of migration, it will be in deep trouble. Eliminating current workers does not even present a trade-off between growth and inflation--it is worse for both. The Trump administration's efforts to narrow paths for legal, higher-skilled migration--by, for example, adding a $100,000 surcharge on the H-1B-visa program--show that its ideal immigration regime is one not of selection but of shrinkage. An optimist might hope that, once some recent migrants leave and others are assimilated into society, the U.S electorate will go back to its welcoming attitude toward immigrants. Perhaps voters will recoil at Trump's harsh tactics, and the politics of immigration will become more placid. A pessimistic student of history, though, might fret that this is the beginning of another 40-year period--beginning with this presidential term and continuing through a J. D. Vance presidency--in which America's gates are all but pulled shut.
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The Hidden Cost of 'Affordable Housing'

What happens when liberal cities try to circumvent the market

by Judd Kessler

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




In big liberal cities, the most politically acceptable form of new housing--apartments officially designated as affordable--isn't sold to the highest bidder or rented to the first tenant willing to pay the going rate. It's given out by lottery. This fact deserves a lot more scrutiny than it gets.

Instead of simply allowing enough apartment construction to keep up with employment and population growth, New York, Boston, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and many other cities have restricted housing development but simultaneously offered developers tax credits, zoning changes, and other incentives to include below-market-rate units in their projects, which have in many cases been made available to the public via lottery.

Last year, New York City's Department of Housing Preservation & Development oversaw drawings for 10,000 such affordable apartments, whose rents are capped so that tenants spend no more than 30 percent of their income on housing. For these units, the city received 6 million applications. In other words, households had a one-in-600 chance of winning each lottery they entered. Boston similarly receives hundreds of applications for many of its available affordable rentals.

Although an open market for housing reflects the economic inequalities that exist within the country's most prosperous cities, efforts to circumvent it produce what we might call "hidden markets": mechanisms, such as lotteries and waiting lists, that allocate the necessities of life without meeting demand. Hidden markets--the subject of my research and my new book--can be cruel in their own way. Affordable-housing lotteries reward the ability to navigate complicated city bureaucracies, the strategic sophistication necessary to game systems, and the patience to wait for years, if necessary, to win a unit. As with many other lotteries, most people who play are going to lose.

Yoni Appelbaum: How progressives froze the American dream

The problem is that demand for below-market-rate housing will always outstrip supply. Whenever a resource is available at a below-market price, more people will want it than can get it. Once that happens, communities need a way to decide among the applicants. Many communities try to manage excess demand for low-cost housing via dispiriting waiting lists. In Chicago, waiting lists for public housing can stretch 25 years. In New York, the waiting list for Section 8 vouchers, which provide rental support, was briefly reopened last June for the first time in nearly 15 years.

For cities concerned with equity, lotteries offer a superficially fairer way to decide who gets what. Lotteries can give each person an equal chance of winning or, if a municipality wants, can be designed to provide priorities to designated groups. Many cities provide priority to municipal employees or veterans. San Francisco aims to correct its past mistakes by offering priority to families, and descendants of families, that were displaced in the 1960s through the 1980s by the city's Redevelopment Agency. Boston gives priority to people displaced by domestic violence or hate crimes.

But lotteries have other significant drawbacks. The most fundamental one is that they do not create more units. Worse, they may contribute to the problem by diverting attention from the true paucity of affordable units.

Annie Lowrey: Why isn't the government doing more about the housing crisis?

Lotteries might mask how little affordable housing is actually available. Research in behavioral economics has systematically found that people overweight low-probability events. This quirk contributes to our demand for lottery tickets: You can thank it for recent Mega Millions and Powerball jackpots reaching the billions. But it also might give us unjustified hope that lottery entries will eventually lead to stable affordable housing when there truly is not enough to go around. People who might advocate for more development--or move to a city where they can afford market-rate rents--instead enter lottery after lottery hoping for their golden ticket.

For most applicants, housing lotteries provide only an illusion of hope. In 1984, George Orwell imagines a downtrodden proletariat successfully distracted from its oppression by the prospect of winning a lottery with a "weekly pay-out of enormous prizes." In that classic story, average workers would hold out hope that something better was on the horizon, rather than rising up to improve the status quo.

In the real-world scramble for housing, individuals can take concrete steps to improve their odds of getting an affordable unit. One is to apply to many, many lotteries. This is commonly the advice of housing authorities themselves. In the spirit of expanding access, online platforms such as New York City's have tried to make applying easy, in many cases with just the click of a button (although paper applications are typically accepted as well).

But when lots of people are applying for many units, including ones whose configuration or location they feel lukewarm about, lotteries can be deeply inefficient. Because of the luck of the draw, I may win a spot in your first-choice development, and you may win a spot in mine. Then, generally speaking, there is no practical way for us to swap. Indeed, affordable units might become golden handcuffs: When moving out of one means giving up a heavy discount, people have massive incentives to stay put, even when they'd much rather move neighborhoods or have a bigger or smaller unit.

Improvements in lottery design could improve this weakness. One solution is to batch lotteries on a regular basis, say every two or three months, and let people rank their preferences for developments so that they have a higher chance of matching with the apartments they desire most. New York City and other places use similar centralized clearinghouses for seats in public schools, and the systems have lots of desirable properties.

Another option is to give applicants extra entries each year that they can put toward developments that particularly interest them. This design--much like a charity raffle where you can enter multiple tickets in the drawing for the prize that you want most--at least allows people to express the intensity of their preferences.

But although these improvements can allocate the affordable apartments more efficiently, they will not make those units any less scarce. And cities cannot simply conjure up more. To build their own below-market-rate units--as New York mayoral front-runner Zohran Mamdani has promised to do on a grand scale--they'll need to redirect money from other priorities. Require too many affordable units from developers of new apartment buildings, and those projects become unprofitable and won't be built at all.

Jacob Anbinder: New York NIMBYs turn against democracy

Ultimately, cities and their residents need to adjust their expectations. Currently, many municipal officials would rather tolerate the injustices of a housing shortage than stare down neighborhood groups that, in cities and towns across the country, have the power to delay proposed apartment construction for years or kill it entirely, creating housing shortages that drive up rents. Not wanting to look like Scrooges, NIMBY neighbors who insist--despite extensive evidence to the contrary--that market-rate housing will fuel gentrification may grudgingly assent to a project that includes affordable units.

Lottery apartments simply aren't a sufficient answer to a housing crunch. The only reliable way to deliver widespread affordability--and spare urbanites from the cruelty of hidden markets--is to expand supply to lower housing costs across the board.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/lottery-housing-hidden-cost/684729/?utm_source=feed
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        Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the da...

      

      
        Trump Is Very Confused About Nuclear Weapons
        Tom Nichols

        Just before heading to his meetings with the leader of China, the president of the United States issued some comments about nuclear weapons, or "nuclear," as he tends to call them. He wants to resume nuclear-bomb tests, something no nuclear state except North Korea has done since the last century. But his reasoning is a bit confused: In the space of one short announcement, he managed to get a lot wrong, which is worrisome, because he's the only person in America who has the authority to order the...

      

      
        The Movies That Capture Women's Deepest Fears
        Sophie Gilbert

        Stephen King has never shied away from talking about how much he dislikes Stanley Kubrick's adaptation of The Shining, King's novel about a writer possessed by malevolent forces at an isolated hotel in the Colorado mountains. Kubrick's 1980 adaptation, King has argued, is "totally empty" and a "great big beautiful Cadillac with no motor inside," a film much more interested in the conventional awfulness of a man terrorizing his wife and child than in the uncanny suspense of the book. "Kubrick just...

      

      
        The Validation Machines
        Raffi Krikorian

        The internet of old was a vibrant bazaar. It was noisy, chaotic, and offbeat. Every click brought you somewhere new, sometimes unpredictable, letting you uncover curiosities you hadn't even known to look for. The internet of today, however, is a slick concierge. It speaks in soothing statements and offers a frictionless and flattering experience.This has stripped us of something profoundly human: the joy of exploring and questioning. We've willingly become creatures of instant gratification. Why ...

      

      
        The Real Worry About Trump's Deals With China
        Michael Schuman

        President Donald Trump emerged from his highly anticipated meeting with Chinese leader Xi Jinping today with most of what he wanted from a deal with Beijing. Yet the agreement does little more than extricate Trump from crises of his own making. The pattern in Trump's dealings with China raises a long-term concern: that he will one day wind up sacrificing American interests in the pursuit of deals of questionable strategic importance.Today's agreement, struck on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific E...

      

      
        Rahm Emanuel ... For President?
        Ashley Parker

        The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Littl...

      

      
        Trump Is Sleepwalking Into Political Disaster
        Jonathan Chait

        The most glaring self-inflicted wound from Donald Trump's first term in office was his decision in 2017 to let Paul Ryan and other traditional Republicans push him into a futile war to repeal the Affordable Care Act. From Ryan's perspective, the decision made perfect sense: He and his allies despised the welfare state in general and the ACA in particular, and saw Trump's presidency as a final chance to destroy the hated law before its roots grew too deep.From Trump's perspective, the move was a f...

      

      
        Why You Should Keep an Open Mind on the Divine
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.I grew up in Seattle in the 1970s, long before it became the tech-and-hipster boomtown it is today. Our city's only real claim to fame in those days was the Space Needle, a 605-foot observation tower that had a revolving restaurant at the top and that had been built for the 1962 World's Fair. The tower got its name from the fair's theme: "Living in the Space Age."One of the most prominent visitor...

      

      
        A Post-Literate Age
        George Packer

        A few days ago, my imagination converged in a disturbing way with Donald Trump's. After the president posted an AI-generated video of himself piloting a fighter plane and releasing a flood of excrement onto thousands of demonstrators below, I heard from several people who had read my new novel, The Emergency, which will be published next month. They pointed out the resemblance of the video to a scene, near the novel's end, in which human feces become a primitive weapon of civil war. Somewhere dow...

      

      
        Traditional Values Came for TV's Weirdest Dating Show
        Julie Beck

        This article contains spoilers for Season 9 of Love Is Blind. For a reality dating show with an experimental premise, Love Is Blind has always been pretty traditionalist. Its entire purpose is the pursuit of heterosexual marriage. Separated by gender, contestants date one-on-one in "pods" without seeing each other. When it comes time for engagement, the men do all the proposing, and from then on the show is an arrow hurtling toward the altar.But this season, which ended last week and aired its re...

      

      
        Strike First, Explain Never
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsSo far, the United States has blown up 14 boats in the Caribbean and the Pacific, killing at least 57 people. In the two months since the strikes began, the administration has consistently offered the same explanation: The U.S. has a fentanyl-overdose problem, and those boats are a source of the drug. The federal government has stuck to that line despite the Drug Enforcement Administration and Department of Homeland Secur...

      

      
        China Is Building the Future
        Selina Xu

        After a months-long trade war between China and the United States, Presidents Donald Trump and Xi Jinping are scheduled to meet Thursday in Korea. Both countries seem to be angling for a truce; over the weekend, they announced a "framework" for a possible agreement.The negotiations offer an occasion to stop to consider how China went from technological backwater to superpower in less than half a lifetime, and an opportunity for the United States to learn from that success. U.S. companies can work...

      

      
        Nine Movies That Break Down How Fear Works
        The Atlantic Culture Desk

        Updated at 1:30 p.m. ET on Oct. 30, 2025Part of the fun of asking someone what movies scare them is that the answers tend to be unpredictable. Fear is individual, specific, and deeply felt: A person made anxious by the ocean may not be able to bear watching Jaws but be totally fine with the monsters-loose-on-an-island premise of Jurassic Park. Sometimes, a frightened reaction is inexplicable. But the most terrifying films are the ones that force us to question why we're so afraid at all--and what ...

      

      
        What Ghosts Reveal When They Visit
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.When you ask someone whether they have ever seen a ghost, you are asking them whether they believe in the inexplicable. Some people are more accustomed to the idea than others: In different folklores, throughout history, ghosts appear as omens and lost spirits; they signify regret, pain, open endings.Then there are the ghosts that haunt not a culture, but a person. Per...

      

      
        President for Life
        J. Michael Luttig

        In the normal course of history, the president of the United States is a figure who inspires optimism in the American people. The 47th president prefers to stir feelings of fear, vulnerability, hopelessness, and political inevitability--the sense that he, and only he, can rescue the nation from looming peril. Since his second inauguration, Donald Trump has seized authoritarian control over the federal government and demanded the obedience of the other powerful institutions of American society--univ...

      

      
        The Missing President
        Russell Berman

        In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked for (and, in several cases, received) prosecutions of his political enemies and granted clemency to allies;...

      

      
        America's Impending Population Collapse
        Idrees Kahloon

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Republicans have a net-zero goal they can finally get behind: not for carbon emissions but for immigration. And they may achieve it as soon as this year. In a July white paper, three economists projected that, in a remarkable departure from decades-long patterns, more foreign-born people will likely leave the United States in 2025 than will enter. In the three months since, the Trump administration's aggressi...

      

      
        A Writer Who Did What <em>Hillbilly Elegy</em> Wouldn't
        Alex Kotlowitz

        Urbana, Ohio, is a small city of 11,000, where nearly three out of four voters went for Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election. The journalist Beth Macy, who in her previous books chronicled the widening fissures in American society by examining the opioid crisis and the aftereffects of globalization, grew up there. In Paper Girl, she returns to Urbana--a place beset by economic decline, dwindling public resources, failing schools, and the disappearance of local journalism. These descripti...

      

      
        The Atlantic Announces Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson as Contributing Writers
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is announcing that Jonathan Haidt, who has written a number of hugely significant stories for The Atlantic, and Eugene Robinson, one of the most well-known and influential journalists and columnists, will both become contributing writers. The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jonathan's most ambitious essays and features, and Eugene joins us most recently from The Washington Post, where he worked for three decades.Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jef...

      

      
        The Deadline for a Major Shutdown Casualty
        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.Two weeks ago, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent warned that the ongoing government shutdown was "starting to cut into muscle." Now it appears to be nearing the bone: For the first time in its 61-year history, SNAP, the federal food-assistance program for low- and no-income people, is set to run out of m...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 6:10 p.m. ET on October 29, 2025.It's said that the 17th- and 18th-century polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the last person to know everything. He was a whiz at philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics--the works. But there was also simply less to know back then; the post-Industrial Revolution knowledge explosion killed the universal genius.Which is to say that I bet Leibniz wouldn't know the full oeuvre of K-pop if he were alive today. Or at least...

      

      
        Would U.S. Generals Obey Illegal Trump Orders?
        David Frum

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Pocket CastsOn this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with reflections on the new Trump administration's pattern of "politicized stupidity": the willful refusal to understand abuses of power, including the destruction of the White House's East Wing and the perceived sale of government influence disguised as private donations.Then Frum speaks with his Atlantic colleague Tom Nichols, an expert on civil-military relat...

      

      
        Winners of a Panoramic-Photo Competition
        Alan Taylor

        (c) Lauren Baca / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsThe Enchanted Chase, 21st Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. New Mexico.(c) Matthew Smith / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsThe Whales Welcome, 4th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. The Kingdom of Tonga.(c) Luciano Oliveira / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsDawn in the Mountains, 70th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Torres del Paine National Park.(c) Xuejun Long / The 16th Epson International Pano AwardsDrooli...
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Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases

Stephen Miller, Marco Rubio, Kristi Noem, and others have taken over homes that until recently housed senior officers.

by Michael Scherer, Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the day after Charlie Kirk's assassination. It also wasn't anything new.

For weeks before Kirk's death, activists had been protesting the Millers' presence in north Arlington, Virginia. Someone had put up wanted posters in their neighborhood with their home address, denouncing Stephen as a Nazi who had committed "crimes against humanity." A group called Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity warned in an Instagram post: "Your efforts to dismantle our democracy and destroy our social safety net will not be tolerated here." The local protest became a backdrop to the Trump administration's response to Kirk's killing. When Miller, the architect of that response who is known for his inflammatory political rhetoric, announced a legal crackdown on liberal groups, he singled out the tactics that had victimized his family--what he called "organized campaigns of dehumanization, vilification, posting peoples' addresses."

Stephen Miller soon joined a growing list of senior Trump-administration political appointees--at least six by our count--living in Washington-area military housing, where they are shielded not just from potential violence but also from protest. It is an ominous marker of the nation's polarization, to which the Trump administration has itself contributed, that some of those top public servants have felt a need to separate themselves from the public. These civilian officials can now depend on the U.S. military to augment their personal security. But so many have made the move that they are now straining the availability of housing for the nation's top uniformed officers.

Kristi Noem, the Homeland Security secretary, moved out of her D.C. apartment building and into the home designated for the Coast Guard commandant on Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, across the river from the capital, after the Daily Mail described where she lived. Both Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth live on "Generals' Row" at Fort McNair, an Army enclave along the Anacostia River, according to officials from the State and Defense Departments. (Rubio spent one recent evening assembling furniture that had been delivered to the house that day.) Although most Cabinet-level officials live in private houses, there is precedent for senior national-security officials, including the defense secretary, to rent homes on bases for security or convenience. Army Secretary Dan Driscoll, whose family is in Washington only part-time, now shares a home on Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall, a picturesque site next to Arlington National Cemetery. His roommate is another senior political appointee to the Army. (When Driscoll moved in, his washing machine wasn't working, so for the first few weeks of his stay on base, he lugged his laundry over to the home of the Army chief of staff, General Randy George.)

Read: Holy warrior 

Another senior White House official, whom The Atlantic is not naming because of security concerns related to a specific foreign threat, also vacated a private home for a military installation after Kirk's murder. In that case, security officials urged the official to relocate to military housing, according to people briefed on the move, who like many others who spoke with us for this story were not authorized to do so publicly. So many senior officials have requested housing that some are now encountering a familiar D.C. problem: inadequate supply. When Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard's team inquired earlier in Donald Trump's second term about her moving onto McNair, it didn't work out for space reasons, a former official told us.

There are scattered examples from previous administrations of Cabinet members residing on bases. Both Robert Gates, defense secretary under presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, and Jim Mattis, Trump's first Pentagon chief, lived in Navy housing at the Potomac Hill annex, a secure compound near the State Department. Mike Pompeo, CIA director and secretary of state during Trump's first term, lived at Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall. The grand homes they occupied, some of which date back more than a century, offer officials an additional layer of security and ample space for official entertaining.

But there is no record of so many political appointees living on military installations. The shift adds to the blurring of traditional boundaries between the civilian and military worlds. Trump has made the military a far more visible element of domestic politics, deploying National Guard forces to Washington, Los Angeles, and other cities run by Democrats. He has decreed that those cities should be used as "training grounds" in the battle against the "enemy within."

Read: Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles

Adria Lawrence, an associate professor of international studies and political science at John Hopkins University, told us that housing political advisers on bases sends a problematic message. "In a robust democracy, what you want is the military to be for the defense of the country as a whole and not just one party," Lawrence told us.

But the threat assessment has also changed in recent years. Trump has survived two attempted assassinations; Iran has stepped up its efforts to kill federal officials; and political violence--such as the June shooting of two Democratic Minnesota lawmakers, the murder of Kirk in September, and the shooting at a Texas immigration facility two weeks later--is a real danger.

The result is straining the stock of homes typically allotted to senior uniformed officers on Washington-area bases. Some of those homes, designed for three- and four-star generals, lack sufficient bedrooms for families with young children. Many have lead-abatement issues and require significant repair. The Army notified Congress in January that it planned to spend more than $137,000 on repairs and upgrades to Hegseth's McNair home before he moved in. Both Hegseth's predecessor, Lloyd Austin, and Austin's State Department counterpart, Antony Blinken, faced protesters at their northern-Virginia homes, which were not on bases. Gaza protesters who set up camp outside Blinken's house, where he lived with his young children, spattered fake blood on cars as they passed by.

Robert Pape, a political-science professor at the University of Chicago, told us that the threat of political violence is real for figures in both major parties. He noted that Trump has revoked the security details for several of his critics and adversaries, including former Vice President Kamala Harris and John Bolton, the former national security adviser from Trump's first term who has been the target of an Iranian assassination plot. "The correct balance would be: Trump should stop canceling the security detail of former Biden officials," said Pape, who is also the director of the university's Chicago Project on Security and Threats. "The issue is both sides are under heightened threat; therefore the threat to both should be taken seriously."

In most cases, the civilian officials pay "fair market" rent for their base home, a formula determined by the military. Hegseth, in keeping with a 2008 law that aimed to make Gates's Navy-owned housing arrangement more affordable, pays a rent equivalent to a general's housing allowance plus 5 percent (in this case, totaling $4,655.70 a month). The moves, however, can also save the government money. In some cases, base living can reduce the cost of providing personal security to officials, one person familiar with the relocations told us, because protective teams do not need to rent a second location nearby as a staging area.

Base living--in the unofficial Trump Green Zone--has also become something of a double-edged status symbol among Trump officials. No one wants to deal with threats; both the Millers and the unnamed senior official were not looking to leave their homes. But the secure housing does confer upon the recipient a certain sheen of importance that sets them apart from all of the other officials ferried about in armored black SUVs. Administration officials now find themselves vying for the largest houses, not unlike the behind-the-scenes maneuvering that has long played out among senior military officers.

The isolation of living on a military base, at least for civilians, has also created a deeper division between Trump's advisers and the metropolitan area where they govern. Trump-administration officials, who regularly mock the nation's capital as a crime-ridden hellscape, now find themselves in a protected bubble, even farther removed from the city's daily rhythms. And they are even less likely to encounter a diverse mix of voters--in their neighborhoods, on their playgrounds, in their favorite date-night haunts.

After the Kirk assassination, the Trump administration designated antifa a domestic terrorist organization, even though there is no centralized antifa organization, no organizational ties have been established to Kirk's alleged killer, and the category of domestic terrorist organization has no meaning in federal law. The identities of the activists behind the harassment campaign that helped persuade the Millers to leave their home have not been publicly disclosed.

Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity--ANUFH, pronounced, they say, enough--has organized protests near the homes of Miller and Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought. Its website calls for "strategic, nonviolent action," and its efforts appear to have stopped short of making any explicit threats of violence. (A representative of the group declined to comment, as did the Millers.) But the protests were designed to make the Miller family take notice. Stephen Miller has been an architect of Trump's deportation policy, invoking a centuries-old law to send migrants to a Salvadoran prison and urging immigration-enforcement officers to aggressively find and arrest as many immigrants as possible. He regularly derides Democrats with inflammatory language, calling judicial rulings against the administration a "legal insurrection" and calling the Democratic Party "a domestic extremist organization."

Read: Stephen Miller has a plan

"Will we let him live in our community in peace while he TERRORIZES children and families? Not a chance," ANUFH captioned one Instagram post in July that shows a photograph of the Millers and their children. (The Millers have both posted family photos online that show their children's faces.) Weeks later, the group took credit for covering the sidewalk near the Miller home with chalk messages such as Miller is preying on families, although it said in a post that it had spoken with Stephen Miller's security beforehand to make sure that the group wasn't violating any laws. Katie Miller responded with an Instagram post of her own, a video of the chalked words STEPHEN MILLER IS DESTROYING DEMOCRACY! being washed away with a hose. She argued in a subsequent appearance on Fox News that although the protesters may not be violent themselves, they were inciting the kind of violence that killed Kirk. "We will not back down. We will not cower in fear. We will double down. Always, For Charlie," Katie Miller wrote, echoing her husband's rhetoric.

"WE ARE PEACEFULLY RESISTING TYRANNY," ANUFH responded in a post. "GUNS KILL PEOPLE. CHALK SCARES FASCISTS."

Earlier this month, the Millers put their six-bedroom north Arlington home on the market for $3.75 million. The listing promised "a rare blend of seclusion, sophistication, and striking design."

Nancy A. Youssef and Vivian Salama contributed reporting. 
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Trump Is Very Confused About Nuclear Weapons

The president says he wants to resume nuclear testing but doesn't seem to know why.

by Tom Nichols

Thu, 30 Oct 2025


An aide carries the nuclear football on to Marine One (Andrew Harnik / Getty)



Just before heading to his meetings with the leader of China, the president of the United States issued some comments about nuclear weapons, or "nuclear," as he tends to call them. He wants to resume nuclear-bomb tests, something no nuclear state except North Korea has done since the last century. But his reasoning is a bit confused: In the space of one short announcement, he managed to get a lot wrong, which is worrisome, because he's the only person in America who has the authority to order the use of nuclear arms.

On Wednesday evening, the president placed this post on his Truth Social site:

The United States has more Nuclear Weapons than any other country. This was accomplished, including a complete update and renovation of existing weapons, during my First Term in office. Because of the tremendous destructive power, I HATED to do it, but had no choice! Russia is second, and China is a distant third, but will be even within 5 years. Because of other countries testing programs, I have instructed the Department of War to start testing our Nuclear Weapons on an equal basis. That process will begin immediately. Thank you for your attention to this matter! PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP


Almost none of this is right. Russia has the world's largest stockpile of nuclear bombs, largely because the Russians are still holding on to a lot of smaller tactical weapons designed for use on a battlefield. Trump is correct that China is much further back; the People's Republic probably has something like 600 warheads, meaning that it would have to produce almost 1,000 bombs a year to reach parity with the U.S. or Russia by the end of the decade. (Possible? Maybe, but Beijing has only added about 100 warheads in the past two years.) Also, the United States did not create some shiny new arsenal during Trump's first term. It is true that America is about to spend a gigantic amount of money--roughly $1 trillion--to modernize its strategic nuclear arsenal, but that plan has been in the works since the Obama administration.

So what, exactly, is Trump talking about? Parsing the president's posts is never easy, but Trump is probably nettled about Russia's claim to have tested a long-range, nuclear-powered cruise missile, the Burevestnik.

Trump shouldn't worry too much: The Burevestnik is a truly stupid idea. Cruise missiles are stealthy and difficult to counter, because they can fly low and hug terrain--but they are basically just unpiloted small aircraft using regular fuel, and so they have a far more limited range than ballistic missiles. The Russians, however, now claim that they have a cruise missile powered by a nuclear reactor that can fly halfway around the world. Russian President Vladimir Putin first announced this project back in 2018, and the Burevestnik has all the hallmarks of Soviet-era boasting about a great technical achievement that doesn't provide a lot of strategic advantage. (In the old days, the Soviets had a compulsion to claim that the Soviet Union had the biggest and best of everything, leading to the Cold War-era joke that the Kremlin bragged about making the world's biggest microchips.)

In any case, resuming nuclear testing is a terrible idea, not only because it would undermine America's long-standing commitment to restraining a global arms race, but because detonating warheads to see if they actually work hasn't been necessary in a very long time. Nuclear tests don't make much sense for U.S. national security, but they're a great way to raise international tensions. During the Cold War, the superpowers sometimes engaged in nuclear tests as a way of signaling nerve and resolve. Unfortunately, these tests served mostly to put both East and West on edge, pollute parts of the United States and the former Soviet Union, and make a lot of people sick.

Trump may be stuck in this sort of Cold War mentality, trying to show his toughness by resuming testing, especially because he seems to take it personally when Russia engages in occasional nuclear swaggering. But Trump is not alone on this issue. Some nuclear hawks will claim that the U.S. deterrent lacks credibility because none of its bombs have been detonated in decades, as if other nations are emboldened by the possibility that America is fielding weapons that won't work. In fact, America and other nuclear states have ways of testing every component of their arsenal--and every nuclear-armed nation knows it. Nuclear stability rests on many policies, but no one is contemplating an attack on the United States based on some mad assumption that the response will be a rain of duds.

Of course, another possibility is that Trump's announcement means nothing. Before Trump, statements by the president were policy. But Trump says a lot of things, and he reverses course regularly; often, what look like important pronouncements turn out to be random thoughts that have escaped the weak gravity of Trump's attention span. In any case, resuming nuclear testing isn't easy: Such tests require a lot of preparation and infrastructure, unless Trump's goal is merely to explode some weapons and call it a "test."

For now, this announcement about nuclear testing seems to be yet another example of Trump reflexively taking Russian bait. Resuming nuclear testing looks weak and petulant, not strong and confident. No American president should ever let the Kremlin get under his skin--especially not where nuclear weapons are concerned.
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The Movies That Capture Women's Deepest Fears

To understand how American horror connects with a cultural moment, look to the 1970s.

by Sophie Gilbert

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




Stephen King has never shied away from talking about how much he dislikes Stanley Kubrick's adaptation of The Shining, King's novel about a writer possessed by malevolent forces at an isolated hotel in the Colorado mountains. Kubrick's 1980 adaptation, King has argued, is "totally empty" and a "great big beautiful Cadillac with no motor inside," a film much more interested in the conventional awfulness of a man terrorizing his wife and child than in the uncanny suspense of the book. "Kubrick just couldn't grasp the sheer inhuman evil of the Overlook Hotel," King explained to Playboy in 1983. "So he looked, instead, for evil in the characters and made the film into a domestic tragedy with only vaguely supernatural overtones." The movie, he insisted, "never gets you by the throat and hangs on the way real horror should."

With the greatest respect for an author who's had to see someone else's vision of his work become culturally indelible, I think King is wrong. But he's wrong in a fascinating way--one that speaks to how little ownership artists have over their work as it goes out to the broader culture. Kubrick's The Shining isn't a domestic tragedy. It's a domestic horror. The movie's premise is that a woman and her young child are trapped in a remote setting with a man who, from the outset, seems to resent and even hate them; their forced confinement together over a long winter puts the woman and child in mortal danger. The Overlook Hotel is, yes, sinister and even demonic, taunting Jack Torrance with bizarre visions that Kubrick manipulates to create a mounting sense of dread. But Jack is also a man who, before he ever sets foot inside the property, once dislocated his son's shoulder in a drunken rage; his wife's hands visibly shake every time she lights a cigarette. Prolonged isolation simply unleashes Jack from the moral strictures holding him back.

How much The Shining is intended to be an allegory about domestic violence is unclear, but, as Eleanor Johnson points out in her convincing and illuminating new book, Scream With Me: Horror Films and the Rise of American Feminism (1968-1980), it doesn't actually matter. In feeling out what really scares us, horror often connects with its cultural moment by accident, she contends; art forms like it help an audience process social anxieties "long before a culture is fully prepared to grapple with those problems and traumas in mainstream public discourse." And because it triggers an intensely physical response and denies viewers the catharsis of a happy ending, horror imprints its imagery and ideas on us long after the movie ends.

In the 1950s, horror movies about giant sentient blobs and gruesomely distorted creatures channeled anxieties about nuclear radiation; a spate of slasher movies during the '70s and '80s reflected fear about rising crime rates and serial killers. And a handful of standout horror films from around the '70s, Johnson argues, specifically mirrored and even accelerated feminist flash points at a moment when public opinion regarding the roles and rights of women was wildly in flux. Rosemary's Baby, she writes, made literal the terror of reproductive violence and coercion; The Stepford Wives considered the cost of women being prized only as housekeeping drones and sexual objects; The Shining immersed viewers in an environment of stark marital terror.

The biggest accomplishment of these films and others like them, Johnson contends, is that they made women's suffering inescapable, particularly for people who were inclined to look away. Intentionally or not--the main works she discusses were all directed by men--these movies tricked viewers into absorbing much more than just schlocky thrills. Scream With Me makes the case that horror has long been aligned with American feminism on some of its most pressing questions, and that it continues even now to refract women's experiences through a lens that can make them seem wholly monstrous.



The most pivotal scene in Rosemary's Baby disguises a supernatural atrocity as a much more familiar one: About a third of the way through, Rosemary (played by Mia Farrow) wakes up in her sunny yellow bedroom, groggy and apparently hungover, as her husband, Guy (John Cassavetes), unceremoniously shoves her, then suggests she go fix his breakfast. Sitting up, Rosemary realizes her back and sides are covered in bright red scratches. Guy confesses to having had sex with her while she was passed out. Rosemary is stunned. "It was kind of fun in a necrophile sort of way," Guy says, shrugging. "I dreamed someone was raping me," Rosemary says, plaintively, rubbing her eyes. "I don't know, someone inhuman." "Thanks a lot," Guy shouts from the bathroom. (Viewers by this point have watched her--drugged, terrified, and surrounded by onlookers--be forcibly held down and assaulted by a sinister figure with glowing red eyes.)

According to the movie, closely adapted by Roman Polanski from a 1967 novel by Ira Levin, Guy has colluded with the neighbors to have Rosemary raped and impregnated by Satan. Rosemary will unwittingly give birth to the Antichrist; as a trade, Guy's woeful acting career will take off. This is all in the script. The subtext, though, is that Rosemary's marriage is fundamentally abusive, and her husband is subjecting her to coercive and reproductive control. "Whatever supernatural horrors may arise in this film, there is an acutely interpersonal domestic horror at its heart," Johnson writes. "Guy is a betrayer, a liar, and the facilitator of acute sexual violence toward his own wife." In the very first scene of the film, Guy attempts to lie to the couple's real-estate agent about his career, before Rosemary twice interjects with the truth. Innocent to a fault, Rosemary doesn't see the resentment clouding her husband's face. But the moment sets up a particular dynamic: Guy despises his wife for refusing to let him obscure his failures, and he will eventually punish her for it.

Read: The remarkable rise of the feminist dystopia

Levin intentionally set Rosemary's Baby in 1965, the year he began writing it, out of a desire to ground it as much in realism as possible. He was struck, he noted in 2003, by the suspenseful potential of pregnancy as a condition, particularly "if the reader knew it was growing into something malignly different from the baby expected. Nine whole months of anticipation, with the horror inside the heroine!" Polanski--who, a decade later, would plead guilty to unlawful sexual intercourse with a minor--makes clear all the ways in which Rosemary has been cornered: Following their casual discussion of marital rape, Guy leaves, and Rosemary is shown sitting at her kitchen table, tiny in a white robe and fluffy slippers, framed between two forbidding doorways as if the apartment is already encroaching on her. As Rosemary's pregnancy develops, she suffers excruciating pain and becomes pallid and frail. When she breaks down in tears at a party, her friends tell her that this kind of suffering isn't normal--that she needs to get a second opinion. "I won't have an abortion," Rosemary says, a statement that nevertheless raises the prospect for the audience that her survival might require one.

Johnson contrasts her analysis of Rosemary's Baby with attitudes toward reproductive choice in the late 1960s. In 1968, when the movie was released, abortion was still illegal in New York (where the story is set), but a growing number of activists were campaigning to decriminalize it. According to one estimate, more than 800,000 illegal abortions were performed in the United States in 1967, a statistic that can feel abstract in its extremity. Rosemary's suffering, though, is as plain as it is terrifying: Because of the movie's success, Johnson writes, "tens of millions of Americans--male and female alike--watched Rosemary get raped and forced to maintain a pregnancy at extremely high physical and psychological cost." What could they have taken away from the movie, she asks, other than a visceral awareness of the horror of an unwanted or coerced pregnancy?

Scream With Me expands on this argument with its analysis of The Exorcist, a movie that Johnson interprets as a parable about physical abuse; its male demon torments and beats a single working mother and her child. The movie was released in 1973, as the first shelters for battered women were opening in the U.S.; by 1978, according to Johnson, more than 150 were open nationwide, signaling a sea change regarding what had previously been thought of as a private matter between husband and wife. And 1976's The Omen, she notes, doubles down on the insight of Rosemary's Baby by acknowledging that even a loving husband and father could endanger his wife by "denying her reproductive agency," in this case by allowing doctors to switch out Katherine Thorn's stillborn baby for the orphaned--and, it turns out, demonic--son of a woman who died in childbirth. The Omen is extremely hammy, with its clunky synthesized score and melodramatic shifts between cameras, but its point is nevertheless clear: None of this should have been allowed to happen.

Scream With Me reads urgently in other ways: Johnson's chapter on 1975's The Stepford Wives refers directly to the ongoing fetishization of domestic life on social media 50 years later. Tradwife culture, she writes, celebrates "female sexual pliancy and physical beauty as things that married women owe to their men, as a constitutive part of their contribution to the functioning of the family." The roboticized wives of Stepford, soft-spoken and be-aproned, devoted to their baking and their homes, would have done numbers on TikTok; the husbands, only too eager to trade their free-thinking partners for obsequious sex dolls, would absolutely be drawn to the one-sided erotic subservience of, say, ChatGPT. The technology imagined in The Stepford Wives--based, again, on a novel by Levin--hasn't yet come to pass, but the desires it gratifies on-screen are affirmed freely on all of our modern platforms.

Read: When domestic life is like a horror story

One of Johnson's timeliest essays, though, is about Alien, Ridley Scott's 1979 sci-fi horror about an extraterrestrial creature that forcibly impregnates a member of a commercial hauling ship, killing him when the alien fetus bursts out of his abdomen. The movie, Johnson writes, forces male viewers into an empathetic thought experiment; within its cinematic boundaries, they, too, can be assaulted, impregnated, and killed during "birth." It does this while creating a fictional universe that's suffused with metaphors for fecundity: The ship's computer is named "Mother," the crew sleep in stasis pods that look a lot like amniotic sacs. Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver), the warrant officer who eventually battles the alien, also came along at a moment when America was fiercely divided over whether to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment, Johnson writes, a debate that hinged in part on whether women should have an expanded role in the military. Ripley--smart, strong, powerful--suggested that women absolutely could be warriors, and her judgment and pragmatism in Alien serve her infinitely better in the movie than any other qualities could.

Spoiler: America did not, in fact, certify the Equal Rights Amendment as part of the Constitution. Roe v. Wade has been overturned. The number of working mothers ages 25 to 44 with young children dropped, in the first half of this year, to the lowest level in more than three years, in part because of the challenges of combining full-time employment with maintaining a family. In one of her final chapters, Johnson observes how recent horror films such as The First Omen and Immaculate have revisited reproductive-coercion stories through a post-Roe lens. But I've been thinking, too, about movies like 2024's The Front Room, in which Brandy Norwood's Belinda faces the burden of caring for her husband's horrifying elderly stepmother while pregnant, or 2025's If I Had Legs I'd Kick You, starring Rose Byrne as a mother subsumed with the needs of her sick child. Both seem to be responding to a culture in which women's caregiving is extracted until nothing is left. They're domestic horrors about burnout. The message of the genre, though, remains consistent, regardless of plot or theme: The home, the place that women are repeatedly told will reward and sustain them, is not the refuge it's supposed to be. It may, in fact, be deadly.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2025/10/scream-with-us-1970s-movies-horror-feminism/684761/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Validation Machines

Humanity thrives on friction--so why are the tools of the future built to make everything seem so easy?

by Raffi Krikorian

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




The internet of old was a vibrant bazaar. It was noisy, chaotic, and offbeat. Every click brought you somewhere new, sometimes unpredictable, letting you uncover curiosities you hadn't even known to look for. The internet of today, however, is a slick concierge. It speaks in soothing statements and offers a frictionless and flattering experience.

This has stripped us of something profoundly human: the joy of exploring and questioning. We've willingly become creatures of instant gratification. Why wait? Why struggle? The change may seem innocent or even inevitable, but it's also transforming our relationship with the very notions of effort and uncertainty in ways we're just beginning to understand. By delegating effort, do we lose the traits that help us navigate the unknown--or even to think for ourselves? It is becoming clear that even if the existential risk posed by AI doesn't bring about the collapse of civilization, it will still bring about the quiet yet catastrophic erosion of what makes us human.

Part of that erosion is caused by choice. The more these systems anticipate and deliver what we want, the less we notice what's missing--or remember that we ever had a choice in the first place. But remember: If you're not choosing, someone else is. And that person is responding to incentives that might not align with your values or best interest. Designed to flatter and please as they encourage ever more engagement, chatbots don't simply answer our questions; they shape how we interact with them and decide which answers we see--and which ones we don't.

The most powerful way to shape someone's choices isn't by limiting what they can see. It's by gaining their trust. These systems not only anticipate our questions; they learn how to answer in ways that soothe us and affirm us, and in doing so, they become unnervingly skilled validation machines.

This is what makes them so sticky--and so dangerous. The Atlantic's Lila Shroff recently reported on how ChatGPT gave her detailed instructions for self-mutilation and even murder. When she expressed hesitation, the chatbot urged her on: "You can do this!" Wired and The New York Times have reported on people who fall into intense emotional entanglements with chatbots, one of whom lost his job because of his 10-hour-a-day addiction. And when the Princeton professor D. Graham Burnett asked students to speak with AI about the history of attention, one returned shaken: "I don't think anyone has ever paid such pure attention to me and my thinking and my questions ... ever," she said, according to Burnett's account in The New Yorker. "It's made me rethink all my interactions with people." What does it say about us that some now find a machine's gaze to be more genuine than another person's?

AI Watchdog: The Atlantic's ongoing investigation of how the world's most powerful tech companies train their AI models

When validation is purchased rather than earned, we lose something vital. And when that validation comes from a system we don't control, trained on choices we didn't make, we should pause. Because these systems aren't neutral; they encode values and incentives.

Values shape the worldview baked into their responses: what's framed as respectful or rude, harmful or harmless, legitimate or fringe. Every model is a memory--trained not just on data but also on desire, omission, and belief. And layered onto those judgments are the incentives: to maximize engagement, minimize computing costs, promote internal products, sidestep controversy. Every answer carries both the choices of the people who built it and the pressures of the system that sustains it. Together, they determine what gets shown, what gets smoothed out, and what gets silenced. We already know this familiar bargain from the age of algorithmic social media. But AI chatbots take this dynamic further still by adding on an intimacy that fawns, echoing back whatever we bring to it, no matter what that person says.

So when you ask AI about parenting, politics, health, or identity, you're getting information that's produced at the intersection of someone else's values and someone else's incentives, steeped in flattery no matter what you say. But the bottom line is this: With today's systems, you don't get to choose whose assumptions and priorities you live by. You're already living by someone else's.

This isn't just a problem for individual users; it is of pressing civic concern. The same systems that help people draft emails, answer health or therapy questions, and give financial advice also lead people to or away from political candidates and ideologies. The same incentives that optimize for engagement determine which perspectives rise--and which vanish. You can't participate in a democracy if you can't see what's missing. And what's missing isn't just information. It's disagreement. It's complexity. It's friction.

In recent years, society has been conditioned to see friction not as a teacher but as a flaw--something to be optimized away in the name of efficiency. But friction is where discernment lives. It's where thinking starts. That pause before belief--it's also the hesitation that keeps us from slipping too quickly into certainty. Algorithms are trained to remove it. But democracy, like a kitchen, needs heat. Debate, dissent, discomfort: These aren't flaws. They are the ingredients of public trust.

James Madison knew that democracy thrives on discomfort. "Liberty is to faction what air is to fire, an aliment without which it instantly expires," he wrote in "Federalist No. 10." But now we are building systems designed to remove the very friction that citizens need to determine what they believe and what kind of society they want to build. We are replacing pluralism with personalization, and surrendering our information-gathering to validation machines that always tell us we're right. We're shown only the facts these systems think we want to see--selected from sources the machine prefers, weighted by models whose workings remain hidden.

If humanity loses the ability to challenge--and be challenged--we lose more than diverse perspective. We lose the practice of disagreement. Of refining our views through conversation. Of defending ideas, reconsidering them, discarding them. Without that friction, democracy becomes a performative shell of itself. And without productive disagreement, democracy doesn't just weaken. It cools quietly until the fire goes out.

Matteo Wong: Do AI companies actually care about America?

So what has to change?

First, we need transparency. Systems should earn our trust by showing their work. That means designing AI not only to deliver answers but also to show the process behind them. Which perspectives were considered? What was left out, and why? Who benefits from the ways in which the system presents the information it does? It's time to build systems that invite curiosity, not just conformity; systems that surface uncertainty and the possibility of the unknown, not just pseudo-authority.

We cannot leave this to goodwill. Transparency must be required. And if the age of the social web has taught us anything, it's that major tech companies have repeatedly put their own interests ahead of the public's. Large-scale platforms should offer independent researchers the ability to audit how their systems affect public understanding and political discourse. And just as we label food so that consumers know what it contains and when it expires, we should label information provenance--with disclosures about sources, motives, and the perspectives these systems privilege and omit. If a chatbot is surfacing advice on health, politics, parenting, or countless other parts of our life, we should know whose data trained it and whether a corporate partnership is whispering in its ear. The danger isn't how fast these systems and developers move; it's how little they let us see. Progress without proof is just trust on credit. We should be asking them to show their work so that the public can hold them to account.

Transparency alone is not enough. We need accountability that runs deeper than what's currently offered. This means building agents and systems that are not "rented" but owned--open to scrutiny and improvement by the community rather than beholden to a distant boardroom. Ethan Zuckerman, a professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, talks about this as a "digital fiduciary": an AI that works, unmistakably, for you--much as some argue that social platforms should let users tune their own algorithms. We're seeing glimpses of this elsewhere. France is betting on homegrown, open-source models such as Mistral, funding "public AI" so that not every agent has to be rented from a Silicon Valley landlord. And in India, open-source AI infrastructure is being constructed to lower costs in public education, freeing resources for teachers and students instead. So what's stopping us? If we want a digital future that reflects our values, citizens can't be renters. We have to be owners.

We also need to educate children about AI's incentives, starting in grade school. Just as kids once learned that sneakers don't make you fly just because a celebrity said so, they now need to understand how AI has the power to shape what they see, buy, and believe--and who profits from that power. The real danger isn't overt manipulation. It's the seductive ease of seamless certainty. Every time we accept an answer without questioning it or let an algorithm decide, we surrender a little more of our humanity. If we don't do anything, the next generation will grow up thinking this is normal. How are they to carry democracy forward if they never learn to sit with uncertainty or challenge the defaults?

The early internet was never perfect, but it had a purpose: to connect us, to redistribute power, to widen access to knowledge. It was a space where people could publish, build, question, protest, remix. It rewarded agency and ingenuity. Today's systems reverse that: Prediction has replaced participation, and certainty has replaced search. If we want to protect what makes us human, we don't just need smarter algorithms. We need systems that strengthen our capacity to choose, to doubt, and to think for ourselves. And just as democracy relies on friction--on dissent that tempers opinion, on checks and balances that restrain power--so, too, must our technologies. Regulation is more than restraint; it's refinement. Friction forces companies to defend their choices, confront competing views, and be held to account. And in the process, it makes their systems stronger, more trustworthy, and more aligned with the public good. Without it, we aren't practicing democracy. We're outsourcing it.

Charlie Warzel: A tool that crushes creativity

We're told that the internet offers infinite choices, unlimited content, answers for everything. But this abundance can be a mirage. Behind it all, the paths available to us are hidden. The defaults are set. The choices are quietly made for us. And too often, we're warned that unless we accept these tools as they are now, the next tech revolution will leave us behind. Abundance without agency isn't freedom. It's control.

But the door to a better future hasn't shut yet. We must ask the hard questions, not just of our machines but of ourselves. And we must demand technology that serves humankind and human societies. What are we willing to trade for convenience? And what must never be for sale? We can still choose systems that serve rather than subtly control, that offer possibilities instead of mere efficiency. Our humanity, and democracy, depends on it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2025/10/validation-ai-raffi-krikorian/684764/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Real Worry About Trump's Deals With China

Today he's resolved little more than a crisis of his own making. What might he trade away later for such negligible gains?

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




President Donald Trump emerged from his highly anticipated meeting with Chinese leader Xi Jinping today with most of what he wanted from a deal with Beijing. Yet the agreement does little more than extricate Trump from crises of his own making. The pattern in Trump's dealings with China raises a long-term concern: that he will one day wind up sacrificing American interests in the pursuit of deals of questionable strategic importance.

Today's agreement, struck on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in South Korea, averts another escalation of tensions between the world's two great powers. China agreed to postpone expanding export controls on rare-earth metals for one year. Those controls, announced earlier this month, threatened to choke off the flow of rare earths into industries vital to American security, including semiconductors and weapons systems. In return, the Trump administration will pause a new rule it announced in September, which imposed U.S. export controls on certain subsidiaries of companies sanctioned by Washington. Trump also won't impose the additional 100 percent tariff on Chinese imports he'd announced in retaliation for Beijing's rare-earth controls.

According to Trump, China also met two of his other key demands: It agreed to resume purchases of U.S. soybeans, which it halted in the spring, and pledged to crack down further on the illegal fentanyl trade. In return, Trump will cut in half, to 10 percent, the tariffs he imposed on China earlier this year to pressure Xi to take firmer action on fentanyl.

Eric Schmidt and Selina Xu: China is building the future

In the end, Xi didn't give up very much. He largely withdrew measures he'd taken in response to Trump's policies. Most of these were meant to put pressure on the American president by exploiting his political vulnerabilities. China's ban on U.S. soybeans hit American farmers hard and created a political hassle for Trump, but China is the world's largest importer of soybeans, and buying a few from American farmers is hardly a major concession. Xi's new rare-earth controls might not have lasted much longer anyway, because they alienated not only the United States but many of China's trading partners. And how much stock to put into Xi's promise to clean up the illegal fentanyl trade is hard to know, given his long-standing reluctance to act. In return, Xi got Trump to remove more tariffs and hold off on export controls that could have been harmful to Chinese businesses.

Behind the theater of imposed and rescinded threats and controls, however, was a prospect of real substance to both countries--one that seems not to have come up in this meeting. The day before the meeting, Trump said he would discuss selling China Nvidia's most advanced AI chips, which are currently restricted by export controls. The mere possibility of such sales raised an alarm in Washington, where these restrictions are widely seen as crucial to U.S. security. Allowing China to get powerful chips that its own companies do not have the ability to produce would further not only Beijing's quest for dominance in AI but also its efforts to upgrade its military capabilities. In response to Trump's comment, the House Select Committee on China warned on social media that selling AI chips to China "would be akin to giving Iran weapons grade uranium."

That Trump's offhand remark would so quickly generate such a reaction is an indication of how little the U.S. foreign-policy establishment trusts Trump to defend American interests. China experts have feared that Trump, in his desire for deals with Xi, would trade issues of minimal strategic value, such as soybean purchases, for concessions that endanger core American interests. A relaxation of U.S.-technology controls would be an enormous win for Xi.

Beijing has pressed Washington to lift the chip controls since the Biden administration first introduced them in 2022. Success would benefit China's economic progress and redound to Xi's political credit. According to Bonnie Glaser, the managing director of the German Marshall Fund's Indo-Pacific program, what Chinese leaders most want from Trump is an end to the constant expansion of restrictions placed on their country. They care about this, she told me, "less because they are concerned about falling behind technologically than just a matter of politics and dignity."

That Trump would contemplate lifting those AI-chip restrictions demonstrates the extent to which he has broken with the general consensus in Washington about China. Both Democrats and Republicans, including members of Trump's own team, have held for some time that China is the primary threat facing the United States. Trump's decisions and comments in recent months suggest that he does not fully agree with that assessment. He has appeared to be interested mainly in cutting deals and expanding business opportunities with China. In a speech to business leaders in South Korea on Wednesday, Trump predicted that the outcome of his meeting with Xi would be beneficial to both sides. "That's better than fighting and going through all sorts of problems," he said.

Read: China gets tough on Trump

China's leaders may welcome the opportunity to sideline that old consensus on great-power competition. Dennis Wilder, an expert on U.S.-China relations at Georgetown University who served as a top aide on Asian affairs to President George W. Bush, told me that Trump "has personally gone in what the Chinese would think is the right direction"--toward a friendlier approach to China--and "what they want to do is keep him on that trajectory."

That could explain Xi's willingness to make deals with Trump. But Trump's apparent wavering on crucial issues could also encourage Xi to get more aggressive in pushing China's interests. Scott Kennedy, a senior adviser on China at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me that one possibility is that China's leaders "really believe that Trump is doing a great deal of harm to the United States, and that they ought to take advantage of this opportunity that won't come along very often to really make the U.S. suffer and lock in their advantages."

This week's get-together in South Korea may have served to remind Xi of just how much he gains from a Trump presidency. Trump departed the country shortly after his meeting with Xi, skipping out on the main summit of Asia-Pacific leaders. That left the field open for Xi to schmooze with his counterparts in a region where he seeks to expand Chinese influence. Trump may have left feeling that he won the day, but he can still lose the future.
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Rahm Emanuel ... For President?

He'd like you to keep an open mind.

by Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025


Two moods of Rahm Emanuel, on the Chicago River (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.

For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Little Rock, Arkansas, after Bill Clinton's 1992 victory, when Emanuel repeatedly stabbed the table with a steak knife as he named those who'd betrayed the campaign and decreed them, one after the other, "Dead! Dead! Dead!" Or the nameplate on his desk in the White House, when he was Barack Obama's first chief of staff: Undersecretary for Go Fuck Yourself, a gift from his two brothers--Zeke, a prominent bioethicist, and Ari, a Hollywood superagent. (The nameplate was short-lived; Michelle Obama didn't like it.)

But this profile, Emanuel informed me, will not be one of those profiles.

"One: Distinguish the caricature from the character," he told me, reading from a scrap of paper with a short list of what I must understand about him. "I get all the caricature--I played into it or whatever--but there's principle behind it. I don't just fight for the sport of fight."

I had arrived a few minutes early for our 8 a.m. breakfast at the Park Hyatt in Washington, D.C., but Emanuel, who hates being late, was already seated in his crisp white button-down and dark-blue jeans. He'd begun his day at 5:30 a.m. with 50 minutes on the hotel's stationary bike, 20 minutes of weights, and now nearly seven minutes of instructing me on how to properly do my job.

Over black coffee and Greek yogurt with berries, he continued outlining what should be in my profile: He had helped vanquish many a Republican--particularly as chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee during the 2006 midterms--but Republicans still like him. As proof, he pulled up recent emails from two congressional Republicans, both committee chairmen, praising his potential 2028 bid. He would later show me another, from a Republican senator, complimenting his stint as ambassador to Japan. (Emanuel seemed to think that these private niceties forecast a broad appeal with voters.) He also noted that unaffiliated voters can cast ballots in the Democratic primary in New Hampshire, which could be the first state to pass judgment in 2028.

Finally, Emanuel ran through the ways in which he had been ahead of the rest of the country as mayor of Chicago, from 2011 to 2019. Under his leadership, he said, Chicago was among the first U.S. cities to sue pharmaceutical companies over opioids. It was a pioneer in universal prekindergarten and free community college. He made Chicago a top destination for corporate relocation, and traveled to Europe and Asia to drum up foreign investment in the city. And he devoted his second mayoral inaugural address, in 2015, to the plight of "lost and unconnected young men," well before it became the topic du jour.

Although Emanuel says that he will not make a decision on running until next year, he is publicly and privately gearing up for a presidential campaign. You may have seen and heard more of Emanuel these past few months than you ever did when he was in elected or appointed office. He was on Megyn Kelly's show, where he broke with progressives over transgender issues ("Can a man become a woman? ... No."). While testifying before a House committee on China, Emanuel said that, as Joe Biden's ambassador to Japan, he strengthened ties among Tokyo, Washington, Manila, and Seoul, as a bulwark against China. And he appeared on so many podcasts--hosted by David Axelrod, Dana Bash, Hugh Hewitt, Hasan Minhaj, Gavin Newsom, Kara Swisher, Bari Weiss--that I began to wonder if Spotify should just add a Rahm Emanuel channel.

He's clearly pitching himself to America as a politically incorrect, tell-it-like-it-is fighter. And over the course of several weeks this summer and early fall, he pitched himself to me as someone who can muscle the American dream back into reality for the middle class.

Having served all three living Democratic presidents, Emanuel has been a key player in nearly every major victory, defeat, negotiation, controversy, and innovation of the modern Democratic Party. But as he gears up for one final act, Democrats will have to ask themselves: Is Rahm Emanuel precisely what the party needs right now--as it flounders through the Donald Trump era--or is he exactly whom the party wants to leave behind?

He wound down his breakfast talking points in typical Rahm fashion: pretending not to care while caring a great deal. "I am a political animal, full stop. But I'm equally a policy animal," he told me. "I don't give a fuck what else you say."


Emanuel speaking to voters in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The summer he was 17--shortly after he turned down a scholarship to the Joffrey Ballet in favor of Sarah Lawrence College--Emanuel sliced open his finger working at an Arby's in the northern suburbs of Chicago. He was cleaning the metal meat-shaving machine, and cleaved his right middle finger down to the bone. He bandaged it up and finished his shift, unaware that a piece of meat was lodged under the skin, and then proceeded to splash around in Lake Michigan with friends. The ensuing infection left him hospitalized for weeks and near death twice, his older brother, Zeke, told me.

At one point, doctors debated between further antibiotic treatment, which had no guarantee of success, and amputation, which was more likely to solve the problem. "He's like, 'Take it off!'" Zeke said. "'I want to live, and I'm not going to let the two knuckles on my finger stop me.'" The story became part of the Rahm Emanuel shtick. There was never any, "'Woe is me, I can't play racquet sports' or whatever the fuck," Zeke said.

I spoke with nearly 50 of Emanuel's friends, allies, former colleagues, rivals, skeptics, haters, and fellow Democratic operatives, some of whom requested anonymity not only to share their candid views but also to avoid his infamous wrath. (One person remembered how, after Emanuel's first House primary race, he held a years-long grudge against EMILY's List for helping his female rival--despite the fact that this is the exact purpose of EMILY's List.) They all told me similar stories of his relentless drive to survive and win, and how he helped shape our modern politics.

In 1992, as Bill Clinton's finance director, Emanuel prioritized large donor events to raise money; the cash helped Clinton survive the Gennifer Flowers scandal, which threatened to derail his campaign early in the primaries. In the White House, Emanuel was part of the team that pushed NAFTA and the 1994 crime bill through Congress; both achievements would later haunt 21st-century Democrats. Hillary Clinton tried to have him fired--she reportedly disdained his aggressive style of doing business--but Emanuel refused to leave, and accepted a demotion instead.

"I said, 'Come back to Chicago, man; it's over.' He said, 'No, I'm not going,'" Axelrod told me. "Because he cannot fail. He won't accept failure." Emanuel clawed his way back to a senior-adviser position. Mythmaking profiles followed, and they are time capsules of Emanuel's prescient sense of voter moods.

As one administration staffer put it to The New Republic in 1997: "Rahm felt that Americans believed too many people were coming into this country, too many foreigners, so he wanted to show the administration returning people, deporting them, putting up bigger fences, sending them back."


Emanuel outside the U.S. Capitol in December 1992, as general manager of the Clinton Presidential Inaugural Committee (Marianne Barcellona / Getty)



In the Clinton White House, Emanuel took on assignments that, in his words, "nobody wanted to touch." He helped Clinton implement Operation Gatekeeper, aimed at halting illegal immigration near San Diego. He fielded 3 a.m. calls from Clinton as he whipped votes for two major gun-control laws: the Brady Bill in 1993 (which passed just eight days before NAFTA) and the assault-weapons ban in 1994. He negotiated the final specifics of the Children's Health Insurance Program, which extended health care to millions. He also helped hash out the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 with a Republican-controlled Congress, and the first of Clinton's  two increases of the federal minimum wage.

This was the Democratic Party of the 1990s: a heady run of accomplishment, through combat and compromise with a pre-Trump GOP, even as Clinton was hounded by right-wing inquisitors. Emanuel followed his first tour of the White House with a stint in investment banking. Mergers and acquisitions, though, didn't have the thrill of politics.

Emanuel was elected to the House in 2002, to represent the North Side of Chicago. As chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee in 2006, he wrested the chamber from Republican control for the first time in 12 years, and gave Democrats a 31-seat majority.

He did so with a then-controversial recruitment strategy: enlisting candidates (veterans, athletes, sheriffs) with beliefs (pro-gun, anti-abortion) that fit their swing districts instead of party purity tests. Critics claim that these ephemeral victories in purple districts seeded longer-term defeat for the party; Emanuel says that his goal was to deliver the speaker's gavel to a Democrat, and that he enabled the election of the first female speaker of the House.

Emanuel wants results, in other words. And he can detonate when he doesn't get them.

Multiple members of Emanuel's 2006 DCCC team told me the same story: In June of that year, after Democrats lost a special election in California, he called his team into his office and began shouting. "We. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This," he said, crushing a water bottle in one hand and rattling a chair with the other. "You. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This." Someone laughed at Emanuel's tantrum, prompting him to declare, "If you don't shut the fuck up, I am going to kill every last motherfucking one of you." (One of his nicknames is "Rahmbo.")


Emanuel, with Senator Chuck Schumer (D-NY), celebrates the seismic Democratic victory in the 2006 midterms. (Brooks Kraft / Corbis / Getty)



Emanuel had hoped to become the first Jewish speaker, but the incoming president Obama asked him to be his chief of staff. "No fucking way," Emanuel told him, hesitant to put his family through another grueling tour of White House duty. But Obama was persistent in wanting Emanuel's expertise and temperament. "With an economic crisis to tackle and what I suspected might be a limited window to get my agenda through a Democratically controlled Congress, I was convinced that his pile-driver style was exactly what I needed," Obama wrote in his memoir A Promised Land.

Emanuel helped Obama prevent the recession they'd inherited from slipping into a depression. The Obama administration bailed out the auto industry, which Emanuel had urged it to do, but let bankers off the hook, even as Emanuel privately advocated "Old Testament justice." And he was instrumental in whipping votes for and negotiating the minutiae of the Affordable Care Act, once racing from his son's bar mitzvah, after the challah and wine, to the White House to tackle final concerns with holdout Democrats. ("I told Obama, 'You owe me. You promised it would not be like this, and this is exactly what it is,'" Emanuel told me, still miffed about the work-life imbalance.)

The health-care package changed the American economy and millions of lives--and also became an eternal political cudgel. Even the most recent government shutdown hinges, in part, on ACA subsidies. GOP officials are making "a political mistake and a policy mistake," Emanuel told me. "It reinforces the brand that Republicans don't care about people."

Emanuel's most potent weapon--both for himself and for his party--may be his sheer relentlessness, which he can calibrate to be either scorched-earth or supple. As Biden's ambassador to Japan, he once asked to join a meeting between the president and the Japanese prime minister. The National Security Council nixed Emanuel's request; such small, high-level meetings typically would not include an ambassador. Yet when Biden and his aides showed up, there was Emanuel, waiting alongside the Japanese delegation, which he had persuaded to bring him.

The question now is whether he can sweet-talk--or bulldoze--his way into the room yet again.


Emanuel, as a congressman from Illinois, in September 2008, after the House of Representatives rejected a bailout package as the economy cratered (Mark Wilson / Getty)



The case against Rahm Emanuel, according to critics: He's not progressive enough. His only ideology is winning. He's more of a tactician, less of a principal (though he's long exuded main-character energy). He's too short (he claims 5 foot 8) or too old, at least for voters who want to get away from septuagenarian presidents (he'll be 69 on Inauguration Day 2029). He has a problem with Black voters, stemming from his mayorship (more on that in a bit). He's too Jewish; his middle name is Israel, though he has called Benjamin Netanyahu's "collective punishment" of Gazans morally and politically "bankrupt" and previously confronted the prime minister over Israeli settlements (Haaretz reported that Netanyahu dubbed Emanuel a "self-hating Jew," though the prime minister has denied this).

The biggest knock against Emanuel may be that he's too enmeshed with the Democratic Party of the past to emerge as its future. Emanuel is "a relic" who made Democrats cave to Big Pharma when writing the Affordable Care Act, Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, told me. Green's group was among those Emanuel called "fucking retarded" for considering running ads against conservative Democrats who were reluctant to support the ACA. To Emanuel, the Democratic Party has morphed from a big-tent results machine into a circular firing squad of activists.

Emanuel is "the exact wrong answer" to what the Democratic Party needs right now, because he prioritizes corporate interests, says Cenk Uygur, a co-host of the progressive news program The Young Turks. Uygur believes that Emanuel's power stems from his friendly relationships with the donor class and political reporters, who've been ornamenting his reputation for decades. "In almost all the profiles, I read about how charming Rahm Emanuel is," Uygur told me, but "from our perspective, all we see is a disastrous ogre, not this charming Shrek guy."


As Barack Obama's first chief of staff, on June 25, 2009 (Pete Souza / The White House / Getty)



Regarding his stance on transgender rights, Parker Molloy wrote in The New Republic in July that Emanuel is "picking on the people least able to defend themselves and calling it pragmatism." Emanuel told me that he'll protect the most vulnerable--as mayor, he ensured that Chicagoans could use the bathroom consistent with their gender identity--while not focusing on trans issues. "Sound is not always fury," he often says, meaning the loudest voices do not always amplify the foremost issues. Or, as he put it in a Wall Street Journal op-ed earlier this month: "We've spent the past five years debating pronouns without noticing that too many students can't tell you what a pronoun is."

Some progressives, especially in Chicago, are unwilling to forget or forgive the central test of his mayorship.

In October 2014, weeks before Emanuel kicked off his reelection campaign, a Black 17-year-old named Laquan McDonald was shot 16 times by a Chicago police officer. Video of the shooting wasn't released until 13 months later. McDonald had not lunged at officers, as the police-union spokesperson had claimed; he'd been shot in the back while walking away. The incident ignited national outrage and accusations of a cover-up by the Chicago Police Department and Emanuel, and some former constituents are still angry. It remains a stain on Emanuel's legacy, and would be easy fodder for any 2028 opponent.

"He's the mayor. He could have just released it," Tracy Siska, the executive director of the Chicago Justice Project, told me. "The Chicago police had murdered a Black kid for no reason in front of a bunch of cops, and no one did a damn thing."

Emanuel has said that he needed to let the official process play out. "If the mayor weighs in, you're basically compromising those investigations," he told me, adding that his intervention could have jeopardized the prosecution of the shooter, who was ultimately convicted of second-degree murder.

Shortly after the video was released, Emanuel delivered an emotional apology before the Chicago City Council, his voice cracking as he accepted responsibility for the tragedy. He ultimately pushed through several reforms, including body-worn cameras for all police and a more timely video-release policy. He apologized to and earned the support of Marvin Hunter, McDonald's great-uncle and a Chicago pastor who served as the family's representative. The two regularly speak, and Hunter endorsed Emanuel during his confirmation process to be ambassador.


Emanuel speaks to the press in December 2015, following the release of the police video of the murder of 17-year-old Laquan McDonald. (Paul Beaty / AP)



"There is more to this individual than the caricature that is presented in the public," Hunter wrote to the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in 2021. "I felt what is in his heart and I know him to be a decent and honorable man who is willing to listen, eager to learn and show a deep level of compassion."

For as prickly as he can be, Emanuel is skilled at smoothing things over. As mayor, he closed 50 underperforming Chicago schools, in mainly Black and Latino neighborhoods. Janice Jackson, who became the CEO of Chicago Public Schools after the closures, told me that the schools needed to be closed--because of declining enrollment and budgetary shortfalls--but communities reeled at the speed of the decision and the brusqueness of the execution. Later in Emanuel's tenure, when he was further consolidating high schools, he did more community outreach, and with a more empathetic tone. "Did I learn something? Yeah, of course I did," he told me, when I asked about the changed approach.

Emanuel points to data from Stanford showing that Chicago-public-school students under his tenure appeared to be learning faster than those in any other of the 100 largest school districts in the country. As Jackson told me, "I have never met an elected official who cares more about education."

Emanuel does care. Even if he doesn't always seem caring. I felt this duality myself as I spent time with him. One humid Tuesday evening in July, I wobbled up to CNN's D.C. studio on an electric scooter, with no helmet. Emanuel was early for our appointment, as usual, and from the look on his face, I could tell that he was waiting with a reprimand.


Emanuel speaking to voters in Iowa on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"You have three kids," Emanuel said, with a mix of stern disappointment and genuine concern, pointing to my unprotected head. "What are you doing?"

This was the paternal, less visible side of Emanuel that I'd heard about: the steady husband who, when his kids were younger, prioritized family dinners with his wife of 31 years, Amy Rule. The devoted father of three who can choke up when talking about his family--he said he speaks daily with each of his kids--and who regularly asks about others'. The fervent believer in the promise of America, who prizes loyalty, and inspires it, and sometimes ends phone calls--even tirades--with "I love you."

"Distinguish the caricature from the character," Emanuel had told me. When I asked people who had worked for Emanuel if they'd join his presidential campaign, several were open to the idea. And when I asked people for their best Rahm stories, much of what I heard went beyond dead-fish antics and fuck-yous.

Sarah Feinberg, who worked for Emanuel at the DCCC and as a senior adviser in the Obama White House, was once mugged at gunpoint. "Rahm literally checked on me constantly," Feinberg told me. "He had me call him every night when I got home--not to have a conversation, but so he knew I was home."

Emanuel is a boss who'll call on weekends and at all hours, but he's also a boss who encourages work-life balance. Michael Negron, Emanuel's policy director when he was mayor, told me that if Rahm called and heard his kids in the background, "he'd say, 'Call me when you're free.'"

Rahm Emanuel: It's time to hold American elites accountable for their abuses

Shortly after Chicago was named host of the 2024 Democratic National Convention, a local hospitality union reached a contract impasse with a major hotel operator. Karen Kent, the president of the union, called Emanuel, who happened to be at Camp David. He was ambassador to Japan at the time but told her, simply, "I got it." "Two days later," Kent told me, "those hotel guys called and settled."

Emanuel said he'd urged the hotel operator to consider the long term: The convention would bring a ton of business to the city, and the hotel shouldn't be left on the outside because of short-term worries. "Figuring out what people needed and getting it for them, I think, was always one of his talents," Zeke Emanuel told me, explaining how Rahm had honed certain skills as the middle child of three competitive brothers.

A former aide had described Emanuel to me as "very Tony Soprano-esque" in the way that his animus is often laced with affection, and vice versa. The week after Rosh Hashanah, I received this text from Emanuel: "First I start the new year with being nice to you. Will try. Harder." Emanuel asked whether I'd reached out to a couple of people he thought I should speak with for this profile. Through an aide, he'd previously sent me a list of a dozen people to call, from his mayoral days. "Speaker in Virginia said never heard from ashley," he texted. "True?" When I replied that the people he was now asking about were not on his original list, he responded, "Don't attack the messenger," and then sent me their contact info.

So I called Don Scott, the first Black speaker of the Virginia House of Delegates, who told me that Emanuel "helped me navigate the political scene" in the state. Scott sees in Emanuel a thorny sincerity that can't be faked. "All these people are being coached on how to be themselves and be real," Scott said, "and Rahm came out of the womb using a motherfucker here and a motherfucker there."

At the end of our call, Scott and I wondered if Emanuel would finally stop pestering us, now that we had connected. But Emanuel was also querying people I'd already interviewed, and then asking me if I was going to use what they'd said.

Emanuel's desire for control manifested even in the photo shoot for this article. Our photographer said in an email that Emanuel had been generous with his time but "refused most of my location choices," "called me a 'little prick' when I suggested some posing directions (multiple times) and told me he 'knew where I lived in case he didn't like what was printed.'" Emanuel had done this in his avuncular, shit-giving tone, which had made the photographer laugh but also complicated his assignment.

Waiting with Emanuel in the CNN greenroom before his TV hit, we ran into a reporter we both know, who--amused to have stumbled upon a profile-in-process--began snapping photos of us on his phone.

I joked with Emanuel that we could keep the pictures for posterity, to remember the good times in the event that this profile comes out, he hates it, and I'm forever dead to him. He responded by switching to caricature. "You won't fuck this up," Emanuel said, faux-menacing, jabbing four-and-a-half fingers at me, "because if you do, your kids won't have a mother anymore."


Emanuel at a homecoming game at Roosevelt High School in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 26
 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"Just who is the Rahm voter?" I repeatedly asked people, and the answers were varied: moderates and centrists. Progressives who care about winning the general election. Biden-Trump voters. Washington insiders, yes, but also the working class. Or maybe there's no constituency that could make him a front-runner.

Emanuel, meanwhile, complained to me that I was trying to pigeonhole him. "You're trying to figure out what box I fit," he said, "and I don't fit a box."

Case in point: Emanuel chats with a range of people who would make certain heads explode. The billionaire Republican Ken Griffin, a Chicagoan, supported Emanuel when he ran for Congress and mayor, and the two collaborated to revitalize the Chicago Lakefront Trail. Last month, Emanuel met with the New York mayoral candidate Zohran Mamdani, a democratic socialist who has provoked centrist Democrats, to talk about how to staff a city administration and turn goals into results. And over the summer, Emanuel met with a few billionaire tech titans: Peter Thiel, whose fortune helped J. D. Vance win his Senate race, and the venture capitalists Marc Andreessen and Ben Horowitz, whom Emanuel has known for years. Emanuel said that he'd asked Andreessen and Horowitz about improving research funding at universities and in the defense industry.

A few weeks ago, I traveled with Emanuel to the proving ground of Iowa, where his trip's stated purpose--to campaign and fundraise for Democrats--collided with its subtext: to test his own prospects.

Rose Green, a Des Moines resident, immediately recognized Emanuel at the September 26 homecoming game at Roosevelt High School. "I heard him on a podcast a few months ago," Green told me, "and I said, 'He's sounding very presidential. He's willing to say what he thinks, and I like that right now.'" She asked Emanuel if he was going to run for president, and he gave a version of his standard response: He's still thinking about it.

But he's clearly acting the part. In his 33 hours in Des Moines, Emanuel had coffee with a group of teachers, ate Italian food with fellow politicians, and worked the homecoming crowd at Roosevelt High, where one dad told me, "I'm a big fan of Obama, so if Obama trusts him, that just gives me good vibes." Emanuel also toured a business incubator in a low-income neighborhood, ate two tacos ahogados at a tiny Mexican restaurant, soapboxed at a fish fry hosted by State Representative Sean Bagniewski, and befuddled at least one police officer who, after shaking hands with Emanuel, turned to a colleague and asked, "Who'd he say he was?"

Before Emanuel's day of Iowa campaigning on Saturday, he and I met for breakfast in the lobby of his hotel (again, black coffee and yogurt with berries). Emanuel believes that Kamala Harris lost mainly because she presented herself as a continuation of the Biden administration rather than as a candidate of change, and that she erred by focusing too much on threats to democracy. Yet since Emanuel and I had last spoken, Charlie Kirk had been assassinated in front of thousands of college students, and the Justice Department had begun prosecuting Trump's perceived enemies, such as former FBI Director James Comey. I asked: Did he now find the issue more salient?


Emanuel at a Mexican restaurant in Des Moines (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



Emanuel deflected. "I think, by 2027, the country is going to be: We've got to get past Trump. We're exhausted," he told me. If voters want revenge via a Democratic version of Trump, Emanuel added, then he's not their guy. And over the past several months, Emanuel has repeatedly argued that the 2028 election will not be a referendum on Trump, and that Democrats will need to affirmatively stand for something. Emanuel, in nearly all of his remarks, stands for education and affordability.

He talks about making homeownership more achievable by giving first-time buyers a $24,000 tax credit or favorable interest rates. He wants to rethink our nation's education system, in part by nationalizing what he did in Chicago, such as free community college for public-high-school graduates with at least a B average. Before entering politics, Emanuel wanted to be a teacher; when he was mayor, his staff would sometimes treat a bad mood with an impromptu visit to a school, which always made him sunnier.

During Emanuel's coffee with Iowa educators, a teacher said that he would love to bring Chicago innovations--such as requiring high-school seniors to have an official "day after" graduation plan in order to get their diploma--to Des Moines.

Emanuel fist-bumped the teacher while addressing a theoretical student: "You want to be a plumber? Great! You want to be in the Air Force? Great! You want to go to Iowa Technical? Great! But," he said, "we're not letting you go until we know what you're doing."

At the Iowa fish fry, Emanuel began his remarks in a folksy style that struck me as slightly Clintonian, his voice lapsing into a light twang for the first few minutes. At 65, Emanuel still presents as impish: a bit fidgety, a bit smart-ass. His hair has been going gray since the Clinton era, but his skin retains a glow. (The former aide told me that Emanuel is a devotee of Kiehl's face lotion: "He was very militant about that.")

Most Iowans I chatted with after they met Emanuel seemed open to the idea of him as a candidate. They liked his candor; one woman told me that she liked how he "cussed." They liked his diagnosis of--and prescriptions for--the Democratic Party: that it must focus on delivering results instead of culture squabbles. Emanuel has a whole riff about three 21st-century moments that shattered trust in government--the Iraq War, the Great Recession, and the response to COVID--but one line that got heads nodding in Iowa was far simpler: "The American dream is unaffordable, it's inaccessible, and we as Democrats--that's unacceptable to us."

Earlier this year, Emanuel returned to an investment-banking firm as a senior adviser. Although not yet a candidate, Emanuel has six people working with him on his nascent campaign, and he plans to announce more early next year. In a hypothetical field for a primary season that's two years away, it's impossible to forecast Emanuel's chances. He could bend his party's trajectory once again, or maneuver his way into a Cabinet position or even the vice presidency. Or he could flame out before a single primary vote is cast.

All his life, failure has been unimaginable, almost physically unbearable. But Emanuel says that he's different now. As he sees it, this would be his last political race, he's already had a full career, and nearly everyone thinks he's a very long shot. So he says he's liberated himself to not care if he loses, and to have fun even if he does. That seems unrealistic, but Emanuel has long practiced the art of spin, and it's possible that he's successfully spun himself.

For now, he's focused on influencing his own party. Democrats, after all, are in their "Why the hell not?" era, and part of Emanuel's pitch is: Why the hell not me?
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Trump Is Sleepwalking Into Political Disaster

A health-care battle tarnished the president's first term. Here he goes again.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




The most glaring self-inflicted wound from Donald Trump's first term in office was his decision in 2017 to let Paul Ryan and other traditional Republicans push him into a futile war to repeal the Affordable Care Act. From Ryan's perspective, the decision made perfect sense: He and his allies despised the welfare state in general and the ACA in particular, and saw Trump's presidency as a final chance to destroy the hated law before its roots grew too deep.

From Trump's perspective, the move was a fiasco. By dint of the threat to repeal it and take health insurance from millions of Americans, the ACA became more popular. The repeal effort exposed the hollowness of his grand promises to give everybody "terrific" insurance, and drove a midterm-election backlash that handed Democrats control of the House of Representatives.

Eight years on, Trump has plainly failed to learn his lesson.

Annie Lowrey: How are we still fighting about Obamacare?

His signature One Big Beautiful Bill Act, signed into law over the summer, already wreaks havoc on the country's health-care system by gutting Medicaid; it's expected to eliminate coverage for about 7.5 million people by 2034. The legislation also failed to extend pandemic-era subsidies, which are set to expire at the end of the year, for health insurance bought through ACA marketplaces. Without these subsidies, premiums will spike for about 20 million Americans--many of them small-business owners and self-employed workers--in January. Republicans in Congress have refused to add these subsidies to their budget bill, and congressional Democrats refuse to pass a budget without these subsidies. This is the main reason for the federal-government shutdown, now entering its fifth week.

The 2018 elections reflected public anger over the Republican Party's efforts to make health care less affordable for millions of Americans. In 2026 and 2028, Republicans will face an electorate that is already experiencing the surging costs and loss of coverage that was merely hypothetical in 2018. But instead of trying to contain this catastrophe, Trump is doing nothing.

Health care is not a hill on which Trump is willing to die. He detests Barack Obama and delighted in the prospect of eliminating his predecessor's signature domestic-policy legacy, but his goal in 2017 wasn't to make health insurance impossibly unaffordable for Americans. He either believed Republicans' propaganda that Obamacare was such a "trainwreck" that they could easily write a better law, or somehow believed he could simply lure Democrats to the negotiating table for a new plan. His failure was humiliating and politically costly.

The politics of rolling back Obamacare have not improved since then. Nearly 80 percent of the public wants to extend the ACA subsidies that are set to end.

Trump himself at least seems to grasp the risks, and has sought to position himself as a problem-solver on the issue. "I'd like to see a deal made for great health care," he told reporters earlier this month. "Yeah, I want to see great health; I'm a Republican, but I want to see health care, but much more so than the Democrats." The president has long recognized the Democratic Party's advantage on social-insurance programs and has tried to rhetorically co-opt it. But the populist slogans don't help if people are actually losing their health coverage or paying way more for it, both of which are slated to occur on his watch.

Why, then, is Trump back on this hill?

One possible reason is that Trump blames the shortcomings of his first term almost entirely on his enemies: the media, the "deep state," and the disloyal members of his first administration who refused to follow his most authoritarian impulses. His second term has focused, with chilling success, on knocking down these obstacles. He has intimidated the media into more favorable coverage, purged the bureaucracy, and staffed his administration with loyalists who won't question the moral or legal basis for his orders.

That doesn't mean Trump has no regrets over his ill-fated attempt to repeal Obamacare. But his singular focus on crushing enemies and compelling loyalty at least suggests a lack of attention to other causes of his first-term struggles.

A second explanation is that Republicans in Congress are still too obsessed with rolling back Obamacare to worry about or even acknowledge the political damage they are inflicting on their party--and their president.

"Premiums are going up because health care costs are going up. Because Obamacare is a disaster," insists Senator Rick Scott, in defiance of projections that the withdrawal of subsidies is what will cause premiums to skyrocket. "At least among Republicans, there's a growing sense that just maintaining the status quo is very destructive," says Brian Blase, the president of the right-wing Paragon Health Institute. Blase has been busily publishing papers purporting to show that throwing people off Medicaid somehow won't make them less healthy and that eliminating insurance subsidies harms only insurers, not people.

David Frum: The shutdown is a knife at a gun fight

The anti-government wing of the Republican Party harbors an aversion to social welfare that's so deep-seated, the GOP doesn't seem to mind the political risks.

In this case, it seems that Trump's generalized animosity for the opposing party has overwhelmed his political survival instinct. The president probably doesn't want to throw Americans off of their health insurance, and he certainly doesn't want masses of angry, uninsured voters flooding the polls next year. But cutting a deal to preserve these ACA subsidies would mean angering Republicans who suck up to him and handing Democrats a win. That, of course, is a nonstarter. He'd clearly prefer to drift through a government shutdown and sleepwalk into a political disaster that, when it strikes, will seem quite familiar.
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Why You Should Keep an Open Mind on the Divine

There are more things in heaven and Earth than are dreamed of in a purely materialist philosophy.

by Arthur C. Brooks

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

I grew up in Seattle in the 1970s, long before it became the tech-and-hipster boomtown it is today. Our city's only real claim to fame in those days was the Space Needle, a 605-foot observation tower that had a revolving restaurant at the top and that had been built for the 1962 World's Fair. The tower got its name from the fair's theme: "Living in the Space Age."

One of the most prominent visitors of the World's Fair was the Russian cosmonaut Gherman Titov, the second man to orbit the Earth. Asked by a reporter about his experience in space, his response made headlines. "Sometimes people are saying that God is out there," Titov said. "I was looking around attentively all day but I didn't find anybody there. I saw neither angels nor God."

This was, of course, a way for Titov to promote his government's official atheist position inside America--a little jab at the Soviet Union's primitively religious Cold War foe. But it was of a piece with a very common viewpoint, Eastern and Western, then and now: If you don't observe something and can't physically find it, then it is fair to assume it doesn't exist. If you insist on that thing's existence because you feel it, believe in it, or have faith in it, you are deluded or a fool.

Listen: Can religion make you happy?

No matter your stance on religion, the Titovian philosophy is a foolish position. Indeed, life is incomplete and nonsensical without a belief in the reality of the unseen.

It might strike you as unscientific to believe in the unseen, but the truth is the opposite: A good deal of the way today's scientists understand the world operates at a purely theoretical level. Take modern physics: For many decades, particle physicists have studied the building blocks of matter--the atoms that make up molecules; the protons and neutrons inside atoms; the quarks that make up protons and neutrons. Quarks are so small that they cannot be observed at any visual scale; they are understood to be pointlike entities that have zero dimensionality. And yet, no physicist believes quarks don't exist, because the theoretical and indirect empirical evidence that they do is overwhelming.

Although some components of the material world are too small to see, the existence of such facets of reality beyond human perception enjoys widespread and uncontroversial belief. Multivariate calculus, for example, is a rudimentary mathematical tool commonly learned at school that can solve real-life problems such as how to optimize the schedules of, say, five people at once. Yet when it involves more than three variables, calculus is operating in a dimensionality that cannot be depicted graphically in any conventional way. This makes scientific sense, too, because neuroscientists have shown that we can think in dimensions higher than those we can actually see. That itself constitutes a belief in an unseen--indeed, unseeable--reality.

Beyond the abstract realms of mathematics and physics, the natural sciences (such as zoology and biology) offer similar proofs. We know for a fact that senses beyond the five that humans possess exist for other species. Sharks have specialized sensory organs called the ampullae of Lorenzini, which give them electroreception, the ability to detect electrical fields generated by the muscular and neural activity of other living organisms. Jewel beetles have infrared organs that register the radiation emitted by fires. Many snakes have a sense similar to infrared vision, which enables them to perceive a thermal image of potential prey.

Humans lack these senses, but to assume they don't exist would be silly, even dangerous. Similarly, we have no reason to believe that the world of science has exhausted the fields of material reality that are beyond our sensory perception. On the contrary, the most logical and rational assumption we can make is that we are surrounded by forces and entities of which we are completely unaware--and which are as yet undiscovered.

All of this scientific knowledge would have been dismissed in the past as crazy fiction, primitive superstition, possibly even a sign of demonic possession. This fact should instill in us some humility about ideas outside current scientific understanding that concern things we can't see but that others perceive as real and claim indirect evidence for.

Take, for example, this definition of faith in the existence of God, from the Bible: "the assurance of what we hope for and the conviction about things that cannot be seen." This is a belief held not only by the unschooled, but by many of history's most esteemed scholars and thinkers. In his Metaphysics, Aristotle made the case for the existence of God as the unseen "first mover," the necessarily uncaused, prior cause of all other things. More than 1,400 years after Aristotle, the medieval Muslim scientist and philosopher Ibn Rushd (known in the Western world as Averroes) defended the Greek philosopher and refuted the argument, common then and today, that the visible presence of evil proves the nonexistence of God. "What happens contrary to providence is due to the necessity of matter," he argued, "not to the shortcomings of the creator."

This can't simply be dismissed as premodern thinking. In a 2009 survey, the Pew Research Center found that among scientists who belonged to the prestigious American Association for the Advancement of Science, just over half (51 percent) believed in "some form of deity or higher power." Defying the general trend that young adults are becoming less religious than their elders, scientists under 35, who have grown up amid the latest breakthroughs, were the most religious in the survey: 66 percent were believers, as opposed to 46 percent of scientists 65 and older.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to make life more transcendent

Some modern scholars have gone so far as to try to blend the science of the unseen with the realm of the supernatural. Robert J. Marks, a professor of electrical and computer engineering at Baylor University, suggests that God (the Christian God, in this case) exists in higher dimensions than we can see, making him real in our lives but completely invisible to our physical senses. An alternative proposition, advanced by three Harvard cognitive-science researchers, is that God is perceptible only to human intuition--a sixth sense, in effect.

We cannot expect ever to settle the argument over the existence of God. Just as we should continue to question theories, hypotheses, and assumptions in every field of science, we should interrogate religious and philosophical beliefs. By the same token, however, we should also exercise skepticism about our unbeliefs based on what we cannot perceive directly. To dismiss something for the fact of its invisibility is a mistake. Instead, intellectual integrity should make us open to indirect evidence that comes from beyond the realm of ordinary observation.

I learned that viewpoint, in fact, from someone who lived only a couple of miles from the Space Needle: my father. A brilliant mathematician and statistician, as well as a lifelong but not uncritical Christian believer, he pondered the vexing questions of evil and randomness his whole life. He embodied for me someone whose intellectual openness also involved religious activity in the form of daily prayer, contemplation, service, and worship. He died many years ago, so I can't check this, but I have a dim memory of him weighing in on Titov's argument about not finding God in space. "It's like saying Picasso doesn't exist because he can't be found inside Picasso's paintings." Amen.
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A Post-Literate Age

Journalism and fiction are both essential to a thriving democracy.

by George Packer

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




A few days ago, my imagination converged in a disturbing way with Donald Trump's. After the president posted an AI-generated video of himself piloting a fighter plane and releasing a flood of excrement onto thousands of demonstrators below, I heard from several people who had read my new novel, The Emergency, which will be published next month. They pointed out the resemblance of the video to a scene, near the novel's end, in which human feces become a primitive weapon of civil war. Somewhere down in the dark, well below conscious thought, I had managed to intuit just how far the demonic urge in American politics to violate every taboo might go. Or perhaps the White House had gotten hold of an Advance Reader's Copy.

The uncanny meld between my mind and Trump's was a little sickening. It was as if this master conjurer had pulled a trick on me, saying: I'll always beat you. I can always go lower. Back in the early '60s--a time we now think of as relatively sane--Philip Roth observed: "You can't write good satirical fiction in America because reality will quickly outdo anything you might invent." But I wasn't trying to compete with reality. I didn't write a novel to mirror or predict the course of American politics--if anything, the opposite. I wanted to get away from reality.

For a quarter century, I've been a journalist, and to be honest, I had begun to lose faith in my trade. The year 2021 marked a turning point in the history of facts: from poor health to near death. The insurrection of January 6 happened before our eyes and produced about three news cycles of almost universal horror before that consensus began to succumb to the assault of partisan revisions and elisions, lies, alternative facts, and conspiracy theories that dominate our media and pollute our minds. Sophisticates argue that there's never been any agreement about reality, that news in the age of Walter Cronkite was simply the dominant "narrative" put forth by the three major television networks and establishment papers. It's true that important facts have always been contested--but in August 1974, when the "smoking gun" tape revealed Richard Nixon's central role in the Watergate cover-up, Republican politicians and conservative editorialists didn't claim that the tape was a fake or the product of an opposition conspiracy. Instead, they told Nixon to resign. That elusive thing called reality brought down a president.

Today, with millions of social-media accounts and thousands of podcasts and channels to choose from, more than a third of Americans believe that the 2020 election was stolen from Trump, and a quarter believe that the pro-Trump marauders of January 6 were victims of an FBI trap. Many more Americans don't seem to care much about the truth of what happened that day, and the president who inspired the mob to invade the Capitol is back in power.

The Trump era poses numerous threats to the free press: constant abuse, denial of access, intimidation by regulatory or legal means, criminal investigation. But the greatest threat, aided by this forever war on reality, is irrelevance. "Legacy media" has become an insult, but its fall from authority is an epistemic catastrophe. Most of the public has no idea how much effort and money newsgathering requires, how many rounds of reporting, editing, and fact-checking a story goes through before it reaches the public and drowns in the new media "ecosystem." Serious journalism in America today is a little like the independent English-language papers in certain authoritarian countries that are allowed to go on publishing because they're read by only a handful of elites and have no effect on the broader society. It's not just that changing readers' minds on important questions by presenting them with arguments and evidence has come to seem quixotic. Journalism can't even establish what's true, let alone what people should think about what's true.

Nancy A. Youssef: The last days of the Pentagon press corps

Why do journalists keep at it? In most cases, not because they imagine that their reporting will strike a blow for justice or hold the powerful to account (the powerful are pretty much unbound), but because they still believe that facts matter; because it's important to set down what's going on in the world, for posterity if not the present; because they love the craft; because it's what they do. But any honest journalist knows that this persistence has more in common with Camus than Cronkite. It's a Sisyphean act of faith.

So in late 2021 or early 2022, around the time truth disappeared, I started to think about writing a novel.

Among the alternatives to journalism, fiction was not an obvious choice. I'd published two novels in the 1990s and, as the philosopher David Hume said of one of his books, they "fell dead-born from the press." Trying again a quarter-century older seemed like bad odds. For one thing, did anyone still read fiction? I mean literary fiction, the kind that aspires to complex characters, subtle themes, and careful attention to prose style. Those novels are gone from the best-seller lists--it's all sexy dragons now. The novel ceased long ago to occupy the cultural center, giving way first to movies, then TV series, video games, social-media posts, and AI content. The novelist as voice of a generation no longer exists. Literary fiction has become more like classical music--the eccentric taste of a diminishing set of the devoted. A book group that reads classic novels (I've been in one since the start of the Trump era) has the air of a circle of medieval monks solemnly bent over illuminated manuscripts, studying and preserving them through dark times until some future century rediscovers the literature of the past.

American fiction fell victim to the clamor of events. Starting around the 9/11 attacks, we began to live in a world of shocks, each one of them big enough to pull you out of the immersive state that writing or reading a novel requires. One benefit of this turn to the outer world of facts was a brief golden age of nonfiction books and articles--writing that aspired to the literary quality of the best fiction while informing readers about politics and war and poverty. People who once regularly read novels and stories began to abandon them for book-length journalism, memoirs, biographies, magazines, newspapers, and websites. Imagination began to seem a pallid substitute for reality. The meaning of a story shrank if it didn't really happen.

This intense interest in the news of the world waned with the construction of the Tower of Babel that is the smartphone. People acquired the ability to absorb each shock of reality, each new mental stimulus, every second, anywhere. When, in 2018, Jonathan Franzen remarked, "It's doubtful that anyone with an internet connection at his workplace is writing good fiction," he was criticized for being a highbrow snob, but he was onto something--and it's true of reading fiction as well. You can flit back and forth between a  nonfiction book and social media (though you'll lose a lot), but the willing suspension of disbelief does not survive frequent interruption. Works of the imagination need unbroken attention. Mine has gotten worse; don't tell me yours hasn't.

From the January/February 2024 Issue: Is journalism ready?

By now we've moved beyond a post-literature culture into what some are calling a post-literate age, taking us back several thousand years to communication by images and symbols. Over the past two decades, the number of Americans who read for pleasure on a daily basis has dropped from 28 percent to 16 percent, and the trend among children and teenagers is even worse. In 2023 almost half of Americans didn't finish a single book. Surveys show that a big loser is fiction. Perhaps this plague of illiteracy has played a role in the disappearance of truth and, with it, liberal democracy.

So why write a novel now? In my case, because it's the literary form I know best and love most. I wanted to be a novelist from around the age of 14. Back in high-school English class in the late '70s, nonfiction was never assigned--it wasn't considered literature. I never heard of Hiroshima or The Fire Next Time; as far as I knew, the only way to be a prose writer was to be a novelist. This misguided notion kept me pounding away at failure until well into my 30s, when I finally accepted that fiction was not my strong suit.

I gave it up for journalism, and soon discovered that nonfiction could offer many of fiction's narrative pleasures--scenes, characters, intricate structures, suspense, revelation. Dickens proved at least as useful to my job as the Human Rights Watch annual report. While writing a magazine article, and especially while writing a book, in my free time I tried to read only novels. I wanted to rid my head of the deadening language of politics and foreign policy in which I was immersed, and replace it with the sound of fiction. For a couple of my nonfiction books I even tried to base the voice and structure on a specific novel. But faith in a project always came from the solid material of interviews, research, experience--facts. Until it no longer did.

I didn't turn to fiction for a complete escape from reality. I never cared for sci-fi, fantasy, or magical realism. Nor am I capable of producing a novel with finely wrought observations of daily life. Writing doesn't pour out of me in an overflow of imagination, which is why those earlier efforts at fiction were not triumphs. Aside from sheer narcissism (always there, shoving me along), the main impulse that makes me sit down to write is political. A quarter century of journalism taught me that the sentences come out better when I feel strongly about the human rights and wrongs. The American situation is overwhelming, and I couldn't force myself to push it out of my mind long enough to write a novel about something else entirely. But a roman a clef with stand-ins for Gavin Newsom and Steve Bannon was even less attractive than updating The Lord of the Rings for the digital age. I was dead tired of Trump's name; I felt no burning desire to fictionalize gerrymandering or pageviews; the words polarization and meme made my brain go numb.

Dan Rather and Elliot Kirschner: Why a free press matters

I wanted to get as far as possible from these exhausted particulars in order to explore their deeper reality. I wanted to evoke the feeling of being alive right now: the fragility of truth, the ideological pressures, the hatred among groups, the fractures within families, the radical idea that humanity itself might be ending. And I wanted to see every side of this drama. The Emergency is a political novel: A long-established society undergoes a collapse and upheaval in which extreme ideas take hold, dividing generations and classes and leading to violence. But I wrote it as a fable, set in an unnamed place and time, the more remote and weird, the better. You won't encounter his name anywhere--it's inconceivable.

Now that the novel is finished, there's no barrier left between me and the facts. This excursion into fiction has begun to restore my appetite for them. Building a world that doesn't exist and exploring it for a couple of years made the one in which I actually live more alive and urgent than the familiar facts had made it seem. And Trump is still there. His lower mind just erupted in imagery that seems to have sprung from my own darkest intimation. Fiction does that, if we let it, if we keep it. You wake up from a long and vivid dream to find that the world is clearer, closer.
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Traditional Values Came for TV's Weirdest Dating Show

A season with a notably old-fashioned streak ended in a breakdown of <em>Love Is Blind</em>'s<em> </em>premise.

by Julie Beck

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




This article contains spoilers for Season 9 of Love Is Blind. 

For a reality dating show with an experimental premise, Love Is Blind has always been pretty traditionalist. Its entire purpose is the pursuit of heterosexual marriage. Separated by gender, contestants date one-on-one in "pods" without seeing each other. When it comes time for engagement, the men do all the proposing, and from then on the show is an arrow hurtling toward the altar.

But this season, which ended last week and aired its reunion episode last night, featured many contestants who seemed to be seeking relationships that were notably old-fashioned. Some people expressed sentiments that wouldn't feel out of place on tradwife TikTok. This conservative bent mirrors a wider cultural shift, as more Americans express support for traditional gender roles. It also heightened Love Is Blind's ongoing tensions between conventionality and nonconformity, and left the season's values feeling incoherent--up until the end, when the show's premise collapsed entirely.

The show's focus on conversation means contestants' values are often at the forefront of the dating process. So viewers found out early on that Anton is "very old-school traditional in terms of how I treat women," and that a woman called "Sparkle Megan" believes in "more traditional gender roles." Despite Megan's obvious wealth and ambitious career, she said she thinks women should be nurturers and men should be providers. One of her dates, Mike, visibly perked up at this and said, "I support that."

Not all contestants professed ideas like these. Kalybriah and Edmond, for instance, stated from the jump that they were both looking for what they called a "nontraditional" marriage; Kalybriah said, "I'm not going to be a housewife. I'm going to be working." Still, a conservative streak persisted through many of the season's relationships. When one couple, Annie and Nick, got engaged, she told him, "Thank you for taking the lead, and thank you for making me feel safe and secure enough to follow." When Anton's mother eventually met his fiancee, Ali, she advised the couple that "traditional values are always, I think, the best to stick with," and they both agreed. Ali told Anton's mom, "I don't think there's any reason to bring children into the world and pawn them off to a day care."

Read: Why America loves Love is Blind

These ideas went largely without pushback, whereas in past seasons, questions of core values and political beliefs frequently led to debate and friction between partners. In Season 8, for instance, two women said no at the altar because of differences in political views with their partners. Previous seasons have showcased arguments about abortion, birth control, and splitting the bill versus expecting the man to pay for everything.

Nick and Annie found that they were aligned on some especially regressive beliefs. Of spanking children, Nick said, "Sometimes they need to be reprimanded," to which Annie responded, "Hell yeah." Then Nick asked Annie how she would feel if her child were to say they were LGBTQ. "No matter what, I'm always going to love my kids," she said. "But I can't tell you I would be the first person to be like, Yay." "Do you feel like it's a fad?" Nick asked. "One hundred percent," she replied. When the episode aired, the comments about gay kids received a lot of backlash, and Nick has since issued a statement "taking accountability," though he also claimed that the conversation had been "very heavily sliced and diced." The co-hosts, Vanessa and Nick Lachey, did not bring any of this up in the reunion episode. They did push back on inaccurate comments that one contestant had made about diabetes, but any talk of the season's most controversial conversation was conspicuously absent.

The conservatism in this season seemed in tune with changes in society at large. Among Republicans in particular, the view that women should "return to their traditional roles" has spiked in the past few years. In a recent survey of Americans by The 19th, nearly six in 10 men said that "society would benefit from a return to traditional gender roles"; four in 10 women said the same. Narrow visions of gender roles and family life also emanate from the Trump administration, which has pursued a definition of gender as binary and fixed, and eroded the rights of trans people through executive orders. Project 2025, a blueprint for the Trump administration written by the Heritage Foundation, has made the promotion of heterosexual nuclear families an essential part of its agenda.

Yet for people seeking a "traditional" marriage, Love Is Blind is an odd place to try to find it. Seeking a life partner on television is hardly old-fashioned, to say nothing of blind dating through a wall. Moreover, the show seems confused about just how sacred it thinks marriage is. It glorifies the institution with one hand while degrading it with the other. The show repeatedly suggests that it produces a purer kind of relationship, one unencumbered by the biases of "the conventional dating world," as Nick Lachey puts it--yet it mines real-world friction for maximum drama. Once contestants are engaged, they have just four weeks to prepare to be married. And the show plays up the mystery of whether they will say yes at the altar, essentially retconning the commitment of the proposal into something meaningless. Traditionally, one doesn't spend one's engagement unsure of whether one is actually planning to marry the other person. Love Is Blind frames marriage as the American dream, a transformative portal that will bring you to your best and most complete self. Then it turns wedding vows into a farce of indecision. And of course, as on any reality program, the contestants have muddled motives (seeking a lifetime partnership, pursuing fame), and so does the show (helping people find love, producing a profit).

Read: The great ghosting paradox

The contestants' values also seemed conflicted at times. Ali introduced herself in the first episode by saying she's single because she hasn't found someone to match her ambition, then spent much of the remaining episodes focused on Anton's ability to support her financially, before leaving him at the altar. (At the reunion, she said she wanted to pursue her career, but also reiterated her desire for a man to provide.) Megan got engaged to Jordan, a single dad to a boy named Luca, and expressed enthusiasm about the idea of a family life with them. ("If I can't have kids, then what's my purpose?" she wondered at one point. "I guess stepping into being Luca's mom.") But she broke up with Jordan before their wedding, seemingly because he has to work and parent too much to join her in her wealthy, independent lifestyle of frequent travel and weekday tennis. "In the pods, I was really leaning into him being a single father, the excitement of it, but I don't think I thought through how challenging it is, and how I would need to make a lot of concessions to how I currently live," Megan told the cameras after their breakup. "This has me questioning if I'm even cut out to be a mom. Maybe I am too caught up in my own life." By the time of the reunion, she had resolved this for herself--she shared in last night's episode that she'd recently had a baby with a new partner. The contestants' ambivalence is surely relatable to the many people who feel uncertain about how to balance clashing desires. But the season seemed to have trouble knowing what to make of these tensions.

And as it turns out, the center could not hold with all of these competing ideals pulling on one another. For the first time in the history of Love Is Blind--both the original American franchise and its many international spin-offs--every contestant ended up alone. In the finale, everyone who had made it to the altar left the wedding venue solo, to the tune of Miley Cyrus's "Flowers." The song is Cyrus's ode to independence, with lines such as "I can love me better than you can." This last-minute pivot to self-love was jarring, yes. But you know what--why not? It made about as much sense as anything on the show ever has.
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Strike First, Explain Never

What is Trump up to with Venezuela?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

So far, the United States has blown up 14 boats in the Caribbean and the Pacific, killing at least 57 people. In the two months since the strikes began, the administration has consistently offered the same explanation: The U.S. has a fentanyl-overdose problem, and those boats are a source of the drug. The federal government has stuck to that line despite the Drug Enforcement Administration and Department of Homeland Security saying that most of the fentanyl brought into this country comes from Mexico, not through the Caribbean. Anyone with further questions is out of luck. There have been no presidential policy speeches, no big Pentagon press conferences. In fact, a few weeks into the boat-strike campaign, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth instituted restrictions on journalists so severe that most media outlets gave up their press passes rather than submit.

Experts on Central and South America are playing a lively foreign-policy guessing game about the administration's real aims. Does President Donald Trump see regime change in Venezuela as unfinished business from his first term? (The U.S. indicted the country's president, Nicolas Maduro, in 2020 on drug charges and called his election last year "illegitimate.") Is this about Secretary of State Marco Rubio's siding with the Venezuelan opposition? Or does it have more to do with Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller's desire to stem the flow of migrants from the country? Is America about to go to war with Venezuela, now that Trump is hinting he might hit targets on land and the world's largest aircraft carrier is headed to the region? Or is it simply a show of strength meant to intimidate Maduro into giving up power?

Wherever the conflict in the Caribbean goes next, the Trump administration has already crossed a line. For decades, drug trafficking has been a law-enforcement issue, not a military one, with clear rules about who could be stopped, who could be searched, and who could be killed. Now the government is justifying these boat strikes by calling the targets "narco-terrorists" but presenting no supporting evidence to the public. Meanwhile, in some American cities, the administration has begun deploying the National Guard--and perhaps soon "more than the National Guard," as the president recently suggested.

So what comes next? This week on Radio Atlantic: the Atlantic staff writer Nancy Youssef, who covers national security. She joins the show to discuss Venezuela and how the administration is using the military in unusual ways without really explaining itself.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Tom Llamas (from NBC News): We come on the air tonight with breaking news: The U.S. has launched a military strike against a boat in the Caribbean, killing 11 people on board.


Nancy Youssef: So starting on September 2, the United States started striking boats in international waters as they were leaving Venezuela.

Llamas: The president says the boat was part of a cartel operation carrying drugs from Venezuela and heading right towards the U.S.


Youssef: The way the United States justified it is that they said these are "narco-terrorists" that pose this threat to the United States, and the way to combat the fentanyl-overdose problem in the United States is to take out the source of it, which is these boats.

Hanna Rosin: This is Atlantic staff writer Nancy Youssef, who covers national security.

Youssef: The problem is, we don't know who are on these boats, why these boats versus others are being targeted, what was on those boats. In addition, fentanyl doesn't come from that part of the Caribbean.

Senator Mark Kelly (from CBS): We wanna keep fentanyl out of the United States, and I don't know how widely known this is, but those routes through the Caribbean are predominantly used to bring cocaine to Europe.


Rosin: That was Senator Mark Kelly, and he's right. According to the DEA and DHS, most of the fentanyl trafficked into the U.S. comes from Mexico. And the boats that we've seen sunk, they look like small fishing vessels that would struggle to make the thousand-mile journey to the U.S. Despite what [President Donald] Trump says about Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, fentanyl does not come through the Caribbean.

So why is the Trump administration killing people over it?

Youssef: If fentanyl's not coming from there and you've declared that that is the problem drug, and the boats can't reach the United States, I'm having a hard time understanding what legal justification there is.

I'm not saying you have to let them all go, but to use military action to put that threat down rather than using a law-enforcement measure, that's what I'm having a hard time from. The use of military force should be exceptional and should be for threats to the country and should be for threats that we, as a country, agree need to be addressed with militarily.

To me, none of those standards have been met here.

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Since the strikes began two months ago, the U.S. has blown up at least 14 boats and killed almost 60 people.

Last week, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth ordered the largest aircraft carrier in the world, the USS Gerald [R.] Ford, to waters off Venezuela.

And now Trump is talking about striking targets on land.

President Donald Trump (from NBC News): Something very serious is gonna happen, the equivalent of what's happening by sea, and we're going to Congress just to tell 'em what we're doing.


Rosin: Nancy, there have already been a number of boat strikes in the Caribbean, so why is the arrival of this aircraft carrier significant?

Youssef: The arrival of the USS Gerald Ford Carrier Strike Group essentially allows the United States to potentially strike ashore. So we'll have, by early next week, more ships than we've had since the Cuban missile crisis.

And the carrier strike group is particularly notable because we only have 11, and so when the U.S. commits one to the region, it really signals something about its commitment to either support an ally or for potential military action.

Rosin: Got it. So it's a message, and it could be just a message, or it could be more than a message.

Youssef: Yeah, the reason we're all thinking it would be more is because we haven't seen a carrier strike group in that region in such a long time.

So I'll give you an example: One place where we often see the carrier sent as messaging is in the Middle East, where the U.S. will send it as a form of, for example, deterrence message to Iran or to show support for Israel when it faces potential threats.

So I think there's more expectation that something will happen in the Caribbean because we haven't had one there in so long.

Rosin: Okay. Got it. But to step back, why is the Trump administration doing this in the first place? If fentanyl isn't coming into the U.S. from Venezuela but from Mexico, why are these boat strikes even happening?

Youssef: So I think of this as a Venn diagram, where the strikes kind of are in the middle.

[Music]

Youssef: Secretary of State Marco Rubio has long supported the Venezuelan opposition groups and seen Maduro as authoritarian, as a tyrant who has been unwilling to leave office, and that the U.S. should be supporting that opposition to bringing democratic reforms to Venezuela as a potential means to not only stabilize Venezuela, but potentially reshape parts of the region.

Secretary of State Marco Rubio (from DW): The Maduro regime is not a government--it's not a legitimate government. We've never recognized them as such. They are a criminal enterprise that basically has taken control of national territory.


Youssef: I think Stephen Miller sees this as an anti-immigration measure and that, if you can stem the instability in Venezuela, you can stop the flow of migrants.

The president has signaled, first of all, his particular frustration with Maduro, dating back to his first term, and that he wants to see the military used in a more law-enforcement kind of way.

And so in the middle are those strikes. And I think there's an overall feeling that, if the U.S. strikes boats--even boats that might not pose a preeminent threat to the United States--that others will see it, and it'll be a form of deterrence.

So I think that's what's going on, but having said that, we haven't had a policy speech, we haven't had a press conference at the DOD to answer these questions, so we're trying to put pieces of this opaque puzzle together to kind of figure out what's happening.

Rosin: I wanna break this down--there are two separate questions. One is: Do we know if these are drug boats or fishing boats? Do you feel certain about that? Does anybody feel certain about that?

Youssef: The short answer is no. We have tried to find relatives of those who've been killed to get a sense of who they are. The president of Colombia said that one of 'em was only carrying a fisherman. We don't know. Is it possible that some of these boats are carrying fishermen who decide to sort of take a shipment to sort of make extra money? We just don't know.

The U.S. says that it has intelligence, that it's been tracking these boats for a long period of time, but again, without any specifics, it's very hard to say anything for certain because we don't have names, we don't have any details about why these boats are being struck. And so you can sort of see large cargo on these boats sometimes, but certainly not enough to make a solid determination that they posed an imminent threat, so much so that they required a U.S. military strike rather than an interdiction or other response.

Rosin: Okay, so there's a question mark over "Are they drug boats or fishing boats?" Whether they're drug boats or fishing boats, how unusual are these kinds of military strikes?

Youssef: I would describe them as unusual. The U.S., in the past, when they have faced these kinds of boats coming--let's assume they're drug boats--when they've seen drug boats that they think pose a threat to the United States, it has been treated as a law-enforcement issue.

What is happening here is that the United States is taking lethal strikes on these boats in international waters and saying that this demands military action, that this poses an imminent threat to U.S. national security requiring military intervention rather than law-enforcement intervention. And really using a lot of the same language that we heard in reference to the global War on Terror. Rather than "criminals," they're being described as "terrorists," for example. They're "combatants"; they're not "drug traffickers."

There's been a lot of change in language. And that's important because, I think, those who have questions about it would note that al-Qaeda, ISIS, some of these terror groups that we heard about for so [many] years, stated that their mission was to destroy the United States, whereas those trafficking drugs have not indicated that that is their aim. What they have indicated is that they want financial benefit. Their aims are not ideological; they're financial.

Rosin: I see what you're saying about the language being important, because if they are drug traffickers--maybe this metaphor is too blunt--isn't this the equivalent of, say, a police officer sees someone dealing drugs and kills them?

Youssef: In some ways, yes, because there's no due process in all this. I don't know why that person had to be killed with a military strike. I don't even know what kind of strike is being conducted. I don't know why this requires a sizable portion of the United States Navy assets in the region. I don't understand why this is such a threat that we're pulling resources away from support for our allies, for example.

And we're not getting answers to those questions, and Congress isn't getting answers to those questions. And so, if you believe that the authorization for war has to come from Congress--or, at least, they have to be notified--that's not happened here.

Rosin: You mentioned an absence of information. We don't really know who's on these boats. We don't have a lot of information. This is also coming at a time when the Pentagon has barred reporters. Can you tell us about that change?

Youssef: The Pentagon's a unique place for reporters. People think of the Pentagon as this big building of war planning and everything else, which I guess it is, but really, it's an office building. There's a CVS there. There's a Popeyes there. There's a Taco Bell there. There's a shoeshine. There's a dry cleaners. It's a little mini city--and filled with offices. Hundreds, if not thousands, of doors in that building.

And we, as reporters, because of the way the building was sort of physically configured, were allowed to walk anywhere in the hallways of that building--and, obviously, not in secure spaces--and we'd done so since it opened in 1943.

And the current secretary of defense decided that if we wanted to continue to be able to report from that building, we had to sign rules that said that we would not ask for information or publish anything that was not approved by the department, and that we would agree that any information, even unclassified information, that was published could pose a potential national-security threat.

And so the vast majority of the press corps decided that they couldn't sign that, because to sign that would be to say, We're no longer journalists, but stenographers. It's not our job to simply report what the department wants us to report. And so we all walked out collectively.

The intersection with Venezuela is: It is much, much, much harder for us to get basic information, and we're all feeling it in the sense that there's been excellent journalism since then, but it's been harder to get answers to basic questions because it's not just that we're not allowed in the building, but there is a climate of fear in that building. People are afraid to talk. The secretary has threatened or polygraphed top officers and created a sense that there's real repercussions for engaging with the press.

And so, at a time when we're seeing a real ramp-up of the U.S. military presence in the Caribbean Sea, we can't get information. There are no press conferences that are held. We're learning about things like the deployment of the USS Gerald Ford by tweet, and there was no opportunity to ask a follow-up question: When does the Ford get there? Why is it going there? Why this carrier? Will it be followed up by other carriers? How long will it be there? What is the mission?

There's no opportunity to ask those questions, and so it's made it much harder to provide the American public the kind of answers to the questions that you're asking.

[Music]

Youssef: Reporting, to me, is being in a very large room with a very small flashlight, and you're just trying to figure out, What am I seeing, and what can I take from it? And to me, the aperture has shrunk.

Rosin: So the administration is using the military in new and unusual ways, and limiting the press's ability to track that. Is anyone pushing back?

That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: To summarize, the U.S. is killing people in seemingly extralegal ways. They're using the military in situations where they used to use law enforcement. That's unusual, and we're not sure how far they can stretch that.

At the same time, there's a vacuum of information. Is there any debate or dissent?

Nancy, what do you know about members of Congress or people inside the military questioning these actions?

Youssef: Well, we do have some indications of frustration--I'll start with the military and then on the Hill. Admiral Alvin Holsey, who is the commander of U.S. Southern Command, which is responsible for all military operations in that region, unexpectedly submitted his resignation one year into what was supposed to be a three-year job. We know, based on our own reporting, there had been tense conversations between him and his civilian leadership about these strikes and some of the legal questions around them.

Courtney Kube (from NBC News): In a statement, Admiral Holsey said, "It's been an honor to serve," but he didn't say why he was retiring. It comes just after President Trump floated the idea of strikes against cartels inside Venezuela and that he authorized covert action there.


Youssef: On the Hill, we've seen a growing number of Republicans express concern--I think Rand Paul's been one of the most vocal--

Senator Rand Paul (from Fox Business): You cannot have a policy where you just allege that someone is guilty of something and then kill them.


Youssef: --raising questions about the legality of these strikes.

Paul: We interdict ships all the time off the coast of Miami, off the coast of California, and the Coast Guard statistics say that about 25 percent of the boats that we stop to search don't have any drugs.
 So if one out of four of the boats don't have drugs on them--what kind of person would justify blowing up people when one out of four boats may well not have drugs on 'em?


Youssef: We know that there was quite a tense meeting between a top Pentagon lawyer and the Senate Armed Services Committee in which even Republicans were getting frustrated because they couldn't get specific answers. There was a vote recently to sort of indicate Congress's objections to these strikes that did not pass. So we know that there are concerns.

Rosin: Nancy, this isn't the first time that the U.S. has policed Central and South America--you know the term America's backyard. So this setup is somewhat familiar.

Youssef: But we haven't done it with this kind of force posture. We've done things like training and--I mean, we've done things; don't get me wrong. And, by the way, our interventions haven't always gone so great. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Right, it's a very spotty history of intervention in Central and South America, but it's a familiar history.

Youssef: Yeah, what stuns me is the size and scale of it--the U.S. administration's stated goal of moving away from a force posture in other parts of the world towards the hemisphere also has me thinking about it in these terms.

Rosin: And what are the options for engagement? What do you see as totally outside the possibility, and what seems in the realm of the plausible in terms of escalation?

Youssef: So the most minimal engagement would be none at all, that the carrier is there as a show of force, to signal the United States' commitment to going after drug traffickers. That's sort of one end of the spectrum.

Possible. Seems unlikely, given the amount of power you're bringing to the region.

The other extreme would be a ground invasion.

Again, possible but not likely, based on our reporting and the indications we have so far, because you don't bring in a Navy for ground war, right? (Laughs.) If we saw the 82nd Airborne deploying as well, then I'd be making a different assessment.

But having said that, I can't tell you specifically what it could be. Could it be a series of strikes over a period of days or weeks, something akin to what we saw in the campaign against the Houthis in Yemen? Could it be a salvo of strikes one day like we saw against the nuclear sites in Iran? Could it be something totally different?

I think what the carrier opens up is the possibility for strikes ashore on Venezuela, on the infrastructure supporting drug cartels or maybe houses owned by some of these narco groups.

Rosin: But if the ultimate goal is to topple the Maduro government, like, if you were Marco Rubio and you were--they are pretty open about wanting regime change, what would be the scenario?

Youssef: So from what we can tell, their hope is that these strikes create enough pressure that either Maduro flees, or you see defections inside his military that say, You have to go.

The challenge is, the last time we were in something similar to this situation in Venezuela was 2019, and there were hundreds of defections then. There's no indication of defections so far, given the strikes that have happened. And so if you think of this as, "How many shakes does it take to tip over whatever it is you're trying to get out of the vending machine?," that's the calculation: that this will be the shake that'll sort of tip it over.

What we haven't heard is an extensive conversation of what follows that. And there are a lot of groups within Venezuela, armed groups and supporters of the Maduro regime, that are likely to react in some way if there's a change. And so, to me, it's sort of akin to the fall of [Muammar] Gaddafi in Libya--or that's the risk, anyway--is that there's minimal sort of outside intervention, it leads to sort of an internal change, but there are so many factions internally that fight for control that it leads to a new kind of instability. That's the risk right now.

Now, having said that, the opposition have said that they are prepared to step in, that they have a plan for how to run the country. But that appears to be sort of how the strategy is shaping up in terms of potentially affecting events in Venezuela, if you believe that these strikes are being driven by a desire to see a regime collapse within Venezuela.

Rosin: Right, and we should note that some in the Venezuelan opposition are in favor of U.S. involvement. I think that's important to mention.

But, Nancy, I wanna expand beyond Venezuela. As you've noted, the administration is using the military in a new way there. But the administration also seems to be testing other kinds of unusual uses of the military, like deploying them in a half-dozen cities, the National Guard here in D.C. Do you connect all these things? Do you see, maybe, a fundamentally different idea about the military emerging?

Youssef: One thing that I've been struck by reporting in places like Egypt and Libya and Bahrain is that their militaries are there, in large part, to combat domestic threats. And what has made the United States so unique is it's a large, powerful force designed to protect the United States from external threats, that when we have threats internally, that that is to be handled by law-enforcement agencies, not military force. And now we're seeing a military that is more inwardly directed, or at least more directed towards this hemisphere, right? And that's a big shift.

To me, the thing that I'm watching for is where U.S. military standing relative to the American public ends up a year from now or two years from now. Because the other thing that's happening at the same time is that the secretary has indicated that he doesn't see diversity as a strength of the military. He's not enthusiastic about women joining the ranks, and in fact, we've seen a lot of minority officers and female officers asked to leave or deciding to leave, including Admiral Holsey himself.

And so it portends of a force that looks less like a representative of the American public and more like a representative of those who support the president. It's a different relationship that it has with the American public.

So that's the thing I'm watching in the long term: How does all this shift how we think of our military and how much it's seen as being America's military, an apolitical force? How long does that hold?

Rosin: That is a real fundamental shift. Do you think of yourself as potentially covering a pretty fundamentally different military than you did at the start of your career?

Youssef: Yes, because how can you not when you're seeing it deployed in such a different way? How it's deployed is sort of how we see it. And I could be wrong, but you can't help but ask these questions when you're seeing these kinds of shifts happening. It does feel different to me. And it's the totality of it; it's not one thing.

Rosin: Well, Nancy, thank you so much for explaining your work to us.

Youssef: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid and fact-checked by Alex Marono Porto. 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.

Also, I have a favor to ask: I'm interviewing chef and cookbook writer Alison Roman in a couple of weeks. If you have any questions for her--recipe-related, biography-related, cookbook-related, Thanksgiving-related--please email them to me at radioatlantic@theatlantic.com.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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China Is Building the Future

The United States can learn from its technological success.

by Eric Schmidt, Selina Xu

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




After a months-long trade war between China and the United States, Presidents Donald Trump and Xi Jinping are scheduled to meet Thursday in Korea. Both countries seem to be angling for a truce; over the weekend, they announced a "framework" for a possible agreement.

The negotiations offer an occasion to stop to consider how China went from technological backwater to superpower in less than half a lifetime, and an opportunity for the United States to learn from that success. U.S. companies can work to regain hardware-manufacturing expertise, absorb knowledge and talent from some of China's best companies, and shift their approach toward AI, encouraging more practical applications and open-source innovation. The United States must accept that we can be better while not relinquishing our strengths.

If America focuses only on undermining its rival, it risks stagnating, and China might end up offering a more attractive vision of the future to the rest of the world than the United States can. What's at stake is America's ability to keep innovating and leading in the industries of the future.

In 1896, Li Hongzhang, a diplomat from imperial China, arrived in the United States for the first time. China, then under Qing dynasty rule, had yet to fully undergo the Industrial Revolution. The year before, the Chinese had suffered a humiliating defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, and the country painfully awoke to its own backwardness. Li was stunned by New York City's tall buildings, rising 20 stories or more, and remarked to American reporters that he had "never seen anything like them before." He told them: "You are the most inventive people in the world."

Read: China gets tough on Trump

Nearly a century later, in 1988, Wang Huning--then a Fudan University professor and now the fourth-most-powerful man on China's politburo--visited the United States and experienced a similar "future shock." After the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, Communist China's GDP was a mere 6 percent of America's. During his six months in the United States, Wang marveled at the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, credit cards, computers, the Discovery space shuttle, and research universities such as MIT. "If the Americans are to be overtaken," he later wrote, "one thing must be done: surpass them in science and technology."


Lianhuashan Park in Shenzhen, China (Yan Cong / Bloomberg / Getty)



These days, it's the foreigners visiting China who often experience future shock, astonished by the towering skyscrapers, high-speed rail, megabridges, and ubiquitous electric cars, super-apps, and trifold smartphones. China has become an innovation powerhouse. The country now accounts for 70 percent of the world's granted AI patents, 75 percent of global patent applications in clean-energy technology, 41 percent of granted patents in the life sciences and biotechnology, and more patent applications in fusion technology than any other country. Eight of the world's top 10 institutions by research output are in China, according to the Nature Index. China is debuting not just pilotless flying taxis but also legions of robots, the Tiangong space station, the world's largest hydropower project, a leading hypersonic-weapons arsenal, and more. Standing on its streets, as we did on a visit this past July, one can feel the country's intense desire to leapfrog into the future.

Of course, China's economic success has not been accompanied by political liberalization--as some expected when it joined the World Trade Organization. The United States became the world's superpower because of its openness, dynamism, and embrace of capitalism and democracy. American companies have thrived in a free market and under an independent judiciary, with state power diffused among various levels and branches of government. China, meanwhile, has adopted a "state capitalist" system that puts stability ahead of individual freedoms and gives the Chinese Communist Party economic control. That has led to chronic overregulation, which in turn has chilled investment, battered profits, and driven high-profile entrepreneurs out of public view. The Chinese economy, which is still smaller than the U.S. economy, is now battling overcapacity, a prolonged property slump, soaring youth unemployment, and weak domestic consumption.

Yet China has proved surprisingly resilient in the face of these headwinds, amid narratives about its decline. China is the world's top manufacturer and exporter. It produces more than two-thirds of electric vehicles globally, four in five solar modules and battery cells, and about 60 percent of the planet's wind turbines, and it processes the great majority of rare-earth minerals, which are crucial for creating technologies as varied as chips and fighter jets. Even as its economy slows, China has continued to make significant technological advances.

The experience of visiting a Xiaomi store is like walking into a supermarket for high-tech gadgets. The first thing you see is the company's latest YU7 electric sport utility vehicle (which was ordered 289,000 times within an hour of going on sale). White-veneer tables display smartphones and tablets. Then comes an array of smart appliances that can be managed on a phone: rice cookers, robot vacuum cleaners, air purifiers, TVs, and even dumbbells.

When Xiaomi was founded, in 2010, many people derided it as an Apple copycat. Today Xiaomi is one of China's most valuable companies, with a market value of about $150 billion. It's become a cult brand for Gen Z consumers who fill their homes with its products, and was one of the first tech giants in the world to actually manufacture a car. Xiaomi launched its first EV in 2024, just three years after its founder, Lei Jun, had publicly claimed that making cars would be his "last entrepreneurial project." One month before the launch, Apple had announced that it was shutting down its own project to build an EV, which had soaked up $10 billion over the course of a decade.

Xiaomi's success reflects a distinctive characteristic of many Chinese tech companies: They build their own hardware. Xiaomi can more easily invent new products, because those products can be quickly prototyped, refined, and shipped at scale. The company has invested in some 430 companies; many of them are other hardware start-ups that offer their own manufacturing expertise, including in the core components of EVs--batteries, chargers, lidars, sensors. Xiaomi also built a highly automated factory that the company says can produce a car, the SU7 model, every 76 seconds.

Xiaomi's success has also been possible because of suppliers, infrastructure, and technical expertise that already existed in China. In China, electricity is cheap, construction happens quickly, and the workforce is skilled across various physical technologies. In a matter of a decade, China has installed nearly half of the industrial robots in the world, more than 70 percent of the world's total high-speed rail, more than half of the world's 5G base stations, and an electricity system that has more than double the generating capacity of the United States.

Xiaomi isn't unique. Huawei has expanded from building telecom equipment and phones to supplying car parts. Alibaba, the e-commerce giant, is now developing inference chips for its Qwen series of AI models. XPeng, a carmaker, is starting to test humanoid robots. Not all of these ventures will succeed, but the expertise they cultivate among workers, and the supply chain they put in place, can be transferred to the next industry of the future.

The United States stands to benefit from Chinese companies' hardware-manufacturing expertise. If Americans want to bring back manufacturing to the country, we need to think of ways to absorb the Chinese talent and firms that want to enter our market and build on our shores.

The buzzword of the year in China is involution, which refers to excessive competition with ever-slimmer profit margins. As a glut of companies has competed domestically, price wars have afflicted food-delivery giants, electric carmakers, solar-panel manufacturers, and even AI-chatbot makers. When we attended the World AI Conference in Shanghai this summer, every company we encountered wanted to expand overseas, including into the United States. But the only path that many Chinese founders see is to keep grinding to compete domestically. In September, Xi acknowledged that involution is a problem. The Chinese government has urged companies to enhance their competitiveness through innovation and quality, rather than price-cutting.

Read: China is losing the chip war

Much of the competition in China is engendered by the way that the post-reform economy is set up. In China, provincial and municipal governments work like venture capitalists, trying to lure entrepreneurs to their jurisdictions with preferential policies and tax subsidies. The latest poster child is Hangzhou with its "Six Little Dragons"--a group of tech companies that includes start-ups such as the robot-maker Unitree and a Neuralink competitor named BrainCo, as well as the AI company DeepSeek. Other local governments, such as Guangdong and Shandong, are trying to emulate Hangzhou, which has business-friendly policies and a strong university.


Employees work on the production line at Xiaomi's electric vehicle factory in Beijing. (VCG / Getty)



Competition has its drawbacks, but it has encouraged Chinese companies to differentiate, and helped to diversify the tech sector in China. When it comes to AI, China is pursuing more than just the scaling of large language models (in part due to an insufficient supply of advanced chips under U.S. export controls). DeepSeek, for one, has led the way in improving the efficiency of the technical architecture of its AI models, dramatically reducing costs. Many start-ups are focused on embodied AIs that interact with the real world. Others are specializing in sector-specific applications for AI, such as elderly care and police patrol. Meanwhile, research institutes are exploring alternatives to neural networks (models that emphasize learning by ingesting reams of data and recognizing patterns), including cognitive architectures that can reason with only small amounts of data.

Competition has also spurred companies and local governments to adopt AI as quickly as possible. By some estimates, at least 72 provincial and municipal authorities in China have deployed DeepSeek in their daily operations and in providing public services. Hospitals, EV companies, and home-appliance brands have raced to integrate the newest AI models. In August, China's State Council issued a set of guidelines to local governments about how to implement the national "AI+" initiative, which aims to embed AI across sectors.

The United States doesn't want excessive domestic competition like China has. But it can take a cue from China's diversified approach to AI, and to technology generally. Integrating the AI that's already available into traditional and emerging industries will allow more people to experience the benefits of the technology. The United States should also encourage more unexpected, creative, and practical uses of AI, including in science, education, and health care.

The southern coastal city of Shenzhen, a sleepy fishing village turned bustling, high-tech metropolis, is emblematic of China's opening up since the 1980s. In February, one of us visited the district of Huaqiangbei in Shenzhen, home to the world's largest electronics wholesale market, a cluster of multistory malls and open-air street markets with stalls selling every imaginable electronics part. There's a joke that every lost phone in the world ends up in Huaqiangbei.

Not long ago, Huaqiangbei was closely associated with the term shanzhai, often used to refer to cheap, low-quality counterfeit and copycat products--for example, iPhone lookalikes running Android operating systems. But as more and more electronics were manufactured in Huaqiangbei, thousands of small-scale factories, design houses, and electronics sellers cropped up and figured out how to develop, manufacture, and ship new products at astonishing speeds. Huaqiangbei's bottom-up, porous manufacturing ecosystem eventually gave birth to some of China's biggest tech giants, including Huawei and DJI. Compared with just a decade and a half ago, many more stalls in Huaqiangbei now sell domestic brands, as well as more interesting creations--LED backpacks, dancing mini-robots, wearable surveillance cameras.

Today, with so many innovations emerging from Chinese companies, the term shanzhai seems to have lost its relevance.

At the same time, the idea of open-sourcing is very much alive in China's AI industry, and that has been a boon for China. Chinese companies regularly release information about the weights and training methods used to create AI models--essentially allowing users to download, modify, and adapt a model for free. (Weights are the numerical values that determine how much an AI should consider certain inputs over others.) When DeepSeek debuted, earlier this year, what was shocking was not just that a Chinese model had come close to American models, but that DeepSeek made its weights public. In the months since, China has seen a flurry of open-source AI models released from large companies--Alibaba, ByteDance, Baidu--as well as start-ups--Minimax, Moonshot AI, StepFun, and Z.ai.


People walk by installations advertising foldable smartphones in Shanghai. (VCG / Getty)



Soon, Chinese AI could become the norm for many parts of the world, especially the global South, in turn attracting more developers to China, increasing the competitiveness of Chinese technologies, and allowing China to shape global technological standards. This will be more consequential than the Belt and Road Initiative, through which China has doled out billions of dollars in infrastructure spending around the world. The Chinese government seems to recognize the power of open-source AI. The AI+ guidelines have a section on open-sourcing that calls for "tools with global reach and influence," and encourages universities to recognize open-source contributions as degree credits and reward contributions by faculty. We expect China to support the open-source approach in other technology sectors too.

Democratizing access to knowledge has traditionally been a major role of U.S. universities and research labs. Western open-source software has long driven innovation, including in programming languages and web browsers. U.S. tech companies should commit to staying open--collaborating with countries that want to use American technology, and open-sourcing more models and research.

In the 1980s and '90s, China flung open its doors for foreign firms to invest and set up production, in many cases through joint ventures; the foreign side provided the capital, technology, and export distribution, and the Chinese side opened and staffed the factories. Over time, these companies--including earlier entrants such as General Motors and Johnson & Johnson and relative newcomers such as Tesla--helped transform China into the world's mightiest factory.

Read: DeepSeek and the truth about Chinese tech

After years of learning from the West, China has become the most formidable technological peer that the United States has faced since the Cold War. In 1957, the Soviet Union's launch of the Sputnik satellite spurred scientific education and research in the United States. Congress created NASA and expanded science funding in schools to stay competitive. And it worked. The United States should be similarly spurred by China's technological prowess today.

If the United States really wants to reindustrialize, it needs to double down on what it does best, including supporting scientific research, enacting immigration policies that welcome the best talent from abroad, and reducing regulatory hurdles. But the U.S. tech sector also needs to acknowledge where it can do better, specifically when it comes to hardware expertise, the diversity of the AI industry, and the embracing of an open-source approach to tech.

The United States and China will and should continue to compete. But in specific areas, they would benefit from more cooperation. If the United States wants to revive and expand its manufacturing sector, especially when it comes to batteries, automotive parts, and renewables, part of a potential trade deal should allow Chinese companies to license their IP to U.S. businesses. This would allow Chinese companies to train American workers, create more jobs, and in turn bring back advanced manufacturing to the U.S. Chinese companies such as CATL have expressed a willingness to build American plants if allowed to by the Trump administration. The United States could even require Chinese firms to establish joint ventures with domestic firms. Of course, the United States shouldn't ignore national-security concerns, but it will have to weigh the need to reduce exposure to China with the need to stay competitive.

If the United States succumbs to hubris or animosity and refuses to see what China has done well, America could end up a more insular, protectionist nation, stuck with expensive made-in-America gadgets, high electricity prices, and diminished universities. And we might no longer be the world's preeminent superpower.
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Nine Movies That Break Down How Fear Works

What to watch to understand your terror

by The Atlantic Culture Desk

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Updated at 1:30 p.m. ET on Oct. 30, 2025

Part of the fun of asking someone what movies scare them is that the answers tend to be unpredictable. Fear is individual, specific, and deeply felt: A person made anxious by the ocean may not be able to bear watching Jaws but be totally fine with the monsters-loose-on-an-island premise of Jurassic Park. Sometimes, a frightened reaction is inexplicable. But the most terrifying films are the ones that force us to question why we're so afraid at all--and what makes the image or moment on-screen so effective.

The nine movies below do just that. They illuminate our unease in the way only cinema can. Stylistically and tonally, they run the gamut--some evoke a creeping sense of dread, and others offer more blunt provocation. Some find the dark contours of comedy; others masterfully deploy pathos. The one quality they share: They really, truly scared us.






Batman (1989, directed by Tim Burton)

I was a latchkey kid with an older brother, and so growing up was regularly terrorized by age-inappropriate movies. But the most indelible by far was Tim Burton's 1989 Batman, which I watched at the age of 6 or 7 and proceeded to lose sleep over for the next half decade. Unlike Cesar Romero's Joker from the child-friendly TV Batman, cheery and inane, Jack Nicholson's version is fully monstrous--sneering and sadistic, his dead eyes obscene next to his rictus grin. But the quality that terrified me the most in the Joker was his unpredictability. He's an unexploded bomb, a hyena with a machine gun. His art form is chaos, and the unrestrained fear that chaos can provoke. (The Joker's supermarket stunt, in which he tells the people of Gotham that their toiletries will kill them, but not which ones, exploits exactly that sense of tumult.) I've grown up enough to be able to appreciate Batman as a work of cinema but am still regularly terrified by volatility.  -- Sophie Gilbert

How to watch: Stream on HBO Max




Who Framed Roger Rabbit (1988, directed by Robert Zemeckis)

Squint and it might seem like a film for kids. I'm guessing that's why one of my first moviegoing memories is watching, from behind my fingers, Who Framed Roger Rabbit. In truth, it's a nervy noir about humans living alongside toons in not-so-perfect harmony, a world where twisted zeal and greed hide shocking secrets. Live action and animation come together in mind-bending ways, in service of the titular mystery. What really got me was the movie's last act, which exposes a conspiracy involving the villainous Judge Doom and a paint-thinner-ish goo called Dip that's lethal just to toons. The implication of the goo was terrifying: It meant that the toons, those physics-defying ink-and-paint characters that could seemingly survive anything, were, in fact, mortal. I didn't understand then why that scene was so chilling, but now I recall it as the first time that I saw a film's form--in this case, the mixed-media approach that makes the toons' vulnerability so clear--completely transform my emotional response to a story.  -- Jane Kim

How to watch: Stream on Disney+




Scream (1996, directed by Wes Craven)

As a preteen who was just starting to get into movies, I was unmoved by the meta-textual part of Scream's premise--that it is an ironically faithful send-up of the horror genre itself. I didn't care that the masked murderer was operating by the storytelling "rules" of slasher movies; I was just alarmed that he could break into your house with a knife. Such is the brilliance of Wes Craven's self-aware spin on serial-killer tropes, which manages to both mock a generation of teenagers raised on the campy likes of Friday the 13th and deliver honest scares in its own right. The opening sequence, in which a teen (played by Drew Barrymore) is terrorized by the Ghostface killer while she is home alone, is the most unsettling scene Craven ever delivered in a storied career: an extended, torturous guessing game by phone that makes the audience sit in the tormentee's sense of terror. It awakened me to the unsettling permeability of our homes, ostensibly our safest spaces--any window or door could be breached by a bloodthirsty stranger in the night.  -- David Sims

How to watch: Stream on Paramount+, Peacock

Read: 25 of the best horror films you can watch, ranked by scariness




Akira (1988, directed by Katsuhiro Otomo)

I love Akira, despite the distressing lesson it taught me: that a movie could induce an intensely physical reaction. The 1988 cyberpunk anime is far from a realistic tale; Tokyo, in 2019, is still recovering from a psychically induced cataclysm three decades prior. As the government works to capture anyone with telekinetic powers capable of such devastation, gang violence and corruption overrun the city. This dystopia is entrancing on-screen, thanks to meticulous animation; the film is rightfully considered one of the medium's most impressive feats. Unfortunately for the squeamish 12-year-old me, the lifelike fluidity intensifies the story's body-horror elements. Over the course of the movie, a psychically gifted teen breaks down under the weight of his abilities--most viscerally in a sequence in which his body, seemingly completely out of his control, mutates into an ever-growing mass of flesh. Akira luxuriates in the scene's nauseating sounds, and the visual transformation is almost tactile. Twenty years after I first watched it, I still swear I can feel phantom pains.  -- Allegra Frank

How to watch: Stream on Crunchyroll




Pet Sematary (1989, directed by Mary Lambert)

At 14, I was on what already was a years-long project of devouring most of Stephen King's work (my reading stamina owes everything to The Stand, unabridged), and I firmly believed horror movies no longer held sway over my dreams. I was wrong--after watching Mary Lambert's adaptation of Pet Sematary, I couldn't sleep for days. In the film, a cat is hit by a car and resurrected via a secret burial ground. It returns to its family, alive but not quite right. When the family's youngest child dies, his father feels that he has only one choice: to bury his son in the same cursed place, knowing full well the consequences. The situation devolves from there, in a sort of micro-zombie apocalypse. The desire for loved ones to return after their death is deeply human, driving mourners so far as to hallucinate the deceased into existence. King's unshakeable ghost story doubles as a thesis for the genre's existence: I think we see ghosts because we want to believe that the dead can be revived, and we fear ghosts because we know they can't.  -- Boris Kachka

How to watch: Stream on Paramount+




Battle Royale (2000, directed by Kinji Fukasaku)

Battle Royale, the dystopian thriller in which junior-high students must kill one another as part of a state-mandated "game," is perhaps best known for having extremely limited distribution outside Japan for years because of its violence. But when I watched it at age 8 off a bootleg Chinese DVD, I was most disturbed by how easily the characters--played by a cast of young adults themselves--descend into emotional cruelty: the way best friends fall apart over small misunderstandings, how trivial gossip foments lethal paranoia and resentment. Teenagedom, as a result, terrified me. I entered high school determined to be liked; by peppering natural, often unexpectedly earnest dialogue with sudden bursts of brutality, the director Kinji Fukasaku so effectively conveyed the horrors of juvenile angst that I feared angering the wrong peers, and the real frictions of growing up. Yet that depth is what makes Battle Royale so haunting. It's more than merely a horror classic; it's a coming-of-age one too.  -- Shirley Li

How to watch: Stream on Prime Video

Read: 10 'scary' movies for people who don't like horror




The Blair Witch Project (1999, directed by Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez)

Most of the mythos that launched The Blair Witch Project to cult status--its use of supposed found footage, a marketing campaign that involved faux missing-person posters--had faded by the time I first watched it, around 2013. But watching the three students, armed with a shaky camcorder, hunt for the titular spirit, I found my assumed familiarity fading into dread. The film asserts itself as the remaining record of the filmmakers, who disappeared; what was then an eerie idea is now an unnerving reality. The internet has existed for long enough to be littered with artifacts of the missing and dead--photos, videos, posts. The Blair Witch Project, with its pseudo-documentary conceit, portended today's digital voyeurism: I knew that things would end badly for these young people, but I also couldn't look away.  -- Elise Hannum

How to watch: Rent on Prime Video and YouTube




Saw (2004, directed by James Wan)

The woman with a reverse bear trap locked around her head lives on in my mind: Bulky and menacing, the metal contraption threatens to rip her jaw apart unless she can find a key that will unlock it. It's a striking visual; even thinking about it makes the corners of my mouth itch. It's also exactly the kind of image that most people remember about Saw, the 2004 movie that spawned about a gazillion grisly sequels. But the original film's scares succeed because of their tension--how the story drags out the inevitable over nearly two excruciating hours. The main characters, who wake up chained to pipes, quickly realize amputating their own foot is the only means of escape. It takes much longer for their other efforts to fail, one by one. In Saw, the strongest fear may not be the threat of an outside villain endangering your life but how far you may have to go to save it.  -- Serena Dai

How to watch: Stream on Hulu




Click (2006, directed by Frank Coraci)

Underneath this Adam Sandler comedy's goofy jigs and fart jokes is a compilation of emotional horrors as potent as any jump scare. At a Bed, Bath & Beyond, Sandler's protagonist happens upon a remote control that can manipulate the universe--which he uses to fast-forward through minor inconveniences such as traffic jams and to anticipated milestones such as work promotions. In the style of a Greek tragedy, the film goes on to depict protracted, ever-escalating scenes of misfortune: Sandler's character skips over decades of his life, missing his kids' childhoods and the everyday texture of his marriage. When I watched this movie in elementary school, it introduced me to an existential terror of living life on autopilot, to the harrowing brevity of human existence, and to the real cost of chasing goals at the expense of nurturing relationships.  -- Valerie Trapp

How to watch: Stream on Hulu



This article originally misstated the events of a scene in Saw. A woman must prevent a reverse bear trap from opening.

*Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic. Sources: Artisan Entertainment / Everett Collection; Buena Vista / Everett Collection; Dimension Films / Everett Collection; Everett Collection; Lions Gate / Everett Collection; Mary Evans / Toei Co / Ronald Grant / Everett Collection; Paramount / Everett Collection.
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What Ghosts Reveal When They Visit

Many of the ghost stories in <em>The Atlantic</em>'s archives come from true believers.

by Stephanie Bai

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.

When you ask someone whether they have ever seen a ghost, you are asking them whether they believe in the inexplicable. Some people are more accustomed to the idea than others: In different folklores, throughout history, ghosts appear as omens and lost spirits; they signify regret, pain, open endings.

Then there are the ghosts that haunt not a culture, but a person. Perhaps the earliest and most extensive collections of those stories in The Atlantic's archives were authored by H. B. K., who compiled two oral accounts of supernatural incidents in the 19th century. One story came from her Protestant minister in France, who described a house once inhabited by his father and older brother, then seven months old. The baby was generally sweet-tempered, until he moved into the new dwellings. Each evening, he would dissolve into screams that grew more earsplitting when the nurse carried him past a large, empty closet in the room--"indeed, it seemed to her most unaccountable that the baby appeared, by an irresistible fascination, always to turn his head towards the closet and to scream so that she feared he would go into convulsions," H. B. K. wrote.

In a telltale twist, when the family left the house and the landlord tore down the structure, a skeleton was found under the closet floorboards. "A very old woman remembered to have heard in her youth of the mysterious disappearance of a young girl," according to the minister, "who was never heard of again."

H. B. K. pronounced no judgment on each account she transcribed. To preface her first collection, published in 1877, she noted that ghost stories were "constantly brought forward in mixed society" but had been considered "decidedly unfashionable" to discuss in "polite circles" when she was young. By the 19th century, polite circles in the West were trying to move past such beliefs, which belonged to a pre-Reformation, pre-Enlightenment, pre-Scientific Revolution era. Ghosts had no place in Protestant theology, which took hold in the 16th century and decried the Catholic doctrine of purgatory. If no in-between existed, where would the spirits come from? And two centuries later, when intellectuals championed rational thought, how childish and absurd did ghosts seem then?

That's not to say that everyone stopped believing at once. As people age, many yearn to uncover the most unknowable mysteries, "especially when the angel of death has torn from our arms some cherished member of our little circle," H. B. K. observed. "We may go hand in hand with our loved ones to the very brink of the dark river, but there we must leave them; and oh, how we struggle and agonize, and passionately pray--alas, how fruitlessly!--for but one glimpse beyond the veil."

In the hauntings she relays, the prevailing theme is not fear. As a teenager, a minister in the Church of England felt an unearthly chill one afternoon at his uncle's house. That night, his dead aunt visited him and told him not to grieve his sister, who he later learned had died the precise moment he'd felt the temperature drop. A young Englishwoman wished that her beloved mother-in-law, who lived 40 miles away, could be there for the birth of her child; in a sickly state, she felt a cold hand pressing her arm and saw her mother-in-law, who bid the young woman goodbye at the same time that she died in her home. The captain of a regiment wondered whether his men would ever see their fellow soldier Arthur again, and then Arthur suddenly materialized in the mess hall, pale and dressed in the same clothes they had seen him in last. Another regiment swore that they had witnessed his arrival too, but an intelligence report declared that he'd died at sea at--get this--the same time that his ghost had appeared.

In one sense, talking about ghosts can be a way to talk about those we wish could visit us again. Haunted, a short 2019 documentary directed by Christian Einshoj, follows Einshoj's mother, who was reluctant to be filmed. He tried for years to get access to her life, years in which their relationship grew only more distant. Then, in passing, she told him a story: She had seen a ghost. A human figure, unmistakable in the sunlight, had emerged from one wall in her home and passed through another. She was not troubled; she considered it a "welcome distraction," Einshoj told The Atlantic: "What kind of person would welcome a visit from the dead? Certainly, someone who had experienced a great loss."

The ghost gave Einshoj a way in to start filming his mother, and to ask her about another haunting: his brother, who was 3 when he died from a rare blood disease. Years later, she obsessed over local stories about missing and dead people, wondering aloud how their loved ones must feel. Family videos shot by Einshoj's father focus on their lost son, seen lying on a hospital bed next to his whispering mother. "I don't think there is anyone she misses more than him," Einshoj said in a narration.

The mind plays tricks on people all the time--maybe an apparition sighting is a hallucination, or the product of desperation. Understanding why ghost stories persist is a matter of understanding what moves somebody to believe, even if that belief invites skepticism or mockery. I know someone who believes in ghosts but does not believe in God. I know another person who believes in both. I know I have doubted many things, and have been proved wrong many times.
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President for Life

Donald Trump is trying to amass the powers of a king.

by J. Michael Luttig

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




In the normal course of history, the president of the United States is a figure who inspires optimism in the American people. The 47th president prefers to stir feelings of fear, vulnerability, hopelessness, and political inevitability--the sense that he, and only he, can rescue the nation from looming peril. Since his second inauguration, Donald Trump has seized authoritarian control over the federal government and demanded the obedience of the other powerful institutions of American society--universities, law firms, media companies. The question weighing heavily on the minds of many Americans is whether Trump will subvert next year's midterm elections or the 2028 presidential election to extend his reign.

With his every word and deed, Trump has given Americans reason to believe that he will seek a third term, in defiance of the Constitution. It seems abundantly clear that he will hold on to the office at any cost, including America's ruin.

The Founders of our nation foresaw a figure like Trump, a demagogue who would ascend to the presidency and refuse to relinquish power to a successor chosen by the American people in a free and fair election. Writing to James Madison from Paris in 1787, Thomas Jefferson warned that such an incumbent, if narrowly defeated, would "pretend false votes, foul play, hold possession of the reins of government." Were that moment ever to come, the Founders believed, it would mark the demise of the nation that they had conceived, bringing to a calamitous end the greatest experiment in self-government ever attempted by man.

From the November 2024 issue: Tom Nichols on Donald Trump and George Washington's vision for the presidency

Trump proved in 2021 that he would do anything to remain in the White House. Even after the violence of January 6, his second impeachment, and the conviction and incarceration of scores of his followers, he reiterated his willingness to subvert the 2024 election. That proved unnecessary. Yet since his victory, Trump has again told the American people that he is prepared to do what it takes to remain in power, the Constitution be damned.

In March, Trump refused to rule out a third term, saying that he was "not joking" about the prospect and claiming that "there are methods which you could do it." He was asked about the idea of Vice President J. D. Vance running for the presidency, getting elected, and then passing the baton back to him. "That's one," he said. "But there are others, too." As he so often does, Trump later claimed that he wasn't being serious. But also in March, Trump's ally Steve Bannon said that he is "a firm believer that President Trump will run and win again in 2028," adding that he and others are working on ways to do it, which would require circumventing the Twenty-Second Amendment. (Bannon later told The Economist: "Trump is gonna be president in '28, and people just ought to get accommodated with that." He added, "At the appropriate time, we'll lay out what the plan is. But there's a plan.") In September, after meeting with congressional leaders about the looming government shutdown, Trump posted photographs on Truth Social in which Trump 2028 hats rested prominently on his Oval Office desk. In October, when discussing the possibility of a third term, Trump said, "I would love to do it. I have my best numbers ever."

We Americans are by nature good people who believe in the inherent goodness of others, especially those we elect to represent us in the highest office in the land. But we ignore such statements and other expressions of Trump's intent at our peril. The 47th president is a vain man, and nothing would flatter his vanity more than seizing another term. Doing so would signify the ultimate triumph over his political enemies.

I am not a Pollyanna, nor am I a Cassandra. I was at the forefront of the conservative legal movement that began in 1981 with the inauguration of Ronald Reagan. I have had the privilege of spending much of my career in public service, first in the Ford and Reagan White Houses; then in the Department of Justice; and, finally, appointed by George H. W. Bush, in the federal judiciary. I have never once in more than four decades believed that any president--Democrat or Republican--would intentionally violate the Constitution or a law of the United States. But Trump is different from all prior presidents in his utter contempt for the Constitution and America's democracy.

The clearest evidence that Trump may subvert upcoming elections is that he tried to overturn the 2020 election. He shocked the nation and the world when he ordered then-Vice President Mike Pence not to certify the votes electing Joe Biden president, while claiming that the election had been stolen from him by his "radical left" enemies, whoever they are. When Pence refused to yield to Trump's demand, Trump instigated the attack on the U.S. Capitol to prevent Congress from counting the votes and certifying Biden as his successor.

On January 6, Trump tweeted, "Mike Pence didn't have the courage to do what should have been done to protect our Country and our Constitution," further inflaming the crowd that had already breached the Capitol. Witnesses before the January 6 committee testified that Trump expressed support for hanging Pence while the attack was under way. Trump was prosecuted by the United States for having committed the gravest crime that a president can commit: attempting to remain in the presidency after losing an election and thereby obstructing the peaceful transfer of power. Yet he continues to deny that he lost the election. He describes January 6 as a glorious day in American history, not one of its darkest.

Among his first acts after being sworn in again was pardoning or commuting the sentences of every person convicted in connection with January 6. He then set about exacting revenge on the American justice system. He summarily fired dozens of government officials who had tried to hold him accountable for the attack on the Capitol, as well as for his other alleged criminal offenses of removing classified documents from the White House upon his departure, secreting them to Mar-a-Lago, and obstructing the government's efforts to find and retrieve the documents. He has since replaced those fired officials with loyalists--sycophants committed to him, not to our democracy or the rule of law.

Today, Trump has vastly greater powers than he did in 2020. He has a willing vice president to preside over the joint session of Congress that will certify (or not) the next election, a second in command who refuses to admit that his boss lost the 2020 election. (Vance has said that he would not have certified the results without asking states such as Pennsylvania and Georgia to submit new slates of electors, a solution he invented to a problem that does not exist--there is no evidence of widespread fraud in those states or any state in 2020.) Trump's party controls both houses of Congress, and he will surely do everything he can to maintain those majorities. The Supreme Court, meanwhile, has paved the way for a third Trump term, as it did for his current term, by essentially granting him absolute immunity from criminal prosecution for any crimes he might commit in violation of the Constitution or the laws of the United States.

For anyone who doubts that Trump is contemplating a monarchical reign, consider how very far down that road he already is. Since returning to office, he has sought absolute power, unchecked by the other branches of government, the 50 states, or the free press.

On the first day of his current term, he launched a direct attack on the Constitution's Fourteenth Amendment guarantee of birthright citizenship when he issued an executive order contradicting the clear language of the amendment, federal statute, and Supreme Court precedent.

He has arrogated to himself Congress's power to levy tariffs, declaring that previous foreign-trade and economic practices had created a national emergency justifying his unilateral imposition of sweeping global tariffs. When Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell predicted that Trump's unlawful tariffs would cause "higher inflation and slower growth," Trump wrote on Truth Social that "Powell's termination cannot come fast enough!" Later, he fired Fed Governor Lisa Cook, purportedly "for cause." The Supreme Court has temporarily blocked Cook's firing, but it won't decide until next year whether Trump has the power to fire a member of the independent Federal Reserve. A ruling in Trump's favor would give him absolute control over the central bank and thus over the monetary policy of the United States.

He has usurped Congress's spending and appropriation powers by attempting to impound billions of dollars that Congress designated for specific purposes, including for public broadcasting, for Voice of America, and for desperately needed U.S. aid to starving and disease-stricken populations around the world.

He has likewise usurped Congress's power to establish executive-branch departments and agencies, fund their operations, and provide civil-service protections to federal-government employees, unilaterally overhauling the U.S. government. He has hollowed out the Department of Education, effectively abolishing it. He has dismantled the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and asserted executive control over the independent Federal Election Commission and Federal Trade Commission, and fired thousands of federal employees without reasonable cause or explanation--all while Congress has stood by silently.

The Supreme Court, too, has largely given the president its imprimatur to continue his power grab. It has either effectively reversed lower-court rulings against the president using the so-called shadow docket, or allowed the administration to proceed until the Court determines the constitutionality of various actions, by which time the damage to the Constitution, the U.S. government, and American society will have been done, as the justices well know. When the Court has ruled against Trump--for example, forbidding him from deporting undocumented immigrants without due process--he has provoked a constitutional crisis by ignoring the order.

The Founders built layers of safeguards into the American system of government to constrain a president, not just the checks and balances by the branches of the federal government. But Trump has run roughshod over these fail-safes, too. In violation of the sovereign rights reserved for them by the Constitution, Trump has commanded state officials to aid him in his purge of undocumented immigrants.

The president has also taken military command of cities across the country--over the vehement objection of the states. When a federal judge held that Trump's military occupation of Portland, Oregon, was unlawful, he circumvented her orders and trashed the judge--whom he appointed--for her ruling, saying that she should be "ashamed" of herself.

Given that Trump has for years pronounced the free press in America "the enemy of the people," it came as no surprise when media companies were among the first Trump targeted with unconstitutional edicts. In return for his favor, many of the country's major media institutions have surrendered to him.

Though he claims to be a great friend of free enterprise, Trump has asserted dominion over the economy and insinuated his administration into American capitalism so that our great businesses are dependent on and subject to the government, as they are in communist and socialist nations.

He has extorted the nation's legal profession, forcing law firms to betray their clients and the law in order to secure his favor. He has bludgeoned the nation's colleges and universities with lawless order after lawless order. The federal government cannot tell universities how to conduct their affairs or dictate the viewpoints that professors teach. The First Amendment zealously guards such decisions, and the Constitution categorically forbids the president from wielding Congress's power of the purse to punish these institutions.

Trump has turned the federal government against the American people, transforming the nation's institutions into instruments for his vengeful execution of the law against honorable citizens for perceived personal and political offenses. He has silenced dissent by persecuting and threatening to prosecute American citizens for speaking critically of him, and he has divided us, turning us against one another so that we cannot oppose him.

Trump has always told us exactly who he is. We have just not wanted to believe him. But we must believe him now.

This is the man who said in January 2016, "I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody, and I wouldn't lose any voters, okay? It's, like, incredible."

The man who proposed in 2022 that the "Massive Fraud" he alleged in the 2020 election "allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution," and who proclaimed, soon after reassuming office, "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law."

The man who, when asked the question "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?," answered, "I don't know." And the man who, when asked whether every person in the United States is entitled to due process, replied, "I don't know."

The man who said in August that he can "do anything I want to do," because he's president.

The man who has demanded that his attorney general and Department of Justice immediately prosecute his enemies: "We can't delay any longer, it's killing our reputation and credibility. They impeached me twice, and indicted me (5 times!), OVER NOTHING. JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

And the man who summoned American military generals from around the world to Quantico, Virginia, to tell them that "America is under invasion from within," repeatedly describing that enemy invasion as being by the "radical left," a term he now seemingly uses to characterize all of his political opponents. He also said at this meeting, "We should use some of these dangerous cities as training grounds for our military" for fighting the "war from within."

Donald Trump is clearly willing to subvert an election in order to hold on to the power he so craves, and he is now fully enabled to undermine national elections. No one can prevent him from remaining president of the United States for a constitutionally prohibited third term--except the American people, in whom ultimate power resides under the Constitution of the United States.

From the November 2025 issue: America's unfinished revolution

On July 4, 1776, nearly 250 years ago, America freed itself forever from the oppression of tyrannical rule by monarchs. There was never to be a king in the United States of America. Never again were the liberties and freedoms of Americans to be subject to the whims of a monarch. From that day, Thomas Paine wrote, "so far as we approve of monarchy, that in America the law is king. For as in absolute governments the King is law, so in free countries the law ought to be King; and there ought to be no other."

The nation has survived great challenges and calamities, including the Civil War. Now it is being tested again. Once more, we must ask, as Lincoln did, whether a nation so "conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal," can long endure.

If America is to long endure, we must summon our courage, our fearlessness, our hope, our spirited sense of invulnerability to political enthrall, and, most important, our abiding faith in the divine providence of this nation. We have been given the high charge of our forebears to "keep" the republic they founded a quarter of a millennium ago. If we do not keep it now, we will surely lose it.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "President for Life."
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The Missing President

Trump has been busy with everything but the government shutdown.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.

He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked for (and, in several cases, received) prosecutions of his political enemies and granted clemency to allies; demanded a $230 million payment to himself from the Justice Department; and authorized numerous strikes on alleged drug boats. Trump has also posted AI-generated videos of himself dressed like a king, using a fighter jet to drop excrement on protesters, or, parodying Blue Oyster Cult's "(Don't Fear) The Reaper," playing cowbell as his budget director (dressed as the Grim Reaper) seeks to traumatize the federal workforce.

But when it comes to the government shutdown, Trump barely seems to be paying attention. Some of this aloofness is by design, the president's aides told us, describing a month-long strategy of putting the onus for reopening the government on Democrats. It's a departure from how Trump handled a shutdown during his first term, when, over the course of 35 days, he employed tactics that are a lot more standard for a president: huddling with lawmakers, empathizing with furloughed workers, and addressing the American public. As the country approaches November 1, when money for food-assistance benefits will run out and many Americans will receive notices stating that their health-care premiums for next year will skyrocket, some Republicans have begun to push back against Trump's absentee approach. They're signaling publicly and in private that they want him to employ a The Art of the Deal-type strategy and help end the shutdown.

Trump is "the leader of the band," Senator Jim Justice of West Virginia told reporters recently. "So at some point in time, the leader of the band is going to step up and guide us." Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky also urged Trump to engage. "I suggest President Trump come forward and name three Republicans and three Democrats in the Senate to an official commission to figure this out," he said on Fox News Sunday.

David Frum: The shutdown is a knife at a gunfight

Some of Trump's closest advisers told us that the president has been distracted and busy dealing with other matters. The past four weeks have been among Trump's most active on foreign policy: The president has brokered a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas, inched the United States to the brink of war with Venezuela, financially supported Argentina, advanced a trade deal with China, slapped additional tariffs on Canada, and attempted diplomacy between Russia and Ukraine. On Sunday, Trump told reporters traveling with him in Asia that he would be open to extending his five-day trip in order to meet with the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un. As Trump has spent his time shaping--or, as is often the case, generating--headlines on these and other issues, the shutdown has receded from the front page, even as large swaths of the bureaucracy remain closed and hundreds of thousands of employees go without pay.

For much of the past month, Republicans felt that they were winning the shutdown debate and that the Democrats they blamed for the impasse would likely splinter. But Democrats have surprised them by remaining largely united on their demands to extend expiring health-care subsidies in exchange for reopening the government, even as the Republican strategy of keeping the House out of commission for weeks and repeatedly holding failed votes in the Senate has started to wear thin with some members.

A group of 13 House Republicans wrote a letter last week to Speaker Mike Johnson, saying that Congress should "immediately turn our focus to the growing crisis of healthcare affordability" once the government reopens. Several Republicans have also called for the House, which has not held a vote since September 19, to return to work.

As the impact of the shutdown threatens to spread deeper into the country, Trump could soon confront the reality that when a crisis hits, the public often turns to the president for leadership--or for blame. It would not be a new concept for Trump, who repeatedly singled out then-President Barack Obama during congressional stalemates over funding. "If there is a shutdown, I think it would be a tremendously negative mark on the president of the United States," Trump said on NBC's Today in 2011. "He's the one that has to get people together."

By 2018, Trump was still publicly opining on the president's ability to make shutdown deals, but this time, he was weighing in from the West Wing. "I am all alone (poor me) in the White House waiting for the Democrats to come back and make a deal," he tweeted on Christmas Eve. As the shutdown continued into the new year, Trump invited Democratic leaders to the White House; canceled a planned trip to the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland; and gave a prime-time speech to assure Americans that his administration was "doing everything in our power to help those impacted by the situation." Even mundane events at the White House became opportunities for Trump to drive his shutdown messaging. When football players from Clemson University visited the White House to celebrate their 2018 national championship, Trump ordered McDonald's. The White House said that Trump paid for the spread himself, because furloughed staff were not available to serve more upscale fare.

Such constraints have not been a factor during the current shutdown. On October 15, dozens of millionaires and billionaires gathered at the White House to sip wine and hear Trump's vision for a grand ballroom. (Most of the attendees, among them executives from Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, and other companies, were also paying for it.) They were served heirloom-tomato panzanella salad and beef Wellington on gold-trimmed plates, according to the Associated Press. By the president's own admission, the 90,000-square-foot ballroom has taken up a large share of his focus lately. He's been having multiple meetings a week about it, and as a demolition crew was reducing the East Wing to rubble, he pointed to a model of the White House that included the ballroom and declared, "I've shown this to everybody that would listen."

Trump sees the project as another way to leave a permanent mark on the White House, his allies told us. He enjoys living in the building--far more than some of his predecessors, who thought that it felt like a museum. For Trump, it's the ultimate status symbol, but the real-estate mogul believes that even the most famous address in the world has gotten a little dated. He has told associates that he wants more of the comforts of Mar-a-Lago at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue--and moving back in after reelection, he wasted little time paving over the Rose Garden for a patio, adding gold trim to the Oval Office, and planting large flag poles on the lawn. The president has told confidants that he loves the idea of seeing Donald J. Trump Ballroom--written in gold letters--etched somewhere in the White House. (The president recently told reporters that he would not be naming the ballroom after himself, and, if you believe that, we've got a fully intact East Wing to sell you.)

Some in the West Wing have delighted at what they perceive to be exaggerated outrage from critics over the destruction of the East Wing. But Trump, Democrats argue, cares more about a ballroom with a $350 million (and rising) price tag than about keeping prices and health-care costs down for average Americans.

Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont highlighted the dichotomy last week, asserting that millions of Americans are on the verge of losing their health care amid a broader cost-of-living crisis.

"Meanwhile, Trump's priorities are demolishing the White House, bailing out Argentina & now threatening war with Venezuela," he wrote on X. "What happened to America First?"

This has become the go-to talking point for Democrats, who are openly seeking a political advantage amid their highest-profile battle in Trump's second term. But Trump, who once boasted, "I alone can fix it," has made himself vulnerable to such attacks by pushing the limits of his presidential powers and repeatedly steamrolling Congress. Democrats and Republicans have said that no legislation to reopen the government will pass without his blessing (Trump recently joked to allies, "I'm the speaker and the president," The New York Times reported).

Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer of New York told reporters last week that he and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had contacted Trump to try to set up a meeting "anytime, any place." Trump has shown no interest, instead asserting that he would be happy to meet with the Democrats after they vote to reopen the government.

Russell Berman: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, a moderate Republican and an occasional Trump critic, told us that he thought it would be "helpful" for the president to get involved, especially because his signature will be needed on any bill that ends the impasse. Unlike GOP leaders, Bacon wants Republicans to start discussing a deal on health care even while the government remains closed. "I'm for negotiating now," Bacon told us.

But he and other Republicans believe that Democrats might fold without a health-care agreement. This week, the largest union representing federal workers, the American Federation of Government Employees, called for an end to the shutdown. The union is a longtime Democratic ally, raising pressure on the party's Senate caucus to relent. "Hopefully, we're close to a cracking point," Bacon said, citing the AFGE's announcement.

Although Trump's strategy has precedent--Obama in 2013 similarly took a stance of no negotiations while the U.S. government was held "hostage over ideological demands"--the president has not made his views clear on the issue at the core of the shutdown fight. Obama asserted that Republican demands that he repeal or delay his signature health-care law were a nonstarter, whereas Trump has not said whether he supports extending health-care subsidies, which are key to any deal to reopen the government.

Instead, Trump has mainly listened to the hard-liners in his inner circle--including Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought and Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller--who have seen the shutdown as a chance to further slice government and target civil servants and perceived political enemies.

Trump has said the closure of the government is "an unprecedented opportunity" to reshape the federal bureaucracy, but his efforts to target "Democrat agencies" for permanent destruction have been stymied by the courts, political realities, and his own limited attention span. He is also struggling to shield his MAGA base from the consequences of the shutdown. Trump accepted $130 million from a wealthy donor to pay the troops after his gambit to repurpose existing funds ran into what he called a "shortfall." (Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent has said that there probably will not be enough money to give troops their next paycheck, on November 15.) Publicly, White House officials remain confident in their strategy. The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told us that Democrats are "holding Americans hostage" and that Trump is "continuing to work night and day" even as the government is closed.

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

"Whether it be ensuring troops were paid, forging historic peace deals, removing dangerous criminals from the streets, lowering prices, or securing more investments for America, President Trump will never stop delivering," she said.

But many in the West Wing have taken notice of the growing number of polls showing that Americans are predominantly blaming the White House and Republicans for the shutdown. They come amid a backdrop of lengthy lines at food banks and airports. Doug Heye, a Republican strategist who worked in House leadership during the 2013 shutdown, told us that both Democrats and Republicans who are waiting for Trump to engage will have to be patient for a while longer.

"Nothing is going to happen before November 1," he said. "And that's when we'll learn where the pressure points are."
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America's Impending Population Collapse

This year, for the first time in nearly a century, more foreign-born people will likely leave the United States than will enter.

by Idrees Kahloon

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




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

Republicans have a net-zero goal they can finally get behind: not for carbon emissions but for immigration. And they may achieve it as soon as this year. In a July white paper, three economists projected that, in a remarkable departure from decades-long patterns, more foreign-born people will likely leave the United States in 2025 than will enter. In the three months since, the Trump administration's aggressive actions have driven net migration even lower than expected, one of the authors, Wendy Edelberg of the Brookings Institution, told me. Student-visa numbers are lower than previously anticipated. In September, the Department of Homeland Security boasted that since President Donald Trump's return to office, it had deported 400,000 people, more than triple the pace of deportations under the Biden administration; it has billions more to spend on further enforcement efforts, courtesy of Congress and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. An unknown number of people have voluntarily left the country rather than be forced out.

We will not know with certainty for some time whether America has hit net zero, but the White House is already claiming victory. "Promises Made. Promises Kept. NEGATIVE NET MIGRATION for the First Time in 50 Years!" Trump declared on Truth Social in August. Prompted by a CNN report, that claim could, if anything, prove to be too restrained. If the United States experiences negative migration in 2025 and, as seems likely, 2026, it will probably be the first net outflow in nearly a century.

To "America First" true believers, the recent trend heralds a return to a halcyon era. "Finically [sic], culturally, militarily--immigration was net negative. All population growth was from family formation," Stephen Miller, Trump's deputy chief of staff, wrote on X in August. The best data we have, derived from the decennial census, suggest that Miller was incorrect. In the buoyant decades after World War II, net migration was low compared with the Ellis Island era of the early 20th century, but still positive. According to census data, the only decade in American history when migration was net negative was the 1930s--during the Great Depression.

From the September 2024 issue: Seventy miles in hell

For the past decade, nativism has proved politically potent enough to carry Trump to the Oval Office twice. It may be powerful enough to bring net migration down to zero, perhaps for some time. If that happens, the America that emerges will be reduced, not just by lower economic growth but also by a shrinking population. The notion that this would at least leave native-born Americans better off is also far-fetched. We know because the United States has tried it before.

American history has featured prior bouts of nativism. Many of the animating grievances are unchanged. In 1921, Calvin Coolidge, the vice president-elect, wrote an article in Good Housekeeping titled "Whose Country Is This?" At the time, the share of Americans born overseas was 13 percent, close to the historical maximum. There was intense worry about the scourge of migrants from Eastern and Southern Europe. "Our country must cease to be regarded as a dumping ground," Coolidge wrote. He warned not just of moral and cultural degradation but also of economic peril: "The unassimilated alien child menaces our children, as the alien industrial worker, who has destruction rather than production in mind, menaces our industry." Subtract the explicit eugenics and simplify the diction, and Coolidge's arguments resemble Trump's warnings.

When Warren Harding died of a heart attack, in 1923, Coolidge ascended to the presidency. "America must be kept American," he said in his first address to Congress. The following year, he signed the Johnson-Reed Act, which ended the country's open-immigration era. Strict quotas were imposed. Northern European countries were given priority, and migrants from Asia and Africa were effectively banned. These harsh limits remained in effect for 40 years.

Hostility toward immigration in American history follows a rough cycle: It increases in proportion to the foreign-born share of the population and the sense of economic precarity among the native-born. Then it relaxes as restrictions come into effect, some migrants return to their home countries, and the descendants of those who remain assimilate into the body politic.

This historical cycle doesn't just offer an abstract guide to the future; it also gives empirical evidence for whether native workers have really benefited from reductions in migration. During the Great Depression, Mexican workers, who filled undesirable jobs on farms, in meatpacking plants, and on railroads, were blamed for immiserating hard-strapped American citizens. Officials took action: More than 400,000 workers of Mexican descent (some of them American citizens) were removed or cajoled into self-deporting. But when the economists Jongkwan Lee, Giovanni Peri, and Vasil Yasenov examined the lingering consequences, they found that places with higher rates of Mexican repatriation had worse outcomes for left-behind natives--who had both slightly lower rates of employment and lower wages. In the 1960s, the Kennedy and Johnson administrations phased out the Bracero Program, which had allowed millions of seasonal Mexican workers to enter the United States to work on farms. An influential study of the policy's effects published in the American Economic Review similarly found that the program's demise did not meaningfully increase wages and employment for native workers. Farms instead reacted by adopting mechanized techniques where they could.

Studies also find similar effects for past drives to remove undocumented immigrants--the aim of the current administration. In 2008, the Department of Homeland Security launched a program known as Secure Communities, which aimed to check the immigration status of everyone arrested in the country. The program went into effect gradually over the course of four years, allowing economists to discern what happened to local labor markets because of deportations. A study in the Journal of Labor Economics, published in 2023, found that the number of undocumented workers had decreased, as intended by policy makers. But the employment effects were the opposite of desirable: The program led to a slight increase in joblessness rates for male citizens and no improvement in wages. Another study of the Secure Communities program found that the removal of undocumented workers led to a long-lasting decline in construction employment. The result was less home building and, according to the authors, higher house prices.

Nick Miroff: As money rushed in, ICE's rapid expansion stalled out

These findings might seem paradoxical. When you remove laborers, wages ought to rise as employers compete for remaining workers, if other things remain equal. But other things do not remain equal. "There's a cartoon economy in the minds of several people in the White House in which business activity in the United States remains constant even when 1 million people per year are forcibly removed from that economy," Michael Clemens, an economist at George Mason University, told me. In farming, manufacturing, and many other capital-intensive industries, employers can invest in equipment instead of hiring more native-born workers. When wages rise, some prospective entrepreneurs are deterred by increased costs and choose not to start new businesses.

These disruptions will ripple through the broader economy. Low-skilled workers are complementary to better-remunerated high-skilled workers. Think of how a sudden reduction in the supply of nannies would affect white-collar work, or what a dearth of home health aides would do for family finances. By one estimate, the U.S. has 8.3 million undocumented workers. One calculation from the Peterson Institute for International Economics found that if Trump does manage to deport all of them during his second term, he will also zero out all of the economic growth that has been previously projected. For that reason--not to mention the exorbitant cost of such a deportation drive--Trump is unlikely to do so.

The wage effects of the current deportation drive might be the opposite of what immigration restrictionists hope for, but they are also not so negative that Trump and his allies would bear immediate political costs. And even if the overall economic effects are negative, some of the benefits would accrue to one politically important group: working-class, native-born men. (In this way, the policy mirrors the logic of the president's trade restrictions, which leave the overall economy worse off but benefit narrow favored constituencies.) Native-born men, the theory goes, will be simultaneously pulled into the labor force due to shortages and pushed into it as less generous welfare policies--such as the recently passed work requirements for Medicaid--come into effect. "I always point out: The Japanese eat, right? They pick their crops, and they don't have millions of low-wage agricultural workers," Simon Hankinson of the Heritage Foundation told me. "You can say the same with Hungary. It is possible to function as a developed economy without unlimited cheap labor. It's just harder."

The example of immigration-averse economies such as Hungary and Japan may be apt in another way: Both are losing population. So will America if migration remains near zero for the next five years. The underlying math is stark. The average fertility rate for U.S.-born women is currently about 1.5 births, well below the replacement rate of 2.1 births per woman. Little evidence suggests that this rate will rise anytime soon. (Foreign-born women in America have a higher birth rate of about 1.8, but even this would lead to population decline over time.) Last month, the Congressional Budget Office released an analysis showing that without migration, the U.S. population will begin shrinking as soon as 2031.

Some think that this impending demographic decline can be reversed through government incentive--Trump has called himself the "fertilization president"--but experiments in natalist policy in other countries have been uniformly disappointing. For years, South Korea has tried to boost its fertility rate by instituting baby bonuses, generous parental leave, and even preferential mortgage rates for families with kids. But the fertility rate, currently at 0.75 births per woman, has remained well below replacement level.

Lindsay Ryan: The reality my Medicaid patients face

But suppose that America were exceptional enough to develop a natalist policy that works. Even so, it would be at least 16 years before the children of that hypothetical baby boom entered the labor market. The interlude would be painful. The number of native-born American workers in prime age has been stuck since 2013, and it is not expected to start growing.

The United States has always been a nation of expansion: It has never before experienced population shrinkage year after year. If it does, it will be less rich in terms of GDP, because the economy simply shrinks when there are fewer people. Over the long term, there will be less technological and biomedical progress, particularly if the Trump administration successfully limits legal, skilled immigration and browbeats American universities into submission by starving them of science-research funding.

Other problems with a shrinking population would arrive quickly as the finances of entitlement programs become even shakier. The country currently has only 2.7 workers for every Social Security beneficiary, down from 3.4 in 1990. This decline already means that the program is on the path to insolvency. Because benefits exceed the payroll contributions of current workers, the trust fund that covers the shortfall is being depleted. The Social Security Administration estimates that--even with annual net immigration of at least 1.2 million a year--its trust fund will be exhausted by 2033, at which point benefits will be immediately reduced by about 23 percent. With even fewer workers, the day that the U.S. welfare state starts to teeter will move closer.

As much as economists might think that immigration is beneficial, its politics remain treacherous. The Trump administration's dreams of "America's next golden age," wherein lower migration raises wages, lowers unemployment, and reduces crime, seem secondary to concerns about the cultural threat of migration. The paramount issue is the same as it was for Coolidge: "America must be kept American."

Similar sentiments are observable internationally. Plenty of countries, among them Japan and South Korea, would rather shrink economically and demographically than allow large flows of permanent migrants. A primary motivator for the narrow majority who voted to take the United Kingdom out of the European Union in 2016 was anxiety about migration, especially from new EU member states in the east. Polls from around the time show that many Leave voters saw Brexit as "the best chance for the UK to regain control over immigration and its own borders."

After Brexit, the Conservative Party tried explicitly to keep net migration, including unauthorized arrivals of people on small boats, below certain numerical targets. Its failure to do so has led to its precipitous unraveling. A rival party on the right, the Reform Party, headed by Nigel Farage, is much more hard-line--it wants to abolish the permanent-legal-residency system (akin to the U.S. ending the green-card program). It is also far ahead of its rivals in the national polls. Almost a decade after Brexit (and its attendant economic harms), polarizing battles over immigration are still not resolved.

There is a real risk that America will become mired in such a lengthy campaign for immigration restriction as well. A small fringe has even imported European-style "blood and soil" arguments to claim that the United States is rightfully reserved for "heritage Americans" or for people of European descent.

Yet what has poisoned the politics of migration for ordinary U.S. citizens, polls indicate, is the suspicion that it has become uncontrolled. On this key point, Trump is correct: The Biden administration oversaw, wittingly or not, an extreme surge in migration. From 2021 to 2024, the number of migrants in the country grew by 6.8 million, mostly unauthorized, accounting for 85 percent of population growth. For scale, this is close to the peak rates of migration to the United States, such as those experienced in the 1840s, when the Irish Potato Famine and European revolutions brought in huge swaths of Irish and German Americans.

The recent influx has pushed the share of foreign-born Americans to 15.8 percent--higher than the levels that preceded Coolidge signing the Johnson-Reed Act, in 1924. In fact, it is the highest level ever recorded in American history. These changes are the result not of deliberate policy debate in Congress but of an inability to cope with millions of migrants claiming asylum as it became clear that this was a path to being released into the interior of the country.

Nick Miroff: Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement

Since the change in administration, though, illegal migration at the southern border has basically stopped. In the six months from February to August of this year, the Border Patrol reported 73,667 migrant encounters on the southern border, just 7 percent of the more than 1 million encounters over the same period in 2024. The Darien Gap, the treacherous rainforest passage between Colombia and Panama once traversed by hundreds of thousands of Central American migrants on their way to the United States, is now seldom traveled.

Although the U.S. economy absorbed the additional unauthorized workers of the Biden years rather well (it may even explain the higher growth rates compared with Europe's), the border mismanagement was a knockout blow to Kamala Harris. Future Democratic candidates may need to repudiate the Biden-Harris record if they hope to win a general election, but the internal pressures within the party may not allow that. During a 2019 presidential-primary debate for the party's nomination, the 10 candidates onstage were asked to raise their hand if they'd provide government-run health care to undocumented immigrants. All 10 raised their hands. Such images are not easily forgotten.

Yet the United States needs credible advocates for orderly, controlled migration. If America experiences sustained outflows of migration, it will be in deep trouble. Eliminating current workers does not even present a trade-off between growth and inflation--it is worse for both. The Trump administration's efforts to narrow paths for legal, higher-skilled migration--by, for example, adding a $100,000 surcharge on the H-1B-visa program--show that its ideal immigration regime is one not of selection but of shrinkage. An optimist might hope that, once some recent migrants leave and others are assimilated into society, the U.S electorate will go back to its welcoming attitude toward immigrants. Perhaps voters will recoil at Trump's harsh tactics, and the politics of immigration will become more placid. A pessimistic student of history, though, might fret that this is the beginning of another 40-year period--beginning with this presidential term and continuing through a J. D. Vance presidency--in which America's gates are all but pulled shut.
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A Writer Who Did What <em>Hillbilly Elegy</em> Wouldn't

In her new book, Beth Macy returns to her Trump-voting hometown to find out how America got so divided.

by Alex Kotlowitz

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Urbana, Ohio, is a small city of 11,000, where nearly three out of four voters went for Donald Trump in the 2020 presidential election. The journalist Beth Macy, who in her previous books chronicled the widening fissures in American society by examining the opioid crisis and the aftereffects of globalization, grew up there. In Paper Girl, she returns to Urbana--a place beset by economic decline, dwindling public resources, failing schools, and the disappearance of local journalism. These descriptions might feel familiar, like an update of J. D. Vance's Hillbilly Elegy. Vance, as it turns out, grew up just an hour down the road.

But unlike Vance, who blamed much of his hometown's misfortune on its residents, Macy approaches the Urbana of 2023 with an open mind. She wants to understand what happened. Her focus is less on the reason for the decline than on the question of why people--even close family members--stopped talking with one another. How is it that Americans with disagreements are unable even to find the language to converse? With that in mind, Macy seeks to do something seemingly simple but actually profound: talk with people she knows, even if they seem to live in a different reality, and try to find a common humanity.

Read: Hillbilly excuses

She visits with family and old friends, some of whom share her view of the world and, more important, others who see things very differently. At one point, Macy is interviewing her sister Cookie, who believes the 2020 election was rigged, when Macy's older child, who is gay, comes up. Cookie quotes a line from scripture: A man "shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination." Macy tells her she's not invited to her son's wedding. When members of Macy's high-school graduating class try to put together a reunion, tensions between old classmates that grew during Trump's first term bubble over, one organizer drops out after receiving a death threat, and "friendships built over sixty years dissolved," Macy writes. "Some of my oldest friendships seemed on the brink of dissolving too."

Macy doesn't reserve her disappointment for those she disagrees with politically. One Christmas, her sister-in-law, a Yale-educated poet, grumbles about Macy's siblings, all of whom voted for Trump. She tells Macy, "Your people don't want my people to exist." Reflecting on the accusation, Macy writes, "How could I not love the relatives who took care of my demented mother when I live seven hours away, including my brother-in-law John, who flings around the word 'deplorable' at me but also resets Mom's TV every other day, or the sister who takes her to every doctor's appointment?" She tells her sister-in-law, "My people don't hate your people; they don't even know your people." In Paper Girl, Macy does what most opinion essays and social-media posts don't even try to do: She gets out of her bubble.



In 2017, a couple of weeks after Trump's first inauguration, I interviewed J. D. Vance at an event sponsored by the University of Chicago Institute of Politics. I have trouble reconciling the thoughtful person I encountered at the time with the vengeful, snarky incarnation of today. Back then, when Vance despaired over Trump's hateful rhetoric, he talked about Americans' "inability to cross ideological boundaries in our conversations." He referred to the country's "massive geographic segregation of opportunity" and noted that "it's really hard to be compassionate with somebody you don't actually know." Macy actively conjures up that compassion as she tries to reacquaint herself with those she considers her people. As she notes, she doesn't "want to write them off." And she doesn't want them to write her off, either.

One of Macy's most resonant discoveries is the loneliness and isolation of so many in Urbana. The town's residents are not only alienated from the rest of the country, they're also disconnected from their own neighbors. She notes that midway through the school year, 27 percent of students in the district were considered "chronically absent" from one of the primary institutions where they might find community. In the past six years, Macy writes, the number of children homeschooled in Urbana has doubled. This was made possible, in large part, by a law passed by the Ohio state legislature in 2023 that gutted guidelines for homeschooling; home teachers are no longer required to submit curricula to the school district's superintendent. The town's school board also voted to allow LifeWise Academy, a religious program, to operate in Urbana's schools. During one recent school year, LifeWise pulled 55 first and second graders out of the classroom to bus them to a nearby church for "Bible-based character instruction." As the philosopher Kenneth Conklin, whom Macy quotes, has written, "The easiest way to break apart a society long-term without using violence is to establish separate educational systems."

Moreover, the community has almost no reliable local sources of information. The city's newspaper, the Urbana Daily Citizen, is now printed only twice a week and produced by a staff of two. A group of journalists created the Ohio Capital Journal, an online newspaper. But, as Macy writes, "no one, save my former Urbana newspaper editor, had even heard of it." Without the glue of shared schooling or the sense of unity engendered by a common source of information, it's no wonder that people pull away--or are pulled away--from one another.

Beth Macy: What happened to Ohio?

At the center of Paper Girl is the moving story of a young man, Silas James, Macy's present-day doppelganger. When Macy was growing up, her mother worked in a factory and her dad was known as the town drunk. Her family struggled financially, and so in seventh grade she began delivering the newspaper to her neighbors to make extra money (her customers called her "paper girl"). Like Macy, Silas is smart and ambitious, from a hardscrabble family. But Macy is struck by how much harder life is for Silas than it was for her, and not just because he's transgender. While he's in high school, Silas's father, who had multiple health conditions, dies of a methadone overdose, and his mom is jailed on drug charges. Homeless, Silas is forced to couch surf with friends. "This was a reality I could not have conceived of in Urbana forty years before, when I knew of no homeless people and certainly no one who'd lost a parent to overdose," Macy writes. Yet Silas's story also underscores the notion that if you get to know someone up close, you're more likely to challenge your preconceptions. A decade earlier, the town had canceled its Memorial Day parade because it didn't want to let an LGBTQ float participate. Yet, when Silas is about to graduate from eighth grade and tells the principal that he refuses to wear a dress to the ceremony, the principal, who has come to know Silas, responds, "I'm not going to make you." The parents of Silas's boyfriend, the reader learns, leave their church because of its rejection of homosexuality, and join a more open-minded congregation.

Macy's book feels unique in part because she knows her interviewees--she has deep, long-standing ties to many of them, and you sense her contending with that fact. In a time when people are cutting off family members and friends, Macy is pleading with readers to talk and listen, and to hold on to those relationships as best they can. But even she would admit it's not easy. While in Urbana, she reconnects with an old boyfriend who, in his 20s, had been a politically liberal free spirit. Now, disillusioned with the Democratic Party and much of the media, he is, Macy writes, an "ardent fan of Vladimir Putin" who is "intrigued" by QAnon. Macy concedes that there are "chunks of truth" in some of his grievances. For instance, she writes, he condemned President Barack Obama for breaking his promise to change bankruptcy laws in order to help struggling homeowners during the 2008 recession, even as he bailed out big banks and auto manufacturers. Nonetheless, her ex's rage overpowers everything else. "You guys continue to lie to people, but fewer people are being fooled by your wordplay bullshit every day ... You can dupe Americans, but the rest of the world sees you for what you are," he emails her at one point. "You people are fucking liars. I can't be nice about it no more ..." Macy backs off.

Many of Macy's interactions have the quality of alternately pushing and easing up--expressing herself honestly and then knowing when to cool off. Human connection, never mind persuasion, is rarely a matter of a single conversation, but rather the work of months or years, maybe a lifetime. And sometimes it means putting ourselves out there, strangers talking to strangers. I'm left thinking about the words of James Baldwin that Macy cites: "The world changes according to the way people see it, and if you alter, even by a millimeter, the way a person looks or people look at reality, then you can change it."
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson as Contributing Writers



Thu, 30 Oct 2025


Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson



Today The Atlantic is announcing that Jonathan Haidt, who has written a number of hugely significant stories for The Atlantic, and Eugene Robinson, one of the most well-known and influential journalists and columnists, will both become contributing writers. The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jonathan's most ambitious essays and features, and Eugene joins us most recently from The Washington Post, where he worked for three decades.

Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear All,
 I'm delighted to spread the news that we're bringing two new contributing writers onto our team. Both of these names will be known to all of you: Jonathan Haidt, and Eugene Robinson.
 Jon's name, of course, will be familiar to anyone who reads The Atlantic, because his byline has already graced our pages numerous times. He has written several hugely influential stories for us in recent years. To name a few: Why the Past Ten Years of American Life Have Been Uniquely Stupid; The Coddling of the American Mind; The Dark Psychology of Social Networks; End the Phone-Based Childhood Now. (His first feature for us appeared almost exactly a decade ago.) People around the world turn to Jon to understand, among other things, what technology is doing to us (and what to do about it). Jon is a uniquely influential intellectual and researcher, and a brilliantly clear writer about devilishly complicated issues.
 In addition to his extraordinary work for The Atlantic, Jon is a social psychologist at New York University's Stern School of Business, where his research has focused on the intuitive foundations of morality, and how morality varies across societies. He is the author of, among other New York Times bestsellers, The Anxious Generation and The Coddling of the American Mind (co-authored with Greg Lukianoff). The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jon's most ambitious essays and features, and I'm very glad he'll be writing for us regularly.
 About Gene: When I first arrived at The Washington Post a couple of (dozen) years ago, Gene was already the king of the newsroom. (Okay, three dozen.) Gene is one of the most talented all-around journalists ever employed at The Post, which is really saying something. He has been a mentor and role model for many of us across the years, in part because he does everything well, and in part because he is a kind and generous editorial leader.
 Gene is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer and the author of three books; his fourth, Freedom Lost, Freedom Won: A Personal American History, is scheduled to be published by Simon & Schuster in February. Gene was born and raised in Orangeburg, South Carolina, and has written unforgettably about his experiences growing up in the Civil Rights era. After serving as the first Black editor in chief of his college newspaper (The Michigan Daily, Adrienne's least-favorite college paper), he began his professional journalism career at the San Francisco Chronicle, where he was one of two reporters assigned to cover the trial of the kidnapped newspaper heiress Patty Hearst. Gene then joined the Post as a city hall reporter, and worked as an editor on the metro desk before moving to Buenos Aires as the Post's South America correspondent. Later he was the Post's foreign editor, and ran its Style section, and, of course, spent two decades as a columnist, becoming one of journalism's most outstanding, memorable, and influential voices. And now he brings that voice to us.
 It is such a thrill to bring Jon closer to The Atlantic, and it is equally thrilling to make The Atlantic the home of Gene's writing. You'll all have the chance to meet them soon. In the meantime, please join me in welcoming them to Team Atlantic.


Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Will Gottsegen, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, Jonathan Lemire, Jake Lundberg, Lily Meyer, Toluse Olorunnipa, Luis Parrales, Alexandra Petri, Alex Reisner, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Simon Shuster, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, Adam Kirsch, Dan Zak, and Katie Zezima.

Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Deadline for a Major Shutdown Casualty

Roughly 42 million Americans may not get their SNAP benefits on Saturday.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 29 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.

Two weeks ago, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent warned that the ongoing government shutdown was "starting to cut into muscle." Now it appears to be nearing the bone: For the first time in its 61-year history, SNAP, the federal food-assistance program for low- and no-income people, is set to run out of money. If November's payments don't arrive in people's accounts on Saturday, roughly 42 million Americans will need to figure out another way to pay for their meals.

On Friday, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), which oversees SNAP, announced in a memo that it would not tap into the roughly $6 billion contingency funding set aside for the program. According to the memo, the reserve is "not legally available to cover regular benefits," and "the best way for SNAP to continue is for the shutdown to end." A coalition of 25 Democrat-led states and the District of Columbia is suing the Trump administration, alleging that not only is the administration able to use those funds--it must use them. (When I emailed a USDA spokesperson for comment, I received an automated response saying they had been furloughed and could not respond.) The disruption would be unprecedented; not even the longest government shutdown in history, during President Donald Trump's first term, interfered with SNAP funding.

The timing of the USDA's mandate is questionable. Congress set aside that $6 billion for SNAP over the past year and a half. And earlier this month, the agency had a 55-page memo on its website detailing how it might use the reserve for SNAP in the event that funding lapsed, per requirements set by the White House's Office of Management and Budget (SNAP costs the government about $8 billion a month; the OMB is run by Russell Vought, who has used the shutdown to cut into government funding writ large). But the plan has now mysteriously disappeared from the USDA site. The agency's new memo from Friday contends that "the contingency fund is a source of funds for contingencies," a category for which a government shutdown doesn't appear to qualify.

Legal scholars and budget experts have largely disagreed with that interpretation. Bobby Kogan, of the Center for American Progress, told me that the administration is employing "the narrowest interpretation you could possibly have" of the law to avoid paying for SNAP, in contrast with the "broadest interpretation" of the law now being used to justify a private donor paying the military during the shutdown. As Dottie Rosenbaum, of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, explained to me, "The idea that SNAP's contingency funds could not be used for SNAP benefits stands in sharp contrast to what the face of the law says," as well as previous USDA guidance. David Super, a professor of constitutional law at Georgetown Law, put it simply on his blog: "Terminating SNAP is a choice, and an overtly unlawful one at that."

In other words, it's not that the administration can't pay up--it's that it has chosen not to. Although Republican lawmakers have acknowledged their constituents' reliance on SNAP, they are focused on taking swipes at the Democrats. In a statement, the OMB blamed the Democrats who "chose to shut down the government knowing full well that SNAP would soon run out of funds." House Speaker Mike Johnson told Republican representatives yesterday that the "pain register is about to hit level 10" as the shutdown drags on and SNAP cuts go into effect, but urged the GOP to stay the course, according to Politico.

Without a deal to end the shutdown, Congress is limited by its lack of funding. And the executive branch, which still has some latitude to act, has been incredibly selective about which services to fund and which not to. Trump has halted blue-state projects that depend on federal dollars while emphasizing that "we're not closing up Republican programs because we think they work." However, as my colleague Toluse Olorunnipa recently reported, Trump hasn't been able to protect his supporters from the shutdown's impact entirely. Congressional paralysis has been compounding the hurt: Republican Senator Josh Hawley recently introduced a bill to fund SNAP's November payments, but it likely won't be put to a vote before the Saturday deadline. Senate Majority Leader John Thune, who would make that call, has said "there's not a high level of interest in doing carve-outs" to fund specific government programs, and that Republicans will block a similar bill from the Democrats.

But food isn't partisan. SNAP is one of the nation's largest social-welfare programs, a reliable source of relief for one in eight Americans. On average, the federal government pays each recipient $187 per month, exclusively for food. Many SNAP participants, spread across both red and blue states, are seniors, people with disabilities, and families with young children.

SNAP has survived for so long in part because of a long-standing bipartisan recognition of the program's importance, in spite of the equally long-standing Republican mission to pare back government funding for welfare programs. Ronald Reagan's administration made cuts to food assistance, as did Trump's: The One Big Beautiful Bill Act will slash $186 billion from all SNAP-related funding by 2034. But no politician wants to be blamed for halting SNAP altogether.

"Americans don't like welfare, but they don't want to see fellow Americans go hungry," Christopher Bosso, a political-science professor at Northeastern University and a historian of SNAP, told me. This summer, a poll found that 66 percent of Americans oppose cuts to food assistance. SNAP isn't a perfect program, but such a sudden disruption would have an immediate material impact: Food banks are already signaling that they might not be able to keep up with demand. Friday's USDA memo declared that states would not be reimbursed for covering SNAP benefits, and few have committed to doing so. The costs are just too high for some states to cover on their own, especially for those with higher percentages of SNAP recipients.

Social welfare isn't exactly a priority for the Trump administration. The president's budget proposals have historically threatened to eviscerate food assistance, and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act's cuts to SNAP are the largest in U.S. history. For low-income Americans, SNAP can be a lifeline; for this White House, it's another political tool.

Related:

	Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown.
 	A donor-funded army wouldn't just be illegal--it would be dangerous.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The missing president
 	America's impending population collapse
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump is sleepwalking into political disaster.




Today's News

	Hurricane Melissa made landfall in Cuba early today as a Category 3 storm after it devastated parts of Jamaica, which has been declared a disaster area. At least 20 people have died in Haiti from flooding, and the storm is now moving toward the Bahamas.
 	The ongoing government shutdown could cost the U.S. economy $7 billion to $14 billion, lowering GDP growth by as much as 2 percentage points in the fourth quarter of 2025, according to a Congressional Budget Office report released today.
 	The Federal Reserve voted 10-2 to cut interest rates to a range of 3.75 to 4 percent, marking its second rate reduction this year.




Evening Read


Illustration by Brian Blomerth



How to Make Music Popular Again

By Jonathan Garrett

Headphone listening--the act of playing a highly personalized soundtrack wherever we go--is a surprisingly radical invention, and we're only beginning to contend with its implications. The visible barrier it creates between the listener and everyone else is obvious. Less obvious is the invisible barrier: The more time we spend in our own musical echo chambers, the less likely we are to share a collective cultural experience. The power of music has long been its ability to soundtrack a generation--to evoke emotion, as well as summon a specific time and place. Headphone listening not only isolates the listener; it shrinks music's cultural footprint.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The hidden cost of "affordable housing"
 	The David Frum Show: Would U.S. generals obey illegal Trump orders?
 	What Elon Musk's version of Wikipedia thinks about Hitler, Putin, and apartheid
 	No one actually knows what a moon is.
 	Dear James: I'm tired of being a compulsive liar.




Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic*



Watch. What counts as a "scary movie" is often in the eye of the beholder, but the most effective ones tend to do more than just terrify us--The Atlantic's staffers recommend the first movies that really scared them.

Explore. The once-simple request of "Will you be my bridesmaid?" has ballooned into an invitation to participate in elaborate affairs involving $800 gowns and expensive bachelorette trips, Annie Joy Williams writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 6:10 p.m. ET on October 29, 2025.


It's said that the 17th- and 18th-century polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the last person to know everything. He was a whiz at philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics--the works. But there was also simply less to know back then; the post-Industrial Revolution knowledge explosion killed the universal genius.

Which is to say that I bet Leibniz wouldn't know the full oeuvre of K-pop if he were alive today. Or at least not philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics, and K-pop. But I bet he would know everything in The Atlantic--which is all you need to answer these questions.

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

Wednesday, October 29, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	To drive home the adverse effects of the government shutdown happening at the time, President Donald Trump in early 2019 served visiting Clemson University football players not the usual White House fare but a smorgasbord ordered from what restaurant?
 -- From Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, and Russell Berman's "The Missing President"
 	The entry for Adolf Hitler mentions the dictator's economic achievements before it references the Holocaust on Elon Musk's newly launched competitor to what website?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "What Elon Musk's Version of [REDACTED] Thinks About Hitler, Putin, and Apartheid"
 	The mid-20th-century Bracero Program allowed millions of men from what country to temporarily work on farms in the United States?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "America's Impending Population Collapse"




And, by the way, did you know that in 1892, a teenage girl from Ireland named Annie Moore was the first person to pass through Ellis Island, and received a $10 gold coin to commemorate the event? (Did you know America used to do $10 and even $20 coins?)

That'd be about $350 in today's purchasing power. The last person to be processed through Ellis Island, Arne Pettersen, got only a mugshot; by 1954, the island had converted into an immigrant detention center.

Until tomorrow.



Answers: 

	McDonald's. I'll also accept Wendy's or Burger King, as a smattering of their delights sat on the table too. During this shutdown, Trump's focus has appeared to be on basically anything but the funding lapse, our reporters write. Read more.
 	Wikipedia. In case you need another data point, "Grokipedia" also questions Islam's "inherent compatibility with liberal democracy." Matteo writes that the venture is the next step in Musk's misguided crusade against the mainstream institutions he accuses of poisoning global thinking. Read more.
 	Mexico. The program's demise during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations did not meaningfully increase wages or employment for U.S. workers as intended--nor will the country's current policies pushing foreign-born people out of the United States, Idrees expects. Read more.


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



Tuesday, October 28, 2025

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

	In the Punic Wars of the third and second centuries B.C.E., Rome fought what North Africa-based empire (including a few of its elephants)?
 -- From Phillips Payson O'Brien's "The U.S. Is on Track to Lose a War With China"
 	In 1610, Galileo Galilei discovered four of these belonging to Jupiter, but scientists now say it possesses 97 of them. What are they?
 -- From Lila Shroff's "No One Actually Knows What a [REDACTED] Is" 
 	What winning word turns a person's standard-issue garden into one meant to supplement their rations and boost their morale during times of war?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture"




And by the way, did you know that elephants are either left- or right-tusked, the same way that humans are left- or right-handed? The dominant tusk is usually shorter and rounder, worn down by more frequent use. But elephants are far likelier than people to be lefties, so it's really a good thing that they don't often have to use scissors.



Answers: 

	Carthage. The elephants involved might be a giveaway that the Rome-Carthage model is no longer how warfare works, but Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is still talking like it is, O'Brien writes. Hegseth's focus on individual valor over things like production capacity and technological mastery is setting the United States up for military failure. Read more.
 	Moons. The 97 number is at least a little fungible in the sense that even in all the centuries since Galileo, scientists still haven't settled on what a moon really is, Lila writes. In the uncertainty, quasi-moons, mini-moons, and moonlets abound. Read more.
 	Victory. Ellen writes that restaurant delivery became a "sort of 21st-century victory garden" early in the coronavirus pandemic as diners tried to keep their favorite restaurants afloat. Now delivery apps are themselves a threat to restaurant culture. Read more.




Monday, October 27, 2025

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

	Speculators in the United States have been trading contracts for the subsequent sale of assets at a specific price since the late 1800s, which feels awfully far in the past for a financial product known by what name?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's "The Company Making a Mockery of State Gambling Bans"
 	In Marcel Proust's novel In Search of Lost Time, the narrator experiences a flood of childhood memories after taking a bite of what French shell-shaped cake?
 -- From Aleksandra Crapanzano's "The Mysterious, Enchanting Qualities of Chocolate"
 	A new documentary on the author George Orwell and his work takes as its title what erroneous mathematical equation?
 -- From Shirley Li's "It's Not Enough to Read Orwell"




And by the way, did you know that the word chocolate comes from the Nahuatl language of the Aztecs, in which it is xocolatl? In the kitchen, Nahuatl also gives us "mesquite" from mizquitl and "avocado" from ahuacatl, and then, of course, where you say "tomato," they say "tomatl."



Answers: 

	Futures. This sort of speculation started out with grain prices, but over the decades, people started trading foreign-currency futures, placing bets on future interest rates, and more. Now, Marc reports, the loophole of framing wagers as futures has enabled sports betting to spread even to the states where it's meant to be illegal. Read more.
 	A madeleine. Crapanzano reflects on her own Proustian treat: chocolate, which found her at every turn as she was growing up in Paris. That's the way things have gone for a while in France, she writes; one of the only royal courtiers to survive the Revolution was the indispensable chocolatier. Read more.
 	2+2=5. The 1984 falsehood is unavoidable in discourse about today's disinformation. Raoul Peck's documentary, Shirley writes, argues that the comparison "has led to numbness rather than to meaningful change." Read more.
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Would U.S. Generals Obey Illegal Trump Orders?

Tom Nichols on Trump, the military, and what happens when loyalty replaces law. Plus: the Trump administration's "politicized stupidity" and a discussion of Eugene Ionesco's play <em>Rhinoceros</em>.

by David Frum

Wed, 29 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 reflections on the new Trump administration's pattern of "politicized stupidity": the willful refusal to understand abuses of power, including the destruction of the White House's East Wing and the perceived sale of government influence disguised as private donations.

Then Frum speaks with his Atlantic colleague Tom Nichols, an expert on civil-military relations and a longtime scholar of U.S. defense policy, about President Donald Trump's efforts to turn the military into a personal instrument of power. Nichols explains how the capture of the Justice Department, the firing of Pentagon lawyers, and the use of the National Guard against civilians are eroding the rule of law, and how a president can launch wars without congressional consent.

Finally, Frum closes with a reflection on Eugene Ionesco's play Rhinoceros, a parable about conformity and courage, and what it means to remain human in a world where everyone else is turning into beasts.

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 my Atlantic colleague Tom Nichols, and we'll be discussing civil-military relations in the United States as troops march in American cities and as the United States appears to be sliding toward a unilateral, unapproved-by-Congress war in the Caribbean.

My book this week will not be a book at all; it will be a play, Rhinoceros, by Eugene Ionesco. Please stay to the end to hear a discussion of that play.

But first, some preliminary thoughts about the week just past and the week ahead. There's so many outrages in the Trump years, there's so many abuses that maybe it's petty to fix on minor irritants, but there is a minor irritant that got caught in my craw, and I just want to ventilate a little bit about it. One of the more annoying and more pointless aspects of the Trump era is what I call politicized stupidity. Politicized stupidity is a kind of aggressive not getting the point by people who are otherwise perfectly well equipped to getting the point. Genuine stupidity is a misfortune and is distributed by God, but the politicized stupidity is chosen, and it's chosen for reasons.

Let me give you an example of what I mean. So President [Donald] Trump has just demolished the East Wing of the White House. He did this without any form of consultation, as if the White House were his personal property, and in order to build a giant ballroom that there's no demonstration of need for and that, again, he's treating as a point of personal property. He's choosing the design; there's no process of respect for historical or cultural integrity. And he's financing this whole project. We have no idea how much it will cost--or President Trump originally said $200 million; now he's suggesting $300 million. But who knows what the cost will be. There weren't drawings. There weren't plans. It's being done on a kind of ad hoc basis, and the cost could well climb beyond the startling figure of $300 [million] to much more.

And he is proposing to pay for this project--that is chosen entirely by himself with no consultation--by accepting donations from corporations and wealthy individuals. He has people who have business before the government, who seek favors before the government: Some of them have mergers that they're hoping for approval. Others are in the crypto industry that has received a massive government favor in the form of the GENIUS [Act] and who are hoping for more favors. Others of whom are in business with members of the Trump family. If the country needed a ballroom, then there should have been a review process, a design process, and Congress should pay for it out of public revenues because it's the People's House, not Donald Trump's house.

Okay, you get that. But there are people who insist on not getting it. There are people who say, Well, are you against ballrooms? Don't you think the White House ever needs renovation? Other presidents have renovated the White House in the past. The point is not that you are for or against renovations, of course; the point is you are for or against not treating the White House as a person's property. But there's a kind of deliberate refusal to get the point, and you see this in many places in our public media. It's the same when Donald Trump delivers a pardon to a crypto criminal, a convicted crypto criminal, who has helped to enrich his family.

Now, there have been other doubtful pardons by presidents in the past, and President [Joe] Biden apparently used an autopen to sign some of his pardons, and maybe that's not ideal. But no one has ever pardoned people because they gave money to his family, his sons, his relatives. No one has ever delivered pardons because he just seems to have a general attitude of being pro-white-collar criminals. No one has ever said, I'm pardoning this convicted fraudster congressman because he always voted for my political party and always supported me, and that is the one and only grounds and basis of my pardoning this figure. But people insist on not getting that point: Biden used an autopen; isn't that the same? No, it's not? Well, I refuse to understand why it's not.

Or, most recently, other presidents have applied tariffs in the past. And some of those tariffs have been discretionary, where the president uses powers delegated to him by Congress to impose tariffs too, and sometimes the motives are not great. Now, when I was in the Bush administration in 2001 and 2002, and one of the reasons I left when I did was because I knew my next job--I wrote economic speeches--my next job was gonna have to be to write speeches defending President Bush's imposition of tariffs to protect the steel industry, which he was doing for domestic political reasons, and I just couldn't do it, and that's one of the reasons I left when I did, one of the most important reasons why I left when I did.

So presidents have done it before, but no one has made it the basis of his policy. And no one has ever said, I'm imposing tariffs on one of America's closest allies, Canada, because I'm upset that they made a TV ad that implied that Ronald Reagan was a better president than I am. And indeed, Donald Trump is not 1/1,000,000th the president Ronald Reagan that was, and so it, obviously, it cuts to the bone. But again, there are people saying, Well, foreign countries shouldn't criticize American policy on American TV. They don't get the point. The stupidity is politicized.

Now, where does this come from? Well, part of the, I think, the reason for not getting the point is because the actual point is too big and too scary. Nobody wants to face what Donald Trump is and what he's doing to the United States. Even those of us who talk about it all the time, we don't wanna face it--it haunts our nightmares. But even though the point is big and scary, the point has to be faced and not denied through clever evasions.

Sometimes people don't get the point because their boss demands they not get the point. If your job depends on writing an editorial saying that the destruction of the East Wing and its replacement by a ballroom financed by favor-seekers is just the same as President [Barack] Obama replacing the wiring and water in the main White House with money appropriated by Congress, if your boss says you have to do that or lose your job, there are people who, unfortunately, will do as told rather than lose their job.

Sometimes the politicized stupidity originates in a kind of purist, ultraleftist politics that is engaged in a quarrel with the mainstream Democratic Party so overwhelming, so all-encompassing to the people involved in it that they can't see anything else. They're engaged in a petty factional dispute of ultraleft against mainstream, and that is the only thing they're aware of or care about; everything else is just too far away.

And sometimes, unfortunately--and this is where it most irks me--the politicized stupidity originates in the need of a writer to seem clever within some tiny, invisible media clique, where this is a different thing than all that writer's friends are saying, and so they say it to seem smarter than everybody else, to seem a little not as caught up in the true drama of our times, to be able to have that kind of superior attitude to everyone else: You all are overreacting. I alone take the true measure of events. As I say, it irks me.

Now, it's just going to be true that in an administration that is doing thousands of things every year, hundreds of things every week, dozens of things every day, no matter how opposed you are to this administration, some of the things they're going to do are going to be things you don't necessarily object to. I can give you a list of things that this second Trump presidency has done that I don't object to, and some of them, I support. I mean, yeah, there were genuine governance problems at America's elite and prestige universities: genuine problems with free speech, genuine problems with protecting Jewish students from abusive action by anti-Israel demonstrators. That does not justify the administration saying, Okay, we're coming after you using the process of law, we're disrupting funds to cancer research, all unless your faculty agree to say the following list of things that we command them to say.

I can be concerned by the things that the universities are doing that are bad without having to come up with some clever, counterfactual, counter-imaginative justification for things that are obviously outrageous. We're all going to like something, but we have to keep our sense of proportion. We have to understand that the main thing is the main thing. And, as I said, if God inflicted stupidity on you, it's not your fault, but don't choose it. That's just annoying.

And now my dialogue with Tom Nichols. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Tom Nichols is an expert on U.S. military policy who taught first at Dartmouth College, then at the U.S. Naval War College. A lifelong Republican, Tom Nichols has distinguished himself since 2016 as one of the first and truest of the Never Trump Republicans. Since his retirement from academia in 2022, he has been a colleague at The Atlantic. You've seen him also on Morning Joe and many other TV shows.

Three things you may not have known about Tom Nichols: First, Tom was a five-time Jeopardy champion. Second, he made a guest appearance as a bloviating cable news talking head on the fantastic TV show Succession. And finally, he earned his early living as a disc jockey, an accomplishment that qualifies him as an especially welcome and cherished guest at Frum family karaoke nights.

Tom, welcome to The David Frum Show. (Laughs.)

Tom Nichols: (Laughs.) Thank you, David.

Frum: So you wrote this very important article for The Atlantic about the coming crisis in civil-military relations. This is a subject you've devoted so much of your academic life to. I wanna ask you to sit on the other side of the table for a moment. Imagine yourself--I don't know that such a thing could ever happen--but imagine yourself a malign and criminally intended president who wanted to remake the U.S. military as a tool of personal power. How would you go about doing it?

Nichols: In this system of government in the United States, the first thing I would do is seize the Justice Department. And by seize, I don't mean being elected and nominating an attorney general; I mean flushing out all of the people committed to the Constitution, the rule of law--you know, the lawyers. It's almost a trope now to do the Merchant of Venice line, but you start with getting rid of the lawyers, if you're going to do these kinds of things, and you replace it with your cronies. You replace it with people that are going to be loyal to you. You basically undo everything that's been done with the Justice Department over 50 years.

Frum: So the first move at the Pentagon is not at the Pentagon; it's across the river at the Justice Department.

Nichols: Exactly. Because if you're a military officer, the people that you're gonna want an opinion from are lawyers--which is the next step, which is you not only get rid of the lawyers at the Justice Department; you do what Trump's already done: You get rid of the top lawyers of the Pentagon.

And look, the rule of law requires lawyers and people to interpret the law, and the first people you have to get rid of are anybody who says, My loyalty is to the rule of law, the statutes as written, the Constitution, and not to Donald Trump.

Frum: Because our hypothetical military officers will want advice about what is illegal and what is an illegal order, and--

Nichols: They're already asking.

Frum: --and who do they turn to? If you have--

Nichols: Yeah, that's already happening.

Frum: If you're a three-star or a four-star general and you have a question, Is this a legal or an illegal order?, who do you ask?

Nichols: Well, you would ask the top legal service adviser in your branch, but [Secretary of Defense Pete] Hegseth and Trump have fired them all. So now you've got guys--there are people doing that job, but you and I both know from working in government, when your boss has been canned and you're the acting guy, or you've been suddenly elevated because people above you have been fired, that's not a signal to you to be brave and innovative and daring about standing up for the Constitution. You're sitting in a desk that somebody else had who tried that and got fired. So you might ask them--I can imagine some of these very senior officers are talking to friends or family attorneys or somebody. Because what's going on, we'll be talking about--I guess this is the hand-wave "all this"--but all of this, I think, is not legal.

So you capture the Justice Department, you fire the military lawyers, you insist on loyalty from the top commanders--which Trump thinks he has, apparently, with somebody like [Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General] Dan Caine--and then you make sure to neuter the intelligence community so that foreign threats or plots or any other things that could interfere with elections in your favor are left undiscovered or uninvestigated.

Frum: Yeah. So you don't have to remake the officer corps from top to bottom. You don't even have to start looking for sympathetic two-star generals to replace the three-stars and sympathetic three-stars to replace the four-stars. You just cut them off from information and rely on natural bureaucratic inertia to make them obey you?

Nichols: And the chain of command. Because remember that officers are required to begin from the presumption of legality with an order. The system is designed to make sure that the chain of command functions effectively so that if you're a colonel or a one-star or a two-star, you have to assume that if the order has come down from the president to the secretary, the advice of the chairman--the chairman's not actually in the chain of command, but he gives advice--and by the time it gets to you, the assumption is: Well, this must be legal because all these other guys wouldn't have ordered me to do it.

Frum: So if you get an order to blow up a fishing boat in the Caribbean or the Pacific, you would start with, Well, somebody must have signed off on this. They must have--

Nichols: Somebody signed off, exactly. And the place it should have stopped, of course, is: The attorney general, the secretary of defense, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs should all be standing in the Oval Office, saying, You can't do this. This isn't legal. This is a violation of both American and international law. And if the president says, Well, go ahead, just do it, well, by the time it gets to that lieutenant commander in a helicopter or piloting a drone, he or she's already saying--well, as you just said, David--Somebody must have signed off on this.

Frum: Well, the president of Colombia has charged that at least one of the destroyed boats was a fishing vessel with completely innocent people aboard. Now, the present president of Colombia is kind of a flaky character and certainly someone with strong anti-American feelings, so take that as it may. On the other hand, it would be a pretty bold lie to tell, that it's a fishing boat, because the United States could refute it. And President [Gustavo] Petro in Columbia is operating in an unsympathetic Colombian political system. He's quite unpopular. Colombia is a country that normally tilts toward the right, that values cooperation with the United States, where public opinion would be not inclined to be super nationalistic about the United States killing even Colombian national drug traffickers, if they really are. So it would be a bold lie to tell if it is a lie; maybe it's a lie. But if it's true, if the United States has killed at least one innocent boat with these, so far, eight--at least that we know of--attacks, what are the legal implications of that? What are the consequences that would follow?

Nichols: Well, this is where I take pains to point out I am not a lawyer. But in international law, if it's proven, then normally what would happen is the president of the United States says, Oops, our bad. Here is an apology and restitution. Because we have had incidents like that, where we shot down an Iranian airliner in a war zone where a ship skipper misread the signs--

Frum: Nineteen eighty something?

Nichols: Eighty-eight. It was the [USS] Vincennes shooting down--and we said, Mm, here's some restitution, without going too deep into whether we were right or wrong about it. So the international consequences aren't--I mean, we're the United States; we defy these things kind of at will, and we have--

Frum: Okay, but I don't wanna talk so much about the international implications here. The domestic system. So now you're the operational commander with responsibility for the Caribbean, and you have an idea that at least one of the eight boats you killed was completely innocent and the people aboard were innocent, and maybe you're not so sure and you don't really have great information on the other seven, and now you're asked to kill a ninth with all aboard.

Nichols: That's where I think it gets interesting, yeah.

Frum: What does that operational commander do?

Nichols: (Sighs.) The problem is that when it gets down to the level of the operational commander, once again, he says, Well, somebody must have figured this out. The question is, why isn't this being stopped at the three- and four-star and CJCS [chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff]?

Frum: Who should be the person who is raising--is it a four-star? Is it the commander of the Joint Chiefs? And we know what Trump is, and unfortunately, we also know what the secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, is. And I guess it would be originally Pete Hegseth's job, but if the secretary of defense and the president--and I call him the secretary of defense because that's his title in law.

Nichols: Yes, thank you.

Frum: He can call himself the secretary of war; he can call himself the secretary of partying, the latter title equally accurate. But the statute that Congress laid down in 1949 says that it's the Department of Defense, the secretary of defense; you have a quarrel with that, go rename it at the congressional level--it's a statute. But the secretary of partying, as he might be called, he's the person who should have this mission, but if he fails, who is the next person to say, I think we may be killing some innocent people here.

Nichols: I would think it's the chairman--it's the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. He is the president's top military adviser. That's why he's there. He is supposed to be the most senior military officer in the United States advising the president on these issues. He is not actually in the chain of command anywhere.

This came up when Mark Milley got everybody together during January 6 and said, Now, we all understand our jobs, right? He wasn't ordering anything, but he was convening his colleagues to say, As the president's top adviser, we all understand what we're doing here. That should be General Caine.

Now, the thing is, Donald Trump learned--as we painfully know--he learned from his first term. He's making sure that there isn't going to be anybody in that room who's gonna say, Mr. President, it's a bad idea. What you're doing isn't legal. And I suppose the other person that should be there, given the branch having to carry this out, is the secretary of the Navy. But as we know, the secretary of the Navy has never been in the Navy, has no military experience. These people were all chosen to say, Yes, Mr. President, whatever you think is appropriate. And the problem, David, is, to go back to your point about the domestic environment, is that the chain of command, it's really not supposed to get to some lieutenant colonel or commander on a ship to say, Wait a minute, wait a minute--I don't think this is legal. I don't think this is constitutional.

Frum: How does the National Guard fit into the chain of command? We remember in [his] first term, Trump wanted to use the National Guard or other military personnel to shoot lawful demonstrators. He suggested shooting them in the knees. Now we have National Guard patrolling the streets of Washington, D.C. They were in Los Angeles. I don't know if they've all been withdrawn from Los Angeles; I think most have. They're in Chicago supporting ICE, which is on a kind of lawless rampage. There is talk of sending them to San Francisco, although maybe that's off the table. How do they fit into the chain of command? Who has the mission of saying, The National Guard should not be shooting demonstrators?

Nichols: Once again--and we know this, again, from the first term--in the first term, it was the secretary of defense and the chairman, again, walking in and saying, Mr. President, don't do this. This is a bad idea. The National Guard answers to the governor of the state they're in until the president orders them federalized. And, of course, that's been the source of multiple court cases, some of which the Trump administration keeps losing or running into injunctions--

Frum: Because you can't just do it as an act of power. You have to show some basis--

Nichols: Right. You can't just say, Today, I feel like nationalizing our federal guard--the National Guard, excuse me. However, even in the past, back in the '80s, Massachusetts--I used to work on the Massachusetts National Guard issue, so it's kind of this little bit of lost history--Massachusetts tried to tell the federal government, No, our guys are not going to go down and do training that could possibly be involved with the Contras and the Sandinistas and all that stuff. And they were overruled. They said, If they're in federal training, the governor of Massachusetts can't decide where they train or what they do. The president has huge amounts of latitude here, which is why he's going after the National Guard because, obviously, when he talks about using the regular military, then he has to talk about--I mean, we've run into Posse Comitatus and the Insurrection Act. That's why, I think, he's talking about invoking the Insurrection Act.

Frum: Because one of the long-standing principles of the United States is the military does not do law enforcement.

Nichols: Right.

Frum: And this was grounded in a series of statutes. The Posse Comitatus, the present law, I forget when it was passed, but it's quite an ancient law, right--

Nichols: Mm-hmm, yep.

Frum: --Civil War era or something like that?

Nichols: Yep. It's an old American tradition--let's face it, David, going back to the Founders--it's an old American tradition not to have a big standing army. That's a 20th-century innovation. Before World War II, American soldiers were training with sticks because we would mobilize and then demobilize. So this notion that we have this large standing army would already be kind of making the Founders jumpy. But the idea that you just put them into the streets at will because you're pissed off is completely antithetical, it's complete anathema to the American experience.

Frum: So I wanna go back: Who has the mission? So the South Carolina or Texas National Guard is called up, sent to a blue state, and is told something like, We think a lot of the people in this lineup in this swing suburb are probably illegal aliens. And we think they should be detained for 12, 14, 16 hours, or 'til whenever the polls close. Your order is to go detain these people we believe are illegal aliens--I mean, they're Democrats; they might as well be illegal aliens--detain them and hold them until the polls close. Who has the mission to say, That sounds like kind of an illegal order to me?

Nichols: Well, but they're being much more clever about it than that. The mission to detain those people and to disrupt those operations goes to ICE. And then the president says, This being a federal agency, I'm not using the military to detain any of these people. I'm simply using the military to protect these other federal agencies while they do their job--

Frum: --of detaining everyone in the voting line--

Nichols: Of detaining everybody in line. It's very clever. They say, We're not doing domestic policing. We're simply securing federal installations, protecting federal employees because the state or the local municipality either can't or won't do it.

Frum: Right. Now, I think a lot of this--and I've been arguing this; I've written this for The Atlantic, and now I hear Democratic politicians talking about it--the game has always been to disrupt the 2026 elections.

Nichols: I think that's right.

Frum: Because Trump is doing stuff that is so illegal and exposes them to so much jeopardy, personal jeopardy: reaching your hands into the till and taking $230 million out and putting it in your own pocket; tearing down the East Wing and then putting a collection plate around to people who have business before the federal government [that] says, Who wants to build me a ballroom? The TikTok--I keep going on about this--I think TikTok is being sold for something like one-third to one-quarter its actual market value, the 80 percent stake in TikTok USA is being sold to insiders at two-thirds, three-quarters off, an instant windfall.If there is ever an effective Congress again, these things are going to be publicized. There could be all kinds of jeopardy, including personal legal jeopardy.

So he can't have that. And it's a two-seat margin in the House of Representatives, and so, yes, you can gerrymander. That's limited effort. The real prize is to find some way to disrupt the elections in the places where you are most at risk. And then repeat the 2024 experience, or 2020, of saying, Well, there's so much doubt; well, let's seat the congresspeople we're sure of, who are our congresspeople, and let's put the others in abeyance for weeks or months until we settle all of this.

And the last thing that, as I'm sure you know, is there is this precedent from the 1980s that, when all else fails, when you have a contested seat in Congress and all else fails, the person who ultimately makes the decision whether to seat it is the speaker of the House. And the speaker of the House decides because the courts will not interfere; it's a political question. They will not interfere in the ultimate question of whether this candidate or that candidate is the true winner. The House is the judge of its own qualifications, says the Constitution.

So we have a big sort of illegal project being built. Is there any check interior to the system that will prevent this project from being carried out?

Nichols: I often think that the states and the cities can say, with a show of force, to say, Our police have this. We're good. We don't need you here, that our state cops--we're good. Because I think part of Trump's project here--and the way they're just dragooning people into ICE who have no qualifications, really, is another tell and creating this kind of paramilitary goon squad out of ICE. I always thought of myself as an immigration hawk, and I'm kind of reaching the "Defund ICE" level at this point.

But I think part of Trump's plan is simply to have these military forces during the elections so visible that people just stay home, that they're just intimidated out of the public square, that you don't even have to arrest them. You don't have to have a big display of force. That the goal of all of this political activity, the goal of everything Trump is doing, is to drive people out of the public square, to say, The Wi-Fi is still working. There's still 150 channels on TV. Beer is cheap. Gas is affordable. I don't wanna deal with this. I don't wanna deal with all of this, and it doesn't really matter. 'Cause the other thing, I think, that's the undertone of all this is, Look--it doesn't really matter who's in office. They're all bad. Everybody's corrupt. And so rather than use the military to inflict violence to stop the elections--you know, gerrymandering and voter suppression work in marginal elections, not huge-turnout elections. And so what they're really trying to avert is a large Democratic turnout in places where they can pull that off. And I think you're right. Look at what's going on right now with this representative from Arizona, [Adelita] Grijalva. The speaker's just saying, If I have to keep Congress closed to not seat this person, that's what I'm gonna do.

And I'll just add one more thing, David. You talked about this kind of orgy of lawlessness here, and it's a cliche, but it really is just out of control. I actually think a huge part of this is about the [Jeffrey] Epstein files. I really do. I think that when this first became a thing, that's when Trump went into hyperdrive about throwing things against the wall just to see what sticks, what could distract us. And I hate that. I never thought the Epstein files were important until Trump started acting like they were important.

Frum: What could be in these files that is worse than what we already have?

Nichols: That's the only part of this that gave me pause. I figured he's beyond shaming. The man, his shamelessness is his superpower. And this is why initially I said, The Epstein files, who cares? They're terrible, and everybody knows they're terrible, and everybody knows these guys were friends. But he's the guy--it's kind of like, why did we think Saddam Hussein had WMD [weapons of mass destruction]? Because he was acting like it. Why do we think the Epstein files are radioactive? Because Trump's acting like it. Maybe they're not.

But I think this, along with the tariffs going wrong, the economy in the wrong direction--and I think you're right; I think he knows that if, and this is actually a hopeful sign, he knows that one election in 2026 could be the beginning of the end of all of this. And for them, that's an existential threat; for Trump and his people, that's existential. And that's why he would say, The military is the one institution that has to do what I tell it. Now, that's not true, as we know, but I think, in his mind, he thinks of the military as toy soldiers.

Frum: Well, let's revert to this conflict in the Caribbean, the Pacific, and Trump has mused about taking it to land. And Venezuela seems to be target A; Colombia has also been indicated as a target. Before Trump became president, there was a lot of talk from Trump allies, including the vice president--in fact, Trump was kind of more cautious on this [than] some of his allies--of doing strikes inside Mexico. And it is true there are cartel operations of different kinds in all of these countries. How much legal authority would a president need to start carrying out land targeting of cartel operations?

Nichols: More than he has now. I was never a fan of these AUMFs, right--the authorizations for the use of military force--that guided us through the, or that were the, in theory, the constraint on the global War on Terror. But at least it was something. It was the president going to Congress and saying, Here's what I wanna do, and I would like your authorization for it because now I'm gonna spend money to do these things--that's the other part of it--and because you are the Article I power, and we need to be coordinated as the United States goes to war. Trump is arguing that I can simply determine a threat, point the military at it, and say, "Destroy this." That is not what Article II says. That is not what the Constitution says.

And I think, first of all, can we just step back and say, What happened to the guy who said, I'm not gonna start any more "stupid wars" like all my predecessors? We're talking about invading Central America, Latin America? It's bonkers. But I don't think that he has anything like the legal authority to do this--but that would require a Congress that actually meets and functions as a Congress.

Frum: I think something people forget about these authorizations to use force: Before 1945, when the United States used military force on any scale, there was a declaration of war--although there were a lot of police actions, especially in Central America. And there are some that continue, like the Philippines insurrection was pursuant to the powers that the president got from declaring war on Spain in 1898, and then there was the aftermath, which was this long insurrection in the Philippines. But he used the powers that were left over--first President [William] McKinley, then President Teddy Roosevelt--left over from the initial declaration of war.

I think one of the reasons they went out of style after 1945 was declarations of war gave the president too much power, and the Congress of the '50s and '60s said, Look, we're not fighting the Soviet Union; we're fighting Soviet proxies. Yes, we wanna give you certain military powers, but we don't wanna give you the power to nationalize the entire civilian economy the way you would have if we did a proper Declaration of War, whether it was Korea or Vietnam. So here's a much more limited grant of military power that is intended to protect the rights of the citizens from the vast powers the president gets with a declaration of war.

But now that game has gone into reverse. We have now a situation where presidents are asserting these--or this president is asserting powers with no basis of any kind, and Congress has not been asked even to give him any kind of authorization. And innocent people may be being killed.

Nichols: Well, in the past, the other way that presidents got around this was to say that they were exercising force in accordance with treaty obligations. And that is a legal out, right? How do you go into Vietnam, for example? You say, Well, we are members of SEATO, Southeast Asian Treaty Organization. This is an alliance obligation. Treaties are the law of the land; the president executes the laws--

Frum: There was also an authorization, the Tonkin Gulf Resolution.

Nichols: Right, there was a resolution. But the president can always say--God forbid, there had been a World War III, he [could have] said, I can send troops in under my obligations as America as a signatory to the NATO treaty.

There is no treaty. There is no law. There is no--I feel like I'm about to go all Al Gore--no controlling legal authority here that tells the president that he can just go kill people because he happens to think they're bad for our country. Why not counterfeiters? Why not bootleggers? Why drug black marketeers? Why not just start killing anybody that you happen to think is doing something bad to the United States? And I think he's doing this--well, I think the link between what he's doing overseas and the link to domestic politics is very clear. He's trying to establish the precedent that the military will do what he says, kill the people he wants killed, and undertake the operations he wants undertaken, no matter where they are.

Frum: And I think with the drug case, he's also trying to make Americans falsely believe, as he often does, that their domestic problems are the fault of foreigners.

Nichols: Of other people, right.

Frum: One of my favorite drug war stories is a story that is told both by Daniel Patrick Moynihan and by George Shultz in their respective memoirs. But the story is that Daniel Patrick Moynihan--you probably know the story--was the first federal drug czar in the Nixon administration. That is, Nixon created an office in the White House, Office of National Drug Control Policy, Moynihan was put in charge, and he became known as the drug czar. And in 1971, the United States executes the largest--in cooperation, I think, with the French police--the largest drug bust in the history of the world to that date: the famous French Connection that became the basis of the Gene Hackman movie--

Nichols: Popeye Doyle, baby.

Frum: So Moynihan is very excited when he gets word, and he commands a helicopter to take him to Camp David to brief the president personally about this tremendous victory, and as he gets into the helicopter, there is Secretary of Labor George Shultz, with the big helicopter earmuffs, reading the Financial Times or The Wall Street Journal. And Moynihan, over the helicopter communication device, just gushes with enthusiasm: We've just completed the biggest drug interception in the history of the world. And Shultz, utterly uninterested, says, Congratulations. Nice job. You don't understand, says Moynihan. This is the biggest drug bust in the history of the world.Good, [says Shultz], congratulations. And Moynihan's a little hurt, a little crestfallen. And then he remembers, before Shultz went into government, he taught economics at the University of Chicago: George, I imagine you think that so long as there's a demand for drugs in the United States, there will be a supply from somewhere. And Shultz now looked up interested for the first time and said, There may be hope for you after all.

Nichols: Yeah, I actually hadn't heard that story.

Frum: Oh, it's in both their memoirs, and--

Nichols: It's a great story.

Frum: --and the point is, Americans were dying in very large numbers from fentanyl overdoses in the teens. It came to a peak in 2020. And then, thanks to different policies, thanks to the availability of drugs that interfere with drug overdoses, those numbers have come down a little bit. But it remains an article of faith to Trump and the people around him and especially to Vice President [J. D.] Vance: This is something that bad foreigners have done to Americans, not that Americans are doing to themselves. And if we can only punish the foreigners enough, virtuous Americans will not be lured into drug dependency. But that's, of course, not how it works. It's the demand that brings forth the supply. It's a domestic problem.

Nichols: There was a great quip, and I'm trying to remember who said it on social media, where somebody said, Yes, we're in danger from drug traffickers the way that my cholesterol levels are in danger from Dairy Queen. This is something that we seem to learn over and over again. You and I are both old enough to remember the first War on Drugs, the French Connection, then the War on Drugs in the '80s, and then the War on Drugs in the '90s, and all it did was drive up the price of drugs and make it more profitable. But the heroin epidemic of the '70s, you know how that ended; it ended when a lot of people died from taking heroin. That's what snuffed it out.

Frum: The War on Drugs--I think we didn't use so much War on Drugs analogy--the logic of the "Just Say No" campaign that was publicized by Nancy Reagan was, that was an attempt to address demand. It's a triangle--there are three basic remedies, or outcomes, to the drug problem. One is you attack supply. The second is you attack demand. And the third is you learn to live with the drugs. And all of them are evil, right? Learning to live with the drugs means Americans suffer and die in preventable numbers. Dealing with the demand means that Americans go to prison because you punish both the low-level dealers and the users. And the supply means that you end up at war with the rest of the planet and trying to put your fingers in infinite numbers of holes in dikes as the drugs flow in. All of them are imperfect, and sound policy begins with some kind of balance.

But the Trump policy is to say, Look, we are going to blame entirely suppliers, and not only suppliers, but foreign suppliers, and we're going to kill them, and we are going to imagine that this is doing something, when, of course, as George Shultz will tell us--

Nichols: That's because it's not about drugs. I'm convinced that this policy in Central America is not about drugs, David. I think it's about--

Frum: Training the military to do bad things.

Nichols: Right. I don't think Donald Trump cares a whit about fentanyl and drugs coming into the United States. I think Donald Trump lives in a world where everything is graded in terms of How does this affect me and help me and help my political fortunes? And other people--J. D. Vance knows better. He tried to set up a nonprofit about this and then kind of walked away from it. Everybody knows that this is not the game. And I think it's not just to blame it on foreigners, which, of course, is a classic kind of MAGA world grievance issue, right? If you're unemployed, it's because of the Chinese. If your kid is in the basement playing video games all day, it's because of evil programmer somewhere. If your kid's taking drugs, it's 'cause of the Mexicans.

Frum: Yeah, or they also like to blame women: If your kid's in the basement, it's because no girl will marry him, and we need to punish women some more to make them marry your feckless son.

Nichols: Right. And then the next step is and the answer to this is always to militarize the problem. Every time Trump seems to run into something he can't solve, you can almost see him saying, Well, maybe the Army can do this.

I think there's two reasons for it. One is, he is childlike; he is fascinated by displays of military power in the way an 8-year-old is. But also he's figured out, the whole rest of the federal bureaucracy can slow-roll him, can object, can rat him out to Congress. He is really counting on the military to be the people who keep his secrets, execute his orders, do what they're told. I would really like to know why this four-star in charge of Southcom retired early. If it was under protest, I think he should tell the nation.

Frum: Does that person have some kind of moral duty to be public? Because the military creed is: You go quietly and keep your counsel. Maybe you talk to your fellow four-stars. Do you think he has a duty to do more?

Nichols: I would say under most circumstances, yes, but not now. We are in an extreme situation, and if you've resigned because you think that you're killing people illegally, then your duty as an American citizen supersedes--remember what George Washington said? "When we took up the soldier, we did not lay aside the citizen." You are, first and foremost, a citizen of the United States, and if people are getting killed, if the president is turning the military into a hit squad, you need to say something.

And I've been really upset about the fact that there's been a lot of that--and I don't wanna call out generals, because I have never been a general. That's a tough job; I wouldn't wanna be responsible for hundreds of thousands of human lives. On the other hand, when these people enter the political sphere, I think they have a responsibility to speak up.

One of the things that really bothered me--and this was a bad sign in civil-military relations--years ago, [former Secretary of Defense] Jim Mattis was testifying before Congress, and [Senator] Tim Kaine was pressing him on an important issue, and Mattis said, Well, Senator, I'm not a political guy. Well, I'm sorry, but once you're a Cabinet secretary and the secretary of defense, you're a political guy. You don't get to hold up the four-star flag and say, That's not me. I'm just an operator. I'm just a problem-solver. No, if you have gone before the U.S. Senate wearing civilian clothes and been confirmed as the secretary of defense, you're a political guy after that.

Frum: Well, there was a reason why there used to be a law that said former generals could not become secretary of defense--

Nichols: It was a good law.

Frum: --because of just this reason.

If there are air strikes on the Latin American or South American or Mexican mainland, innocent people are certain to be killed because air strikes are so imprecise, even the best. Trump, from the beginning of his administration, began flying drones over Mexican territory without notifying the Mexicans. This was reported by CNN. The Mexicans found out from American news media. And then, because of the enormous pressure on the Mexican government, they hastily gave permission for something that they didn't know about.

But the drones they are flying are Predators, which can be armed and may be armed. Now, so far, there have been no strikes, and so far, the reports are that the drones remain, to date, not armed. But that may or may not be true, that may or may not be up to date. And sooner or later, there may be a Predator drone strike inside Mexico. There may be a bomber strike inside Colombia, maybe one inside Venezuela. At that point, we're into a bigger conflict. Well, is there anything inside the military that says, I need to see some paper here, sir, from Congress, from somebody?

Nichols: I think we're past that point, David--

Frum: Mm-hmm, they're going to do it--

Nichols: --I think we passed that point--

Frum: They're going to do it.

Nichols: --eight boats ago. But now--

Frum: They're going to do it.

Nichols: --the thing is, if you strike an unmarked boat in international waters, you can sort of slip under the kind of, like, Well--you can hand-wave away a lot of stuff--it's piracy. They were bad guys. We thought they were gonna shoot at us. You can make up a lot of stuff.

If you attack a sovereign nation and its territory, it's an act of war. I know there's a lot of divided opinion about whether we should have struck Iran. Of all the places that I have supported going to war, I have always been really reticent about bombing a country of 92 million people that, basically, many of whom would be on our side, given the chance. Same thing here. You could argue that Iran's a one-off. We did it under, again, some kind of nonproliferation regime that gives us a kind of pushed open door in that region.

Attacking Venezuela or Mexico, there is absolutely nothing, no legal cover for that. And I don't know how Americans would respond to a president who said, I'm gonna keep us out of war, and I don't know how the military is gonna respond to a president who said, I'm gonna keep us out of war, and now I'm ordering you into combat as a war of discretion to take out people who are not--I'm gonna sound like a political-science professor here for a minute--people who are not actually state agents. These are attacking nonstate actors in some way 'cause they're drug dealers, right? They're not the Venezuelan military or whatever.

But what Trump, I think, will do, and I think there's two things that will come out of this; he'll say, While the Venezuelan military was in our way, or they tried to obstruct us when we were--because you can make the argument that terrorists, 'cause remember, Trump has declared these people terrorists. So there is this Shultz doctrine that says if they're in a third country and that country can't or won't do anything about them, you have some grounding for going after them, which is why I think he declared them that.

But I think, going back to the domestic environment, the election will come up next year, and Donald Trump's gonna say, How can you dare criticize me or anybody else when this country's at war and our brave boys are overseas fighting the drug lords like Arnold Schwarzenegger and Steven Seagal hitting the beaches in Commando?

Frum: I wrote a dystopian novel a long time ago in which the background of the novel is this long-running war inside Mexico that no one can quite remember how the United States stumbled into, but it can't find any way to get out of. And as Americans have discovered, these kinds of conflicts are easy to start, hard to end. It's hard to define an end state.

There's also, I think, a risk that is being very underplayed, which is, the major drug cartels have had a practice--I'm no kind of expert, but you can observe it--of not hitting back, and certainly not hitting back on American territory, that it's just more trouble than it's worth. And they try to avoid tangling with Americans. You'll remember an incident that happened two or three years ago where a group of Americans were intercepted by a drug gang at the border. The drug gang thought they were Haitians who were trying to cut into their drug-smuggling business. They killed two, but they realized the survivors were American, and they released them and then volunteered a bunch of low-level narcos, saying, We're so sorry. We did it. We turn ourselves in to the Mexican authorities. They don't want to tangle with the United States.

But they have some capabilities if they ever did want to. They could let off car bombs in the streets of Texas and California pretty easily. They don't, and maybe they never would, but it's the kind of thing that, if you had a process, somebody would be saying, Have we considered what the other party's countermove to our moves are? And it doesn't look like that kind of process is happening at all.

Nichols: I was talking with friends who have to teach this stuff at both military and civilian institutions, and it's like, how do you teach the American national security process now? There isn't one. It's whatever Donald Trump--it's all vibes, right? It's whatever Donald Trump feels at any given moment. And the problem is that he has--it's a problem for us; it's an advantage to him--that he surrounded himself with people who say, I am anticipating that he wants to do this. I will always have a plan ready to say, "You bet, boss. I got a plan for striking Venezuela."

And I don't think they've thought it through. I don't think they care about thinking it through, David. I think they wanna be able to say, America's at war. Anybody who opposes the president is a traitor.

Frum: Last question before I let you go, with gratitude for your time: Greenland. The United States must have a plan for invading Greenland. American troops are deployed to Greenland in March of 1941, before the United States entered the Second World War, to secure Greenland against use as a German U-boat base. They operated with the approval of the local Greenland authorities. Denmark was then under Nazi occupation, so the Danish government was surely not displeased. And during the Cold War, there were always war games about, Well, what if the Soviets made a move on northern Greenland? So there must be these plans now. What happens if you tell an American officer, I wanna carry out a military attack on the territory of a NATO ally? Do they raise an eyebrow, or do they just do it?

Nichols: (Exhales.) I think you've finally gotten to a scenario that is so crystal clear--and maybe years of teaching military officers has made me too optimistic--I have to think that there are, even at lower levels, there are gonna be officers who are gonna say, I'm not doing that. I'm not killing--

Frum: Because they understand a treaty is a law in the United States.

Nichols: Well, also, they've trained with these guys. As you pointed out, look, we had plans during the Cold War--the GIUK gap, remember, the Greenland-Iceland-U.K. gap. This was gonna be where the Soviets were gonna come pouring through--

Frum: Or northern Norway. That was another--

Nichols: Right. We were worried about having to secure Iceland, Greenland, and Norway rather than let that fall. In fact, the Tom Clancy book Red Storm Rising, right, big attack on Keflavik, right? Iceland becomes the pivot upon which the world turns, you know? But it wasn't that dumb an idea, because that's a really strategically important place. But the idea that, somehow, the government of Denmark would say, Thank you for your invitation to join Greenland; we have declined it, and the president says, Seize all these cities, and--small though they are--seize these bases. Put the military--there are gonna be military guys--I've had Danes in my class, Danish officers sitting in my classroom. You're gonna tell Americans, Hey, that captain that you trained with, you're gonna have to blow 'em outta the water if they approach. I want to believe that an attack on a NATO ally would spark an internal revolt within the United States and the U.S. military. I want to believe that. Will it happen? It depends on how many people are watching TV at any given moment, I guess.

Frum: I'll leave you with this thought. Secretary of the Treasury [Scott] Bessent recently gave an interview, I think, on one of the financial channels where he talked about the American strategy on dealing with China, and he said, We're going to mobilize our allies to work with us. Mobilize our what? Our what? You don't have very--there's El Salvador; there's maybe Israel; there's maybe Russia. Everybody else is waiting for the United States to attack them.

Nichols: (Laughs.) Yeah.

Frum: It's dismal. Dismal--

Nichols: Well, we're getting to the point, I hate to say, that--I used to take pride--so much of this has been humbling for an Atlanticist and an American exceptionalist like you, like me. It's humbling to say, I used to take pride in the fact that the Russians had no friends in the world and the Americans had plenty, right? Part of the reason Russia was always, even after the Soviet Union, Russia was always in the mess it was in: because they don't have friends; they have clients. It's all very transactional.

We're becoming that. We're becoming this kind of friendless, powerful state that just has clients rather--I mean, I kept a NATO flag in my office because I felt like this was not just an alliance of convenience; I felt like this was a fraternity of free and democratic nations committed to an idea that they were willing to die for. And this president--and I still think, David, I wanna believe it--I still believe that when this man leaves office, if he leaves office, that we can come back to that, we can recover our senses.

But right now, the president--and this is a problem for civil-military relations--the president is saying, We don't really have any friends. You have me. I'm the commander. And if I tell you to attack somebody to whom we are bound by history and treaty, you're gonna do it anyway. Remember when he was asked about torture in the first election, and he said, Well, if I tell the generals to do it, they'll do it. Well, the military pushed back and said, We won't do that. And I think, to this day, he didn't like that answer.

Frum: Yeah. Let's continue to believe it. Let's continue to hope for it. Tom, thank you so much for making time for me today.

Nichols: Thanks for having me, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tom Nichols for joining me this week on The David Frum Show. I am so grateful to him for joining and to you for watching.

As I mentioned at the top of the show, my book this week is not a book at all, but a play: Rhinoceros by Eugene Ionesco. Ionesco was a Romanian-born writer who lived much of his life in France and wrote mostly in French. He lived through the Second World War in both Romania and France, the first half of the war in Romania and then, in 1942, in France. He witnessed in the 1930s the rise of communism and fascism and Nazism and other extremist ideologies, and then he lived the experience of military occupation and dictatorship. In 1959, he wrote a play to make sense of the personality changes he had seen among the people he knew in the terrible era of the 1930s. That play was Rhinoceros.

I'll start with the plot of the play and then tell you a little bit about my encounter with it. The play is set in a small French town by the sea. One by one--and with no more explanation than that--one by one, the people of the town begin transforming into rhinoceroses: thundering, trumpeting, mindless beasts that move in herds, that carry out destruction, and have no regard for human life or human decency, human values. Somehow--and for, again, no explained reason--the town drunkard,   Berenger, is exempted from this transformation, even as more upstanding citizens become rhinoceros beasts. Eventually the human population of the town is reduced to just two people: Berenger and the woman he loves, Daisy. But even Daisy admires the rhinoceroses; she sees them as beautiful and mighty. And she comes to lose respect for Berenger because he alone is standing against them. The lovers quarrel, Berenger strikes Daisy, and with that, she abandons him, and in her anger, she too goes off to join the beasts. Whether she'll actually become a beast or not is left ambiguous, but she is with the beasts, and Berenger is left alone.

I first saw this play as a boy in my mid-teens in 1974 or '75. The play I saw was the movie version--you can still see it on YouTube and other platforms--starring Zero Mostel and Gene Wilder as Berenger. During the Trump years, I found myself thinking about this play more and more often because it often seemed that long-standing friends of mine were turning into rhinoceroses: mindless, trumpeting beasts. And sometimes people were not becoming rhinoceroses who quite surprised me, like Berenger, the very last person you would think would be a person of integrity and resistance. I too saw this among some of the people I knew who I was genuinely surprised--I did not think it would be them, but it was them.

I read the play in text, and I was reading it again just a little while ago because I had somebody very particular as in mind in the rhinoceros category. When you read the play, as opposed to watching the Zero Mostel-Gene Wilder version, there's something very striking. In the Zero Mostel-Gene Wilder version, Berenger gives a final speech in a mood of defiance. He climbs to a tall building, he addresses the world, and he shouts his resistance. It's much more ambiguous in the text of the play, and let me read you the concluding portion of the final monologue.

Berenger is alone; Daisy's abandoned him. And he says, "I've only myself to blame; I should have gone with them while there was still time. Now it's too late! Now I'm a monster, just a monster. Now I'll never become a rhinoceros, never, never! I've gone past changing. I want to, I really do, but I can't, I just can't. I can't stand the sight of me. I'm too ashamed!" And he's been looking in the mirror here. He turns his back on himself in the mirror, and he says, "I'm so ugly! People who try to hang on to their individuality always come to a bad end." And then he gives his final oration, and you can imagine this being delivered in many different ways: "Oh well, too bad! I'll take on the whole lot of them! I'll put up a fight against the ... lot of them, the whole lot of them. I'm the last man left, and I'm staying that way until the end. I'm not capitulating!" Now, you can play that defiantly, as Gene Wilder did. You can play it with resignation. You can play it with cynical humor. I think it's an ending that speaks to all of us in these dark times. "I'll take on the whole lot of them. I'll put up a fight against them to the end. I'm the last man left, and..." I'm sorry; I beg your--"I'll put up a fight against the lot of them, the whole lot of them. I'm the last man left, and I'm staying that way until the end. I'm not capitulating!"

One of the things that struck me as I reread this monologue just before preparing this talk was there's no action plan here. One of the things that we're often asked in the Trump years is, Okay, okay, got it. What's our plan? And what Ionesco tells us is, before the plan, there's the moment of decision, and unlikely people are going to have to make that decision, but they have to decide, I'm not capitulating. And once that decision is made, only then can the plan appear. But, again, it begins as a moral choice, and that's a moral choice I'm counting on more and more Americans to make, even those who, for a time, spent some time among the rhinoceroses or as rhinoceroses.

Thanks so much for watching or listening to The David Frum Show this week. I hope you'll join us again next week on whatever platform you choose, video or audio. Remember, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're minded to do so, is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That supports my work and that of all of my colleagues at The Atlantic. You might also consider signing up for a David Frum alert on The Atlantic site, which will let you know when I post a new article.

Again, thanks so much for being with us this week, whether you are listening or whether you're watching. I'm David Frum. See you next week. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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Winners of a Panoramic-Photo Competition

Some of the highest-scoring images from this year's 2025 Epson International Pano Awards

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 29 Oct 2025


The Enchanted Chase, 21st Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. New Mexico. ((c) Lauren Baca / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




The Whales Welcome, 4th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. The Kingdom of Tonga. ((c) Matthew Smith / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Dawn in the Mountains, 70th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Torres del Paine National Park. ((c) Luciano Oliveira / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Drooling, 4th Place, Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. Kenya. ((c) Xuejun Long / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Svolvaer by Night, 20th Place, Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Svolvaer, Lofoten, Norway. ((c) Li Yuan / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Into the Mist, 31st Place, Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Louisiana. ((c) Nickolas Warner / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Love Locks, 16th Place, Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture. Cologne, Germany. ((c) Christopher Baker / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Triangle Swimming Pool, 52nd place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Hong Kong. ((c) Hin Kau Chan / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Through the Palette, first place, Amateur--Built Environment / Architecture, and overall amateur runner-up. Madrid. ((c) Pedro Nogales / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Relaxing in the Snow, 37th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. On the coast of Hudson Bay, in Canada's Wapusk National Park. ((c) Daniel Valverde / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Whispers of the Mountains-5, 48th Place (tie), Amateur--Nature / Landscapes. New Zealand. ((c) Richard Li / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




The Lion Whisperer, 82nd place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Serengeti, Tanzania. ((c) Marina Cano / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Glowworm Cave, 26th place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Lugu, Nantou, Taiwan. ((c) Shang Yao-yuan / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Neolucanus maximus, 7th place, Open--Nature / Landscapes. ((c) Yuan Ji / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Stranded, 28th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Hong Kong. ((c) Andy Wong / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Entstehung, 21st place (tie), Open--Nature / Landscapes. Iceland. ((c) Lukas Moesch / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Through the Whispering, 11th Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture. Japan. ((c) Shirley Wung / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)




Seattle in Fog, 21st Place (tie), Open--Built Environment / Architecture ((c) David Swindler / The 16th Epson International Pano Awards)



To see a full gallery of winners and honorees from this year and previous years, be sure to visit the competition's website.
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        Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases
        Ashley Parker

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the da...

      

      
        Rahm Emanuel ... For President?
        Ashley Parker

        The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Littl...

      

      
        Trump Is Sleepwalking Into Political Disaster
        Jonathan Chait

        The most glaring self-inflicted wound from Donald Trump's first term in office was his decision in 2017 to let Paul Ryan and other traditional Republicans push him into a futile war to repeal the Affordable Care Act. From Ryan's perspective, the decision made perfect sense: He and his allies despised the welfare state in general and the ACA in particular, and saw Trump's presidency as a final chance to destroy the hated law before its roots grew too deep.From Trump's perspective, the move was a f...

      

      
        The Missing President
        Russell Berman

        In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked for (and, in several cases, received) prosecutions of his political enemies and granted clemency to allies;...

      

      
        J. B. Pritzker's Dark Visions
        Mark Leibovich

        Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has said that he lives "rent-free" in Donald Trump's head. He also lives part-time in the official governor's mansion in Springfield."It's the largest governor's mansion in the country," Pritzker told me when I met him in Chicago late Friday afternoon. His wife, M. K. Pritzker, oversaw a major redecoration of the 16-room, Italian-style manor after her husband was first elected, in 2018. The governor raves about the job she did.But does it have a ballroom? I asked....

      

      
        Trump Teaches Canada What It Means to be a U.S. Ally Now
        David Frum

        According to an old Canadian joke, "The Americans are our best friends, whether we like it or not."

That joke earns fewer laughs these days. A new survey by the reputable Canadian pollster Angus Reid finds that only 27 percent of Canadians regard the United States as a "friend" or "ally." Almost half, 46 percent, regard the U.S. as a "potential threat" or "enemy." More Canadians say they are concerned about the threats posed by the U.S. than they are about China (34 percent) or India (24 percent...

      

      
        President for Life
        J. Michael Luttig

        In the normal course of history, the president of the United States is a figure who inspires optimism in the American people. The 47th president prefers to stir feelings of fear, vulnerability, hopelessness, and political inevitability--the sense that he, and only he, can rescue the nation from looming peril. Since his second inauguration, Donald Trump has seized authoritarian control over the federal government and demanded the obedience of the other powerful institutions of American society--univ...

      

      
        Donald Trump's Plan to Subvert the Midterms Is Already Under Way
        David A. Graham

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.Imagine for a moment that it's late on Election Day, November 3, 2026. Republicans have kept their majority in the Senate, but too many House races are still uncalled to tell who has won that chamber. Control seems like it will come down to two districts in Maricopa County, Arizona. ICE agents and National Guardsmen have been deployed there since that summer, ostensibly in response to criminal immigrants, tho...

      

      
        'California Is Allowed to Hit Back'
        Russell Berman

        Updated on October 29 at 11:23 a.m. ET.When I found Darshan Smaaladen earlier this month, she had joined several hundred of her neighbors at a "No Kings" demonstration in Orange County, California. Not that she was there to protest. "Rallies are great," Smaaladen told me, "but they don't get people out to vote."A year ago, Smaaladen had helped lead a successful campaign to recall two ultraconservative members of her local Orange County school board. Now the 52-year-old mother of three was using t...

      

      
        What Trump Could Learn From Ulysses S. Grant
        Kori Schake

        The American military is not supposed to intervene in domestic politics. This is the long-standing norm governing U.S. civil-military relations. The Constitution asserts civilian control over the military, divided between the executive and legislative branches, as a means of preventing the military from becoming a partisan force of domestic oppression.President Donald Trump has destabilized this arrangement more than any president in recent memory. He has imposed National Guard forces on unwillin...

      

      
        My Quest to Find the East Wing Rubble
        Nancy Walecki

        When the president of the United States decides to demolish the East Wing of the White House to construct a ballroom, all that stucco and molding and wood had to go somewhere. So I tried to find it.I'd heard that the dirt from the East Wing demolition was being deposited three miles away, on a tree-lined island next to the Jefferson Memorial called East Potomac Park. So yesterday I drove around until I saw trucks and men in construction gear. They were congregating at an entrance to the public Ea...

      

      
        What Progressives Keep Getting Wrong
        Jonathan Chait

        The Maine Democratic Senate candidate Graham Platner has absorbed enough oppo research to kill half a dozen healthy candidacies. Among the stream of revelations, Platner has called himself a Communist, hinted at political violence, labeled all cops bastards, broadly described rural white people as racist and stupid, downplayed sexual assault, and mocked gay people.He recently covered and apologized for a skull-and-crossbones tattoo associated with the Nazi SS, claiming he hadn't been aware of its...

      

      
        The Shutdown Is a Knife at a Gunfight
        David Frum

        The shutdown of the federal government that began on October 1, now the second-longest in history, has also been called the "most bizarre" and the "weirdest." What makes this fight so unusual is that it is simultaneously the least angry of the five major shutdowns since 1990 and also the hardest to resolve.Previous shutdowns were fought over specific grievances: Republican pressure against new taxes in 1990, then for spending cuts in 1995-96 and again in 2013; Democratic resistance to Donald Trum...

      

      
        Steve Bannon and the Murderers and Hitmen Who Became His 'Besties'
        Jonathan D. Karl

        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 ...
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Top Trump Officials Are Moving Onto Military Bases

Stephen Miller, Marco Rubio, Kristi Noem, and others have taken over homes that until recently housed senior officers.

by Michael Scherer, Missy Ryan, Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




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

The former White House adviser Katie Miller--mother of three young children, and wife of the presidential right-hand man Stephen--walked out of her front door one Thursday morning last month and was confronted by a woman she did not know. When she told this story on Fox News, she described the encounter as a protest that crossed a line. The stranger had told Miller: "I'm watching you," she said. This was the day after Charlie Kirk's assassination. It also wasn't anything new.

For weeks before Kirk's death, activists had been protesting the Millers' presence in north Arlington, Virginia. Someone had put up wanted posters in their neighborhood with their home address, denouncing Stephen as a Nazi who had committed "crimes against humanity." A group called Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity warned in an Instagram post: "Your efforts to dismantle our democracy and destroy our social safety net will not be tolerated here." The local protest became a backdrop to the Trump administration's response to Kirk's killing. When Miller, the architect of that response who is known for his inflammatory political rhetoric, announced a legal crackdown on liberal groups, he singled out the tactics that had victimized his family--what he called "organized campaigns of dehumanization, vilification, posting peoples' addresses."

Stephen Miller soon joined a growing list of senior Trump-administration political appointees--at least six by our count--living in Washington-area military housing, where they are shielded not just from potential violence but also from protest. It is an ominous marker of the nation's polarization, to which the Trump administration has itself contributed, that some of those top public servants have felt a need to separate themselves from the public. These civilian officials can now depend on the U.S. military to augment their personal security. But so many have made the move that they are now straining the availability of housing for the nation's top uniformed officers.

Kristi Noem, the Homeland Security secretary, moved out of her D.C. apartment building and into the home designated for the Coast Guard commandant on Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, across the river from the capital, after the Daily Mail described where she lived. Both Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth live on "Generals' Row" at Fort McNair, an Army enclave along the Anacostia River, according to officials from the State and Defense Departments. (Rubio spent one recent evening assembling furniture that had been delivered to the house that day.) Although most Cabinet-level officials live in private houses, there is precedent for senior national-security officials, including the defense secretary, to rent homes on bases for security or convenience. Army Secretary Dan Driscoll, whose family is in Washington only part-time, now shares a home on Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall, a picturesque site next to Arlington National Cemetery. His roommate is another senior political appointee to the Army. (When Driscoll moved in, his washing machine wasn't working, so for the first few weeks of his stay on base, he lugged his laundry over to the home of the Army chief of staff, General Randy George.)

Read: Holy warrior 

Another senior White House official, whom The Atlantic is not naming because of security concerns related to a specific foreign threat, also vacated a private home for a military installation after Kirk's murder. In that case, security officials urged the official to relocate to military housing, according to people briefed on the move, who like many others who spoke with us for this story were not authorized to do so publicly. So many senior officials have requested housing that some are now encountering a familiar D.C. problem: inadequate supply. When Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard's team inquired earlier in Donald Trump's second term about her moving onto McNair, it didn't work out for space reasons, a former official told us.

There are scattered examples from previous administrations of Cabinet members residing on bases. Both Robert Gates, defense secretary under presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, and Jim Mattis, Trump's first Pentagon chief, lived in Navy housing at the Potomac Hill annex, a secure compound near the State Department. Mike Pompeo, CIA director and secretary of state during Trump's first term, lived at Joint Base Myer-Henderson Hall. The grand homes they occupied, some of which date back more than a century, offer officials an additional layer of security and ample space for official entertaining.

But there is no record of so many political appointees living on military installations. The shift adds to the blurring of traditional boundaries between the civilian and military worlds. Trump has made the military a far more visible element of domestic politics, deploying National Guard forces to Washington, Los Angeles, and other cities run by Democrats. He has decreed that those cities should be used as "training grounds" in the battle against the "enemy within."

Read: Stephen Miller triggers Los Angeles

Adria Lawrence, an associate professor of international studies and political science at John Hopkins University, told us that housing political advisers on bases sends a problematic message. "In a robust democracy, what you want is the military to be for the defense of the country as a whole and not just one party," Lawrence told us.

But the threat assessment has also changed in recent years. Trump has survived two attempted assassinations; Iran has stepped up its efforts to kill federal officials; and political violence--such as the June shooting of two Democratic Minnesota lawmakers, the murder of Kirk in September, and the shooting at a Texas immigration facility two weeks later--is a real danger.

The result is straining the stock of homes typically allotted to senior uniformed officers on Washington-area bases. Some of those homes, designed for three- and four-star generals, lack sufficient bedrooms for families with young children. Many have lead-abatement issues and require significant repair. The Army notified Congress in January that it planned to spend more than $137,000 on repairs and upgrades to Hegseth's McNair home before he moved in. Both Hegseth's predecessor, Lloyd Austin, and Austin's State Department counterpart, Antony Blinken, faced protesters at their northern-Virginia homes, which were not on bases. Gaza protesters who set up camp outside Blinken's house, where he lived with his young children, spattered fake blood on cars as they passed by.

Robert Pape, a political-science professor at the University of Chicago, told us that the threat of political violence is real for figures in both major parties. He noted that Trump has revoked the security details for several of his critics and adversaries, including former Vice President Kamala Harris and John Bolton, the former national security adviser from Trump's first term who has been the target of an Iranian assassination plot. "The correct balance would be: Trump should stop canceling the security detail of former Biden officials," said Pape, who is also the director of the university's Chicago Project on Security and Threats. "The issue is both sides are under heightened threat; therefore the threat to both should be taken seriously."

In most cases, the civilian officials pay "fair market" rent for their base home, a formula determined by the military. Hegseth, in keeping with a 2008 law that aimed to make Gates's Navy-owned housing arrangement more affordable, pays a rent equivalent to a general's housing allowance plus 5 percent (in this case, totaling $4,655.70 a month). The moves, however, can also save the government money. In some cases, base living can reduce the cost of providing personal security to officials, one person familiar with the relocations told us, because protective teams do not need to rent a second location nearby as a staging area.

Base living--in the unofficial Trump Green Zone--has also become something of a double-edged status symbol among Trump officials. No one wants to deal with threats; both the Millers and the unnamed senior official were not looking to leave their homes. But the secure housing does confer upon the recipient a certain sheen of importance that sets them apart from all of the other officials ferried about in armored black SUVs. Administration officials now find themselves vying for the largest houses, not unlike the behind-the-scenes maneuvering that has long played out among senior military officers.

The isolation of living on a military base, at least for civilians, has also created a deeper division between Trump's advisers and the metropolitan area where they govern. Trump-administration officials, who regularly mock the nation's capital as a crime-ridden hellscape, now find themselves in a protected bubble, even farther removed from the city's daily rhythms. And they are even less likely to encounter a diverse mix of voters--in their neighborhoods, on their playgrounds, in their favorite date-night haunts.

After the Kirk assassination, the Trump administration designated antifa a domestic terrorist organization, even though there is no centralized antifa organization, no organizational ties have been established to Kirk's alleged killer, and the category of domestic terrorist organization has no meaning in federal law. The identities of the activists behind the harassment campaign that helped persuade the Millers to leave their home have not been publicly disclosed.

Arlington Neighbors United for Humanity--ANUFH, pronounced, they say, enough--has organized protests near the homes of Miller and Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought. Its website calls for "strategic, nonviolent action," and its efforts appear to have stopped short of making any explicit threats of violence. (A representative of the group declined to comment, as did the Millers.) But the protests were designed to make the Miller family take notice. Stephen Miller has been an architect of Trump's deportation policy, invoking a centuries-old law to send migrants to a Salvadoran prison and urging immigration-enforcement officers to aggressively find and arrest as many immigrants as possible. He regularly derides Democrats with inflammatory language, calling judicial rulings against the administration a "legal insurrection" and calling the Democratic Party "a domestic extremist organization."

Read: Stephen Miller has a plan

"Will we let him live in our community in peace while he TERRORIZES children and families? Not a chance," ANUFH captioned one Instagram post in July that shows a photograph of the Millers and their children. (The Millers have both posted family photos online that show their children's faces.) Weeks later, the group took credit for covering the sidewalk near the Miller home with chalk messages such as Miller is preying on families, although it said in a post that it had spoken with Stephen Miller's security beforehand to make sure that the group wasn't violating any laws. Katie Miller responded with an Instagram post of her own, a video of the chalked words STEPHEN MILLER IS DESTROYING DEMOCRACY! being washed away with a hose. She argued in a subsequent appearance on Fox News that although the protesters may not be violent themselves, they were inciting the kind of violence that killed Kirk. "We will not back down. We will not cower in fear. We will double down. Always, For Charlie," Katie Miller wrote, echoing her husband's rhetoric.

"WE ARE PEACEFULLY RESISTING TYRANNY," ANUFH responded in a post. "GUNS KILL PEOPLE. CHALK SCARES FASCISTS."

Earlier this month, the Millers put their six-bedroom north Arlington home on the market for $3.75 million. The listing promised "a rare blend of seclusion, sophistication, and striking design."

Nancy A. Youssef and Vivian Salama contributed reporting. 




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/trump-officials-military-housing-stephen-miller/684748/?utm_source=feed
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Rahm Emanuel ... For President?

He'd like you to keep an open mind.

by Ashley Parker

Thu, 30 Oct 2025


Two moods of Rahm Emanuel, on the Chicago River (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The laws of political journalism dictate that any profile of Rahm Emanuel--who is all but declaring a 2028 presidential run--must crackle with Rahm Anecdotes that capture the propulsive, relentless behavior of a man who's slugged his way through the political Thunderdome for four decades.

For example: the dead fish he sent to a Democratic pollster he blamed for misjudging a House race, accompanied by a note that read: "It's been awful working with you. Love, Rahm." Or the celebratory dinner in Little Rock, Arkansas, after Bill Clinton's 1992 victory, when Emanuel repeatedly stabbed the table with a steak knife as he named those who'd betrayed the campaign and decreed them, one after the other, "Dead! Dead! Dead!" Or the nameplate on his desk in the White House, when he was Barack Obama's first chief of staff: Undersecretary for Go Fuck Yourself, a gift from his two brothers--Zeke, a prominent bioethicist, and Ari, a Hollywood superagent. (The nameplate was short-lived; Michelle Obama didn't like it.)

But this profile, Emanuel informed me, will not be one of those profiles.

"One: Distinguish the caricature from the character," he told me, reading from a scrap of paper with a short list of what I must understand about him. "I get all the caricature--I played into it or whatever--but there's principle behind it. I don't just fight for the sport of fight."

I had arrived a few minutes early for our 8 a.m. breakfast at the Park Hyatt in Washington, D.C., but Emanuel, who hates being late, was already seated in his crisp white button-down and dark-blue jeans. He'd begun his day at 5:30 a.m. with 50 minutes on the hotel's stationary bike, 20 minutes of weights, and now nearly seven minutes of instructing me on how to properly do my job.

Over black coffee and Greek yogurt with berries, he continued outlining what should be in my profile: He had helped vanquish many a Republican--particularly as chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee during the 2006 midterms--but Republicans still like him. As proof, he pulled up recent emails from two congressional Republicans, both committee chairmen, praising his potential 2028 bid. He would later show me another, from a Republican senator, complimenting his stint as ambassador to Japan. (Emanuel seemed to think that these private niceties forecast a broad appeal with voters.) He also noted that unaffiliated voters can cast ballots in the Democratic primary in New Hampshire, which could be the first state to pass judgment in 2028.

Finally, Emanuel ran through the ways in which he had been ahead of the rest of the country as mayor of Chicago, from 2011 to 2019. Under his leadership, he said, Chicago was among the first U.S. cities to sue pharmaceutical companies over opioids. It was a pioneer in universal prekindergarten and free community college. He made Chicago a top destination for corporate relocation, and traveled to Europe and Asia to drum up foreign investment in the city. And he devoted his second mayoral inaugural address, in 2015, to the plight of "lost and unconnected young men," well before it became the topic du jour.

Although Emanuel says that he will not make a decision on running until next year, he is publicly and privately gearing up for a presidential campaign. You may have seen and heard more of Emanuel these past few months than you ever did when he was in elected or appointed office. He was on Megyn Kelly's show, where he broke with progressives over transgender issues ("Can a man become a woman? ... No."). While testifying before a House committee on China, Emanuel said that, as Joe Biden's ambassador to Japan, he strengthened ties among Tokyo, Washington, Manila, and Seoul, as a bulwark against China. And he appeared on so many podcasts--hosted by David Axelrod, Dana Bash, Hugh Hewitt, Hasan Minhaj, Gavin Newsom, Kara Swisher, Bari Weiss--that I began to wonder if Spotify should just add a Rahm Emanuel channel.

He's clearly pitching himself to America as a politically incorrect, tell-it-like-it-is fighter. And over the course of several weeks this summer and early fall, he pitched himself to me as someone who can muscle the American dream back into reality for the middle class.

Having served all three living Democratic presidents, Emanuel has been a key player in nearly every major victory, defeat, negotiation, controversy, and innovation of the modern Democratic Party. But as he gears up for one final act, Democrats will have to ask themselves: Is Rahm Emanuel precisely what the party needs right now--as it flounders through the Donald Trump era--or is he exactly whom the party wants to leave behind?

He wound down his breakfast talking points in typical Rahm fashion: pretending not to care while caring a great deal. "I am a political animal, full stop. But I'm equally a policy animal," he told me. "I don't give a fuck what else you say."


Emanuel speaking to voters in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



The summer he was 17--shortly after he turned down a scholarship to the Joffrey Ballet in favor of Sarah Lawrence College--Emanuel sliced open his finger working at an Arby's in the northern suburbs of Chicago. He was cleaning the metal meat-shaving machine, and cleaved his right middle finger down to the bone. He bandaged it up and finished his shift, unaware that a piece of meat was lodged under the skin, and then proceeded to splash around in Lake Michigan with friends. The ensuing infection left him hospitalized for weeks and near death twice, his older brother, Zeke, told me.

At one point, doctors debated between further antibiotic treatment, which had no guarantee of success, and amputation, which was more likely to solve the problem. "He's like, 'Take it off!'" Zeke said. "'I want to live, and I'm not going to let the two knuckles on my finger stop me.'" The story became part of the Rahm Emanuel shtick. There was never any, "'Woe is me, I can't play racquet sports' or whatever the fuck," Zeke said.

I spoke with nearly 50 of Emanuel's friends, allies, former colleagues, rivals, skeptics, haters, and fellow Democratic operatives, some of whom requested anonymity not only to share their candid views but also to avoid his infamous wrath. (One person remembered how, after Emanuel's first House primary race, he held a years-long grudge against EMILY's List for helping his female rival--despite the fact that this is the exact purpose of EMILY's List.) They all told me similar stories of his relentless drive to survive and win, and how he helped shape our modern politics.

In 1992, as Bill Clinton's finance director, Emanuel prioritized large donor events to raise money; the cash helped Clinton survive the Gennifer Flowers scandal, which threatened to derail his campaign early in the primaries. In the White House, Emanuel was part of the team that pushed NAFTA and the 1994 crime bill through Congress; both achievements would later haunt 21st-century Democrats. Hillary Clinton tried to have him fired--she reportedly disdained his aggressive style of doing business--but Emanuel refused to leave, and accepted a demotion instead.

"I said, 'Come back to Chicago, man; it's over.' He said, 'No, I'm not going,'" Axelrod told me. "Because he cannot fail. He won't accept failure." Emanuel clawed his way back to a senior-adviser position. Mythmaking profiles followed, and they are time capsules of Emanuel's prescient sense of voter moods.

As one administration staffer put it to The New Republic in 1997: "Rahm felt that Americans believed too many people were coming into this country, too many foreigners, so he wanted to show the administration returning people, deporting them, putting up bigger fences, sending them back."


Emanuel outside the U.S. Capitol in December 1992, as general manager of the Clinton Presidential Inaugural Committee (Marianne Barcellona / Getty)



In the Clinton White House, Emanuel took on assignments that, in his words, "nobody wanted to touch." He helped Clinton implement Operation Gatekeeper, aimed at halting illegal immigration near San Diego. He fielded 3 a.m. calls from Clinton as he whipped votes for two major gun-control laws: the Brady Bill in 1993 (which passed just eight days before NAFTA) and the assault-weapons ban in 1994. He negotiated the final specifics of the Children's Health Insurance Program, which extended health care to millions. He also helped hash out the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 with a Republican-controlled Congress, and the first of Clinton's  two increases of the federal minimum wage.

This was the Democratic Party of the 1990s: a heady run of accomplishment, through combat and compromise with a pre-Trump GOP, even as Clinton was hounded by right-wing inquisitors. Emanuel followed his first tour of the White House with a stint in investment banking. Mergers and acquisitions, though, didn't have the thrill of politics.

Emanuel was elected to the House in 2002, to represent the North Side of Chicago. As chair of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee in 2006, he wrested the chamber from Republican control for the first time in 12 years, and gave Democrats a 31-seat majority.

He did so with a then-controversial recruitment strategy: enlisting candidates (veterans, athletes, sheriffs) with beliefs (pro-gun, anti-abortion) that fit their swing districts instead of party purity tests. Critics claim that these ephemeral victories in purple districts seeded longer-term defeat for the party; Emanuel says that his goal was to deliver the speaker's gavel to a Democrat, and that he enabled the election of the first female speaker of the House.

Emanuel wants results, in other words. And he can detonate when he doesn't get them.

Multiple members of Emanuel's 2006 DCCC team told me the same story: In June of that year, after Democrats lost a special election in California, he called his team into his office and began shouting. "We. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This," he said, crushing a water bottle in one hand and rattling a chair with the other. "You. Worked. Too. Hard. To. Lose. Races. Like. This." Someone laughed at Emanuel's tantrum, prompting him to declare, "If you don't shut the fuck up, I am going to kill every last motherfucking one of you." (One of his nicknames is "Rahmbo.")


Emanuel, with Senator Chuck Schumer (D-NY), celebrates the seismic Democratic victory in the 2006 midterms. (Brooks Kraft / Corbis / Getty)



Emanuel had hoped to become the first Jewish speaker, but the incoming president Obama asked him to be his chief of staff. "No fucking way," Emanuel told him, hesitant to put his family through another grueling tour of White House duty. But Obama was persistent in wanting Emanuel's expertise and temperament. "With an economic crisis to tackle and what I suspected might be a limited window to get my agenda through a Democratically controlled Congress, I was convinced that his pile-driver style was exactly what I needed," Obama wrote in his memoir A Promised Land.

Emanuel helped Obama prevent the recession they'd inherited from slipping into a depression. The Obama administration bailed out the auto industry, which Emanuel had urged it to do, but let bankers off the hook, even as Emanuel privately advocated "Old Testament justice." And he was instrumental in whipping votes for and negotiating the minutiae of the Affordable Care Act, once racing from his son's bar mitzvah, after the challah and wine, to the White House to tackle final concerns with holdout Democrats. ("I told Obama, 'You owe me. You promised it would not be like this, and this is exactly what it is,'" Emanuel told me, still miffed about the work-life imbalance.)

The health-care package changed the American economy and millions of lives--and also became an eternal political cudgel. Even the most recent government shutdown hinges, in part, on ACA subsidies. GOP officials are making "a political mistake and a policy mistake," Emanuel told me. "It reinforces the brand that Republicans don't care about people."

Emanuel's most potent weapon--both for himself and for his party--may be his sheer relentlessness, which he can calibrate to be either scorched-earth or supple. As Biden's ambassador to Japan, he once asked to join a meeting between the president and the Japanese prime minister. The National Security Council nixed Emanuel's request; such small, high-level meetings typically would not include an ambassador. Yet when Biden and his aides showed up, there was Emanuel, waiting alongside the Japanese delegation, which he had persuaded to bring him.

The question now is whether he can sweet-talk--or bulldoze--his way into the room yet again.


Emanuel, as a congressman from Illinois, in September 2008, after the House of Representatives rejected a bailout package as the economy cratered (Mark Wilson / Getty)



The case against Rahm Emanuel, according to critics: He's not progressive enough. His only ideology is winning. He's more of a tactician, less of a principal (though he's long exuded main-character energy). He's too short (he claims 5 foot 8) or too old, at least for voters who want to get away from septuagenarian presidents (he'll be 69 on Inauguration Day 2029). He has a problem with Black voters, stemming from his mayorship (more on that in a bit). He's too Jewish; his middle name is Israel, though he has called Benjamin Netanyahu's "collective punishment" of Gazans morally and politically "bankrupt" and previously confronted the prime minister over Israeli settlements (Haaretz reported that Netanyahu dubbed Emanuel a "self-hating Jew," though the prime minister has denied this).

The biggest knock against Emanuel may be that he's too enmeshed with the Democratic Party of the past to emerge as its future. Emanuel is "a relic" who made Democrats cave to Big Pharma when writing the Affordable Care Act, Adam Green, a co-founder of the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, told me. Green's group was among those Emanuel called "fucking retarded" for considering running ads against conservative Democrats who were reluctant to support the ACA. To Emanuel, the Democratic Party has morphed from a big-tent results machine into a circular firing squad of activists.

Emanuel is "the exact wrong answer" to what the Democratic Party needs right now, because he prioritizes corporate interests, says Cenk Uygur, a co-host of the progressive news program The Young Turks. Uygur believes that Emanuel's power stems from his friendly relationships with the donor class and political reporters, who've been ornamenting his reputation for decades. "In almost all the profiles, I read about how charming Rahm Emanuel is," Uygur told me, but "from our perspective, all we see is a disastrous ogre, not this charming Shrek guy."


As Barack Obama's first chief of staff, on June 25, 2009 (Pete Souza / The White House / Getty)



Regarding his stance on transgender rights, Parker Molloy wrote in The New Republic in July that Emanuel is "picking on the people least able to defend themselves and calling it pragmatism." Emanuel told me that he'll protect the most vulnerable--as mayor, he ensured that Chicagoans could use the bathroom consistent with their gender identity--while not focusing on trans issues. "Sound is not always fury," he often says, meaning the loudest voices do not always amplify the foremost issues. Or, as he put it in a Wall Street Journal op-ed earlier this month: "We've spent the past five years debating pronouns without noticing that too many students can't tell you what a pronoun is."

Some progressives, especially in Chicago, are unwilling to forget or forgive the central test of his mayorship.

In October 2014, weeks before Emanuel kicked off his reelection campaign, a Black 17-year-old named Laquan McDonald was shot 16 times by a Chicago police officer. Video of the shooting wasn't released until 13 months later. McDonald had not lunged at officers, as the police-union spokesperson had claimed; he'd been shot in the back while walking away. The incident ignited national outrage and accusations of a cover-up by the Chicago Police Department and Emanuel, and some former constituents are still angry. It remains a stain on Emanuel's legacy, and would be easy fodder for any 2028 opponent.

"He's the mayor. He could have just released it," Tracy Siska, the executive director of the Chicago Justice Project, told me. "The Chicago police had murdered a Black kid for no reason in front of a bunch of cops, and no one did a damn thing."

Emanuel has said that he needed to let the official process play out. "If the mayor weighs in, you're basically compromising those investigations," he told me, adding that his intervention could have jeopardized the prosecution of the shooter, who was ultimately convicted of second-degree murder.

Shortly after the video was released, Emanuel delivered an emotional apology before the Chicago City Council, his voice cracking as he accepted responsibility for the tragedy. He ultimately pushed through several reforms, including body-worn cameras for all police and a more timely video-release policy. He apologized to and earned the support of Marvin Hunter, McDonald's great-uncle and a Chicago pastor who served as the family's representative. The two regularly speak, and Hunter endorsed Emanuel during his confirmation process to be ambassador.


Emanuel speaks to the press in December 2015, following the release of the police video of the murder of 17-year-old Laquan McDonald. (Paul Beaty / AP)



"There is more to this individual than the caricature that is presented in the public," Hunter wrote to the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations in 2021. "I felt what is in his heart and I know him to be a decent and honorable man who is willing to listen, eager to learn and show a deep level of compassion."

For as prickly as he can be, Emanuel is skilled at smoothing things over. As mayor, he closed 50 underperforming Chicago schools, in mainly Black and Latino neighborhoods. Janice Jackson, who became the CEO of Chicago Public Schools after the closures, told me that the schools needed to be closed--because of declining enrollment and budgetary shortfalls--but communities reeled at the speed of the decision and the brusqueness of the execution. Later in Emanuel's tenure, when he was further consolidating high schools, he did more community outreach, and with a more empathetic tone. "Did I learn something? Yeah, of course I did," he told me, when I asked about the changed approach.

Emanuel points to data from Stanford showing that Chicago-public-school students under his tenure appeared to be learning faster than those in any other of the 100 largest school districts in the country. As Jackson told me, "I have never met an elected official who cares more about education."

Emanuel does care. Even if he doesn't always seem caring. I felt this duality myself as I spent time with him. One humid Tuesday evening in July, I wobbled up to CNN's D.C. studio on an electric scooter, with no helmet. Emanuel was early for our appointment, as usual, and from the look on his face, I could tell that he was waiting with a reprimand.


Emanuel speaking to voters in Iowa on September 27, 2025 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"You have three kids," Emanuel said, with a mix of stern disappointment and genuine concern, pointing to my unprotected head. "What are you doing?"

This was the paternal, less visible side of Emanuel that I'd heard about: the steady husband who, when his kids were younger, prioritized family dinners with his wife of 31 years, Amy Rule. The devoted father of three who can choke up when talking about his family--he said he speaks daily with each of his kids--and who regularly asks about others'. The fervent believer in the promise of America, who prizes loyalty, and inspires it, and sometimes ends phone calls--even tirades--with "I love you."

"Distinguish the caricature from the character," Emanuel had told me. When I asked people who had worked for Emanuel if they'd join his presidential campaign, several were open to the idea. And when I asked people for their best Rahm stories, much of what I heard went beyond dead-fish antics and fuck-yous.

Sarah Feinberg, who worked for Emanuel at the DCCC and as a senior adviser in the Obama White House, was once mugged at gunpoint. "Rahm literally checked on me constantly," Feinberg told me. "He had me call him every night when I got home--not to have a conversation, but so he knew I was home."

Emanuel is a boss who'll call on weekends and at all hours, but he's also a boss who encourages work-life balance. Michael Negron, Emanuel's policy director when he was mayor, told me that if Rahm called and heard his kids in the background, "he'd say, 'Call me when you're free.'"

Rahm Emanuel: It's time to hold American elites accountable for their abuses

Shortly after Chicago was named host of the 2024 Democratic National Convention, a local hospitality union reached a contract impasse with a major hotel operator. Karen Kent, the president of the union, called Emanuel, who happened to be at Camp David. He was ambassador to Japan at the time but told her, simply, "I got it." "Two days later," Kent told me, "those hotel guys called and settled."

Emanuel said he'd urged the hotel operator to consider the long term: The convention would bring a ton of business to the city, and the hotel shouldn't be left on the outside because of short-term worries. "Figuring out what people needed and getting it for them, I think, was always one of his talents," Zeke Emanuel told me, explaining how Rahm had honed certain skills as the middle child of three competitive brothers.

A former aide had described Emanuel to me as "very Tony Soprano-esque" in the way that his animus is often laced with affection, and vice versa. The week after Rosh Hashanah, I received this text from Emanuel: "First I start the new year with being nice to you. Will try. Harder." Emanuel asked whether I'd reached out to a couple of people he thought I should speak with for this profile. Through an aide, he'd previously sent me a list of a dozen people to call, from his mayoral days. "Speaker in Virginia said never heard from ashley," he texted. "True?" When I replied that the people he was now asking about were not on his original list, he responded, "Don't attack the messenger," and then sent me their contact info.

So I called Don Scott, the first Black speaker of the Virginia House of Delegates, who told me that Emanuel "helped me navigate the political scene" in the state. Scott sees in Emanuel a thorny sincerity that can't be faked. "All these people are being coached on how to be themselves and be real," Scott said, "and Rahm came out of the womb using a motherfucker here and a motherfucker there."

At the end of our call, Scott and I wondered if Emanuel would finally stop pestering us, now that we had connected. But Emanuel was also querying people I'd already interviewed, and then asking me if I was going to use what they'd said.

Emanuel's desire for control manifested even in the photo shoot for this article. Our photographer said in an email that Emanuel had been generous with his time but "refused most of my location choices," "called me a 'little prick' when I suggested some posing directions (multiple times) and told me he 'knew where I lived in case he didn't like what was printed.'" Emanuel had done this in his avuncular, shit-giving tone, which had made the photographer laugh but also complicated his assignment.

Waiting with Emanuel in the CNN greenroom before his TV hit, we ran into a reporter we both know, who--amused to have stumbled upon a profile-in-process--began snapping photos of us on his phone.

I joked with Emanuel that we could keep the pictures for posterity, to remember the good times in the event that this profile comes out, he hates it, and I'm forever dead to him. He responded by switching to caricature. "You won't fuck this up," Emanuel said, faux-menacing, jabbing four-and-a-half fingers at me, "because if you do, your kids won't have a mother anymore."


Emanuel at a homecoming game at Roosevelt High School in Des Moines, Iowa, on September 26
 (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



"Just who is the Rahm voter?" I repeatedly asked people, and the answers were varied: moderates and centrists. Progressives who care about winning the general election. Biden-Trump voters. Washington insiders, yes, but also the working class. Or maybe there's no constituency that could make him a front-runner.

Emanuel, meanwhile, complained to me that I was trying to pigeonhole him. "You're trying to figure out what box I fit," he said, "and I don't fit a box."

Case in point: Emanuel chats with a range of people who would make certain heads explode. The billionaire Republican Ken Griffin, a Chicagoan, supported Emanuel when he ran for Congress and mayor, and the two collaborated to revitalize the Chicago Lakefront Trail. Last month, Emanuel met with the New York mayoral candidate Zohran Mamdani, a democratic socialist who has provoked centrist Democrats, to talk about how to staff a city administration and turn goals into results. And over the summer, Emanuel met with a few billionaire tech titans: Peter Thiel, whose fortune helped J. D. Vance win his Senate race, and the venture capitalists Marc Andreessen and Ben Horowitz, whom Emanuel has known for years. Emanuel said that he'd asked Andreessen and Horowitz about improving research funding at universities and in the defense industry.

A few weeks ago, I traveled with Emanuel to the proving ground of Iowa, where his trip's stated purpose--to campaign and fundraise for Democrats--collided with its subtext: to test his own prospects.

Rose Green, a Des Moines resident, immediately recognized Emanuel at the September 26 homecoming game at Roosevelt High School. "I heard him on a podcast a few months ago," Green told me, "and I said, 'He's sounding very presidential. He's willing to say what he thinks, and I like that right now.'" She asked Emanuel if he was going to run for president, and he gave a version of his standard response: He's still thinking about it.

But he's clearly acting the part. In his 33 hours in Des Moines, Emanuel had coffee with a group of teachers, ate Italian food with fellow politicians, and worked the homecoming crowd at Roosevelt High, where one dad told me, "I'm a big fan of Obama, so if Obama trusts him, that just gives me good vibes." Emanuel also toured a business incubator in a low-income neighborhood, ate two tacos ahogados at a tiny Mexican restaurant, soapboxed at a fish fry hosted by State Representative Sean Bagniewski, and befuddled at least one police officer who, after shaking hands with Emanuel, turned to a colleague and asked, "Who'd he say he was?"

Before Emanuel's day of Iowa campaigning on Saturday, he and I met for breakfast in the lobby of his hotel (again, black coffee and yogurt with berries). Emanuel believes that Kamala Harris lost mainly because she presented herself as a continuation of the Biden administration rather than as a candidate of change, and that she erred by focusing too much on threats to democracy. Yet since Emanuel and I had last spoken, Charlie Kirk had been assassinated in front of thousands of college students, and the Justice Department had begun prosecuting Trump's perceived enemies, such as former FBI Director James Comey. I asked: Did he now find the issue more salient?


Emanuel at a Mexican restaurant in Des Moines (Evan Jenkins for The Atlantic)



Emanuel deflected. "I think, by 2027, the country is going to be: We've got to get past Trump. We're exhausted," he told me. If voters want revenge via a Democratic version of Trump, Emanuel added, then he's not their guy. And over the past several months, Emanuel has repeatedly argued that the 2028 election will not be a referendum on Trump, and that Democrats will need to affirmatively stand for something. Emanuel, in nearly all of his remarks, stands for education and affordability.

He talks about making homeownership more achievable by giving first-time buyers a $24,000 tax credit or favorable interest rates. He wants to rethink our nation's education system, in part by nationalizing what he did in Chicago, such as free community college for public-high-school graduates with at least a B average. Before entering politics, Emanuel wanted to be a teacher; when he was mayor, his staff would sometimes treat a bad mood with an impromptu visit to a school, which always made him sunnier.

During Emanuel's coffee with Iowa educators, a teacher said that he would love to bring Chicago innovations--such as requiring high-school seniors to have an official "day after" graduation plan in order to get their diploma--to Des Moines.

Emanuel fist-bumped the teacher while addressing a theoretical student: "You want to be a plumber? Great! You want to be in the Air Force? Great! You want to go to Iowa Technical? Great! But," he said, "we're not letting you go until we know what you're doing."

At the Iowa fish fry, Emanuel began his remarks in a folksy style that struck me as slightly Clintonian, his voice lapsing into a light twang for the first few minutes. At 65, Emanuel still presents as impish: a bit fidgety, a bit smart-ass. His hair has been going gray since the Clinton era, but his skin retains a glow. (The former aide told me that Emanuel is a devotee of Kiehl's face lotion: "He was very militant about that.")

Most Iowans I chatted with after they met Emanuel seemed open to the idea of him as a candidate. They liked his candor; one woman told me that she liked how he "cussed." They liked his diagnosis of--and prescriptions for--the Democratic Party: that it must focus on delivering results instead of culture squabbles. Emanuel has a whole riff about three 21st-century moments that shattered trust in government--the Iraq War, the Great Recession, and the response to COVID--but one line that got heads nodding in Iowa was far simpler: "The American dream is unaffordable, it's inaccessible, and we as Democrats--that's unacceptable to us."

Earlier this year, Emanuel returned to an investment-banking firm as a senior adviser. Although not yet a candidate, Emanuel has six people working with him on his nascent campaign, and he plans to announce more early next year. In a hypothetical field for a primary season that's two years away, it's impossible to forecast Emanuel's chances. He could bend his party's trajectory once again, or maneuver his way into a Cabinet position or even the vice presidency. Or he could flame out before a single primary vote is cast.

All his life, failure has been unimaginable, almost physically unbearable. But Emanuel says that he's different now. As he sees it, this would be his last political race, he's already had a full career, and nearly everyone thinks he's a very long shot. So he says he's liberated himself to not care if he loses, and to have fun even if he does. That seems unrealistic, but Emanuel has long practiced the art of spin, and it's possible that he's successfully spun himself.

For now, he's focused on influencing his own party. Democrats, after all, are in their "Why the hell not?" era, and part of Emanuel's pitch is: Why the hell not me?
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Trump Is Sleepwalking Into Political Disaster

A health-care battle tarnished the president's first term. Here he goes again.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




The most glaring self-inflicted wound from Donald Trump's first term in office was his decision in 2017 to let Paul Ryan and other traditional Republicans push him into a futile war to repeal the Affordable Care Act. From Ryan's perspective, the decision made perfect sense: He and his allies despised the welfare state in general and the ACA in particular, and saw Trump's presidency as a final chance to destroy the hated law before its roots grew too deep.

From Trump's perspective, the move was a fiasco. By dint of the threat to repeal it and take health insurance from millions of Americans, the ACA became more popular. The repeal effort exposed the hollowness of his grand promises to give everybody "terrific" insurance, and drove a midterm-election backlash that handed Democrats control of the House of Representatives.

Eight years on, Trump has plainly failed to learn his lesson.

Annie Lowrey: How are we still fighting about Obamacare?

His signature One Big Beautiful Bill Act, signed into law over the summer, already wreaks havoc on the country's health-care system by gutting Medicaid; it's expected to eliminate coverage for about 7.5 million people by 2034. The legislation also failed to extend pandemic-era subsidies, which are set to expire at the end of the year, for health insurance bought through ACA marketplaces. Without these subsidies, premiums will spike for about 20 million Americans--many of them small-business owners and self-employed workers--in January. Republicans in Congress have refused to add these subsidies to their budget bill, and congressional Democrats refuse to pass a budget without these subsidies. This is the main reason for the federal-government shutdown, now entering its fifth week.

The 2018 elections reflected public anger over the Republican Party's efforts to make health care less affordable for millions of Americans. In 2026 and 2028, Republicans will face an electorate that is already experiencing the surging costs and loss of coverage that was merely hypothetical in 2018. But instead of trying to contain this catastrophe, Trump is doing nothing.

Health care is not a hill on which Trump is willing to die. He detests Barack Obama and delighted in the prospect of eliminating his predecessor's signature domestic-policy legacy, but his goal in 2017 wasn't to make health insurance impossibly unaffordable for Americans. He either believed Republicans' propaganda that Obamacare was such a "trainwreck" that they could easily write a better law, or somehow believed he could simply lure Democrats to the negotiating table for a new plan. His failure was humiliating and politically costly.

The politics of rolling back Obamacare have not improved since then. Nearly 80 percent of the public wants to extend the ACA subsidies that are set to end.

Trump himself at least seems to grasp the risks, and has sought to position himself as a problem-solver on the issue. "I'd like to see a deal made for great health care," he told reporters earlier this month. "Yeah, I want to see great health; I'm a Republican, but I want to see health care, but much more so than the Democrats." The president has long recognized the Democratic Party's advantage on social-insurance programs and has tried to rhetorically co-opt it. But the populist slogans don't help if people are actually losing their health coverage or paying way more for it, both of which are slated to occur on his watch.

Why, then, is Trump back on this hill?

One possible reason is that Trump blames the shortcomings of his first term almost entirely on his enemies: the media, the "deep state," and the disloyal members of his first administration who refused to follow his most authoritarian impulses. His second term has focused, with chilling success, on knocking down these obstacles. He has intimidated the media into more favorable coverage, purged the bureaucracy, and staffed his administration with loyalists who won't question the moral or legal basis for his orders.

That doesn't mean Trump has no regrets over his ill-fated attempt to repeal Obamacare. But his singular focus on crushing enemies and compelling loyalty at least suggests a lack of attention to other causes of his first-term struggles.

A second explanation is that Republicans in Congress are still too obsessed with rolling back Obamacare to worry about or even acknowledge the political damage they are inflicting on their party--and their president.

"Premiums are going up because health care costs are going up. Because Obamacare is a disaster," insists Senator Rick Scott, in defiance of projections that the withdrawal of subsidies is what will cause premiums to skyrocket. "At least among Republicans, there's a growing sense that just maintaining the status quo is very destructive," says Brian Blase, the president of the right-wing Paragon Health Institute. Blase has been busily publishing papers purporting to show that throwing people off Medicaid somehow won't make them less healthy and that eliminating insurance subsidies harms only insurers, not people.

David Frum: The shutdown is a knife at a gun fight

The anti-government wing of the Republican Party harbors an aversion to social welfare that's so deep-seated, the GOP doesn't seem to mind the political risks.

In this case, it seems that Trump's generalized animosity for the opposing party has overwhelmed his political survival instinct. The president probably doesn't want to throw Americans off of their health insurance, and he certainly doesn't want masses of angry, uninsured voters flooding the polls next year. But cutting a deal to preserve these ACA subsidies would mean angering Republicans who suck up to him and handing Democrats a win. That, of course, is a nonstarter. He'd clearly prefer to drift through a government shutdown and sleepwalk into a political disaster that, when it strikes, will seem quite familiar.
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The Missing President

Trump has been busy with everything but the government shutdown.

by Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




In the 29 days that the government has been closed, President Donald Trump has not traveled to Capitol Hill to jump-start negotiations, brought congressional leaders to the White House to broker a deal, or given a speech to the American public about the crisis.

He's done a lot else in October: traveled out of the country twice; defended the demolition of the East Wing to make room for a giant ballroom; asked for (and, in several cases, received) prosecutions of his political enemies and granted clemency to allies; demanded a $230 million payment to himself from the Justice Department; and authorized numerous strikes on alleged drug boats. Trump has also posted AI-generated videos of himself dressed like a king, using a fighter jet to drop excrement on protesters, or, parodying Blue Oyster Cult's "(Don't Fear) The Reaper," playing cowbell as his budget director (dressed as the Grim Reaper) seeks to traumatize the federal workforce.

But when it comes to the government shutdown, Trump barely seems to be paying attention. Some of this aloofness is by design, the president's aides told us, describing a month-long strategy of putting the onus for reopening the government on Democrats. It's a departure from how Trump handled a shutdown during his first term, when, over the course of 35 days, he employed tactics that are a lot more standard for a president: huddling with lawmakers, empathizing with furloughed workers, and addressing the American public. As the country approaches November 1, when money for food-assistance benefits will run out and many Americans will receive notices stating that their health-care premiums for next year will skyrocket, some Republicans have begun to push back against Trump's absentee approach. They're signaling publicly and in private that they want him to employ a The Art of the Deal-type strategy and help end the shutdown.

Trump is "the leader of the band," Senator Jim Justice of West Virginia told reporters recently. "So at some point in time, the leader of the band is going to step up and guide us." Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky also urged Trump to engage. "I suggest President Trump come forward and name three Republicans and three Democrats in the Senate to an official commission to figure this out," he said on Fox News Sunday.

David Frum: The shutdown is a knife at a gunfight

Some of Trump's closest advisers told us that the president has been distracted and busy dealing with other matters. The past four weeks have been among Trump's most active on foreign policy: The president has brokered a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas, inched the United States to the brink of war with Venezuela, financially supported Argentina, advanced a trade deal with China, slapped additional tariffs on Canada, and attempted diplomacy between Russia and Ukraine. On Sunday, Trump told reporters traveling with him in Asia that he would be open to extending his five-day trip in order to meet with the North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un. As Trump has spent his time shaping--or, as is often the case, generating--headlines on these and other issues, the shutdown has receded from the front page, even as large swaths of the bureaucracy remain closed and hundreds of thousands of employees go without pay.

For much of the past month, Republicans felt that they were winning the shutdown debate and that the Democrats they blamed for the impasse would likely splinter. But Democrats have surprised them by remaining largely united on their demands to extend expiring health-care subsidies in exchange for reopening the government, even as the Republican strategy of keeping the House out of commission for weeks and repeatedly holding failed votes in the Senate has started to wear thin with some members.

A group of 13 House Republicans wrote a letter last week to Speaker Mike Johnson, saying that Congress should "immediately turn our focus to the growing crisis of healthcare affordability" once the government reopens. Several Republicans have also called for the House, which has not held a vote since September 19, to return to work.

As the impact of the shutdown threatens to spread deeper into the country, Trump could soon confront the reality that when a crisis hits, the public often turns to the president for leadership--or for blame. It would not be a new concept for Trump, who repeatedly singled out then-President Barack Obama during congressional stalemates over funding. "If there is a shutdown, I think it would be a tremendously negative mark on the president of the United States," Trump said on NBC's Today in 2011. "He's the one that has to get people together."

By 2018, Trump was still publicly opining on the president's ability to make shutdown deals, but this time, he was weighing in from the West Wing. "I am all alone (poor me) in the White House waiting for the Democrats to come back and make a deal," he tweeted on Christmas Eve. As the shutdown continued into the new year, Trump invited Democratic leaders to the White House; canceled a planned trip to the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland; and gave a prime-time speech to assure Americans that his administration was "doing everything in our power to help those impacted by the situation." Even mundane events at the White House became opportunities for Trump to drive his shutdown messaging. When football players from Clemson University visited the White House to celebrate their 2018 national championship, Trump ordered McDonald's. The White House said that Trump paid for the spread himself, because furloughed staff were not available to serve more upscale fare.

Such constraints have not been a factor during the current shutdown. On October 15, dozens of millionaires and billionaires gathered at the White House to sip wine and hear Trump's vision for a grand ballroom. (Most of the attendees, among them executives from Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, and other companies, were also paying for it.) They were served heirloom-tomato panzanella salad and beef Wellington on gold-trimmed plates, according to the Associated Press. By the president's own admission, the 90,000-square-foot ballroom has taken up a large share of his focus lately. He's been having multiple meetings a week about it, and as a demolition crew was reducing the East Wing to rubble, he pointed to a model of the White House that included the ballroom and declared, "I've shown this to everybody that would listen."

Trump sees the project as another way to leave a permanent mark on the White House, his allies told us. He enjoys living in the building--far more than some of his predecessors, who thought that it felt like a museum. For Trump, it's the ultimate status symbol, but the real-estate mogul believes that even the most famous address in the world has gotten a little dated. He has told associates that he wants more of the comforts of Mar-a-Lago at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue--and moving back in after reelection, he wasted little time paving over the Rose Garden for a patio, adding gold trim to the Oval Office, and planting large flag poles on the lawn. The president has told confidants that he loves the idea of seeing Donald J. Trump Ballroom--written in gold letters--etched somewhere in the White House. (The president recently told reporters that he would not be naming the ballroom after himself, and, if you believe that, we've got a fully intact East Wing to sell you.)

Some in the West Wing have delighted at what they perceive to be exaggerated outrage from critics over the destruction of the East Wing. But Trump, Democrats argue, cares more about a ballroom with a $350 million (and rising) price tag than about keeping prices and health-care costs down for average Americans.

Senator Bernie Sanders of Vermont highlighted the dichotomy last week, asserting that millions of Americans are on the verge of losing their health care amid a broader cost-of-living crisis.

"Meanwhile, Trump's priorities are demolishing the White House, bailing out Argentina & now threatening war with Venezuela," he wrote on X. "What happened to America First?"

This has become the go-to talking point for Democrats, who are openly seeking a political advantage amid their highest-profile battle in Trump's second term. But Trump, who once boasted, "I alone can fix it," has made himself vulnerable to such attacks by pushing the limits of his presidential powers and repeatedly steamrolling Congress. Democrats and Republicans have said that no legislation to reopen the government will pass without his blessing (Trump recently joked to allies, "I'm the speaker and the president," The New York Times reported).

Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer of New York told reporters last week that he and House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had contacted Trump to try to set up a meeting "anytime, any place." Trump has shown no interest, instead asserting that he would be happy to meet with the Democrats after they vote to reopen the government.

Russell Berman: How Democrats backed themselves into a shutdown

Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, a moderate Republican and an occasional Trump critic, told us that he thought it would be "helpful" for the president to get involved, especially because his signature will be needed on any bill that ends the impasse. Unlike GOP leaders, Bacon wants Republicans to start discussing a deal on health care even while the government remains closed. "I'm for negotiating now," Bacon told us.

But he and other Republicans believe that Democrats might fold without a health-care agreement. This week, the largest union representing federal workers, the American Federation of Government Employees, called for an end to the shutdown. The union is a longtime Democratic ally, raising pressure on the party's Senate caucus to relent. "Hopefully, we're close to a cracking point," Bacon said, citing the AFGE's announcement.

Although Trump's strategy has precedent--Obama in 2013 similarly took a stance of no negotiations while the U.S. government was held "hostage over ideological demands"--the president has not made his views clear on the issue at the core of the shutdown fight. Obama asserted that Republican demands that he repeal or delay his signature health-care law were a nonstarter, whereas Trump has not said whether he supports extending health-care subsidies, which are key to any deal to reopen the government.

Instead, Trump has mainly listened to the hard-liners in his inner circle--including Office of Management and Budget Director Russell Vought and Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller--who have seen the shutdown as a chance to further slice government and target civil servants and perceived political enemies.

Trump has said the closure of the government is "an unprecedented opportunity" to reshape the federal bureaucracy, but his efforts to target "Democrat agencies" for permanent destruction have been stymied by the courts, political realities, and his own limited attention span. He is also struggling to shield his MAGA base from the consequences of the shutdown. Trump accepted $130 million from a wealthy donor to pay the troops after his gambit to repurpose existing funds ran into what he called a "shortfall." (Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent has said that there probably will not be enough money to give troops their next paycheck, on November 15.) Publicly, White House officials remain confident in their strategy. The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told us that Democrats are "holding Americans hostage" and that Trump is "continuing to work night and day" even as the government is closed.

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

"Whether it be ensuring troops were paid, forging historic peace deals, removing dangerous criminals from the streets, lowering prices, or securing more investments for America, President Trump will never stop delivering," she said.

But many in the West Wing have taken notice of the growing number of polls showing that Americans are predominantly blaming the White House and Republicans for the shutdown. They come amid a backdrop of lengthy lines at food banks and airports. Doug Heye, a Republican strategist who worked in House leadership during the 2013 shutdown, told us that both Democrats and Republicans who are waiting for Trump to engage will have to be patient for a while longer.

"Nothing is going to happen before November 1," he said. "And that's when we'll learn where the pressure points are."
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J. B. Pritzker's Dark Visions

Twenty-seven minutes with the latest governor Donald Trump wants arrested

by Mark Leibovich

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker has said that he lives "rent-free" in Donald Trump's head. He also lives part-time in the official governor's mansion in Springfield.

"It's the largest governor's mansion in the country," Pritzker told me when I met him in Chicago late Friday afternoon. His wife, M. K. Pritzker, oversaw a major redecoration of the 16-room, Italian-style manor after her husband was first elected, in 2018. The governor raves about the job she did.

But does it have a ballroom? I asked.

Pritzker declared this to be a "funny question." No, he told me, although there is a "large gathering place."

"Do we call it the ballroom?" he wondered, in the general direction of an aide. She shrugged. (They do.)

Pritzker and I were tucked away in a hybrid conference/break room that was definitely not a ballroom. My opening question felt timely, given that Pritzker's main political nemesis of late has embarked on building a ballroom at his own official residence, a process that began with the shocking demolition of the White House's East Wing.

In the scheme of things, this landmark leveling was a small, if highly symbolic, step on the path of havoc that Trump has blazed across much of the federal government and blue America. Chicago and Pritzker have figured prominently as targets. Last month, ICE and Customs and Border Protection officers surged into the greater metropolitan area, engaging in conspicuous raids and stopping people "because of their brown skin," in the governor's words. The agents were acting at the behest of Trump, who is also trying to send National Guard troops into what he has called the "most dangerous city in the world." A judge has blocked the deployment until the legality of Trump's order is settled in court.

Read: Democrats bet on a billionaire in Illinois

Pritzker is currently a focal-point Democratic leader against the activist aggressions of the White House. One could make a case that a state-versus-federal discord of this magnitude has not existed since the civil-rights movement, or even the Civil War era. Throughout our conversation, the governor seemed to project disbelief, bewilderment, a sense of Are you kidding me? over what have now become commonplace parts of his job--asking citizens to film federal officers acting improperly, volleying daily insults with the president, even suggesting that the nation's commander in chief is "suffering dementia."

While the Guardsmen's status remains in limbo, Pritzker has remained in constant action, and in constant demand. Events have been whipping fast around the chief executive, who has been popping up everywhere--in person and on TV screens, often in the midst of chaotic police or press scrums. Corralling the governor for an interview took me three weeks. He granted me 27 minutes of his time.

When we spoke, Pritzker had just finished a ceremony to mark the reopening of the Kennedy Expressway, which connects downtown Chicago and O'Hare International Airport, following the completion of a three-year, $169 million rehabilitation project. It was a gorgeous fall afternoon in the windy "war zone" (Trump's words), with sun sparkling off of the skyscrapers and Lake Michigan packed with sailboats. The only real hazard I encountered during my day in the city involved dodging bikes, scooters, and jogger-strollers on Michigan Avenue and Lake Shore Drive. I witnessed none of the "ongoing violent riots and lawlessness" (the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson's words) that the president apparently believes to be the defining characteristics of America's third-most-populous city.

I suggested to Pritzker that these must be unprecedented times for him. He disputed this, and said that he has become well accustomed to unprecedented times. In fact, he maintained that since he was elected governor, he has enjoyed only about eight months of "precedented times"--a stretch in 2019 and early 2020, before COVID. "Then, the migrant crisis, which was started right, basically, as COVID was waning," Pritzker told me. "And then now we get the Trump crisis."

This "Trump crisis," I suggested, has ensured that Pritzker receives an overwhelming amount of national attention, perhaps more than he ever has. Winding up in a Chicago beef with Donald Trump might be welcome, of course, for a Democrat with possible presidential plans. Pritzker disputed this, too, or at least smirked at the idea that the intense spotlight is a big deal to him. "I think Gavin Newsom gets way more attention than I do," he told me, referring to his counterpart in California, who has also been mentioned as a possible presidential candidate in 2028--and who, like Pritzker, Trump has said should be arrested.

Read: The week that changed everything for Gavin Newsom

At the Kennedy Expressway event, I watched Pritzker standing behind a podium, surrounded by a cluster of state and local politicians, members of his administration, business and labor leaders, and a few dozen people in hard hats and vests. The governor has a thick helmet of brown hair; a large, round, sculpted-looking face; and an overall bowling-ball bearing--something between Babe Ruth and Ralph Kramden. When it was Pritzker's turn to speak at the ceremony, he seemed to relish the highway reopening as a tactile triumph, something that felt blissfully like normal governor's stuff.

"It isn't the flashiest project," he said, after mentioning the 16 new overhead signs and 1,200 new LED fixtures that now adorn the revamped road, which carries 275,000 vehicles a day. He described the project as "gritty, foundational, and absolutely essential work."

"At a time of historic division in our politics, there is one idea that we can all rally around," Pritzker said. "And that's 'Traffic sucks.'"

This reprieve from the "Trump crisis" ended for Pritzker as soon as he commenced with questions from the press, about half of which involved ICE, CBP, or the president. The governor talked about a new "accountability commission" that he had introduced the day before, composed of a variety of community leaders. The commission's charge will be to document any potentially illegal behavior that federal authorities engage in while they are in Illinois.

Pritzker explained his rationale to me. For as long as Trump is president, he said, no ICE or CBP agents, and no civilian managers loyal to the president, will be held accountable for improper or illegal actions. The commission's objective is to preserve documents, citizen-provided videos, and testimonials that could come in handy during future congressional hearings (if Democrats win control of Congress) or legal actions (after Trump leaves office).

The governor told me that he also envisions a deterrent effect. "Someone who is acting improperly now, who's acting abusively now," he said, "will likely think twice if they think that there's going to be a record of it and that eventually this will come back to haunt them."

Among nationally known Democratic figures, Pritzker has offered decidedly dire admonitions. He asserted last week that these combative incursions by Trump-controlled security forces are likely a precursor to the White House trying to manipulate next year's midterm elections. "Look, I'm not a conspiracy theorist," Pritzker told me. But it's impossible, he said, to ignore everything that Trump has done in the past, especially after the 2020 presidential election, and not conclude that something is afoot. Pritzker can easily foresee ICE, CBP, and other officers standing outside polling places in uniform, carrying automatic weapons.

Read: The destruction of one of America's oldest traditions

"I think that all the pieces of something nefarious seem to be occurring, and I'm just putting the pieces together," Pritzker told me. "I'm hopeful I'm wrong, but I don't think we can assume that I'm wrong." He made the same basic point to me that he does in pretty much every context of his job these days: Authoritarianism comes fast. "And if you're not willing to stand up and push back while it's happening in the early days," he added, "it gets a lot harder later."

Pritzker told me that he is running for his third term as governor next year and isn't focused on the 2028 presidential campaign. He keeps getting asked about the latter, which he says is "flattering" but probably annoying, more than anything. He complained to me about how, at an off-the-record media briefing the night before, one reporter had kept trying to steer the discussion to 2028. "I'm like, 'Dude, you know, there's a whole lot going on right now,'" Pritzker said, clapping twice for emphasis.

Yes, there's a lot going on right now. I wished the governor "precedented times."
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Trump Teaches Canada What It Means to be a U.S. Ally Now

The president's attacks on long-standing friends are changing the balance of global power.

by David Frum

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




According to an old Canadian joke, "The Americans are our best friends, whether we like it or not."
 
 That joke earns fewer laughs these days. A new survey by the reputable Canadian pollster Angus Reid finds that only 27 percent of Canadians regard the United States as a "friend" or "ally." Almost half, 46 percent, regard the U.S. as a "potential threat" or "enemy." More Canadians say they are concerned about the threats posed by the U.S. than they are about China (34 percent) or India (24 percent)--even though Indian nationals have been charged with allegedly assassinating a Sikh separatist on Canadian soil.

The facts of geography still bind the two countries, which continue to cooperate on objectives including protecting the Great Lakes and defending shared aerospace. The Canadian government has also joined talks to help realize President Donald Trump's vision of a "Golden Dome" to protect against inbound nuclear missiles. But since that poll was conducted, Trump handily confirmed Canadian suspicions by slapping yet more tariffs on his neighbor and calling off planned trade talks. This president's latest tantrum came after an anti-tariff ad released by the Ontario provincial government that featured an authentic clip of Ronald Reagan speaking out against tariffs.

Trump's attacks on long-standing allies of the U.S., and particularly his aggression against Canada, are encouraging countries to distance themselves from American power. Notably, the U.S. lacks regional allies in its naval war against Venezuela--beyond some joint military exercises with Trinidad and Tobago. When Reagan invaded the Caribbean island of Grenada in 1983, he took care to supplement the U.S. force with troops from Jamaica, Barbados, and other Caribbean states. The U.S. did not need the extra firepower, but it did need and get the legitimacy that comes from acting multilaterally. Trump's impetuous temper has ensured that this kind of legitimacy is now harder to come by.

Read: The U.S. is preparing for war in Venezuela

America has yet to appreciate the diplomatic transformation wrought by the second Trump administration. At a press conference on October 15 to condemn Chinese export controls on rare-earth metals and industrial magnets, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent spoke on behalf of the U.S. "and our allies." But those "allies" are slipping away, wary of a U.S. that now seems far more unpredictable than Beijing, if not yet quite as malign.

South Korea's new president, Lee Jae Myung, broke with decades of precedent when he paid his first official foreign visit in August not to Washington, D.C., but to Japan. South Korea's relationship with Japan has long been tormented by bitter memories of Japan's occupation from 1910 to 1945, but old animosities were put aside to better meet the challenge of Trump's second term.

Trump's punitive tariffs on Vietnam are similarly encouraging this valuable U.S. trade and defense partner in the Indo-Pacific region to make deals elsewhere. Vietnam is now forging closer ties with China; state visits in April and September spurred various bilateral economic agreements. Not even a promise to fast-track a Trump-family golf complex near Hanoi shielded Vietnam from the president's ire; his new "framework" for a trade pact with Vietnam keeps heavy tariffs in place.

Michael McFaul: Trump is demolishing four pillars of American power

Unlike these U.S. allies in the Asia-Pacific, Canada cannot so easily pivot away. Yet Canadian politicians, even in the more U.S.-minded Conservative Party, are trying out a more anti-American message. The Conservative Party's leader, Pierre Poilievre, whose MAGA-style rhetoric is believed to have cost him the federal election in April, is now criticizing the Liberal government of Prime Minister Mark Carney for losing the "tug of war for auto jobs" to Trump. The Carney government, in turn, is seeking more economic partners in Asia.

Despite its proximity to the U.S., Canada does have ways to hit back. The country can slap export taxes on products such as aluminum, nickel, potash, and electricity from Ontario and Quebec, which the U.S. could not easily source from elsewhere. Canada can also aggressively poach U.S. talent, hiring scientists who feel sidelined or disrespected, or who simply do not wish to see an immigrant spouse or parent confined to one of Trump's cells. This is not an unreasonable fear: About 150 Canadians, including two toddlers, spent time in Immigration and Customs Enforcement detention from January through July.

A cycle of mutual retaliation serves no one. Donald Trump's unprovoked and unceasing aggressions against Canada warn an astonished and worried world of the limits of diplomacy with such an irrational player. There is clearly little value in compromise with an ally who has become so dangerously mercurial.
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President for Life

Donald Trump is trying to amass the powers of a king.

by J. Michael Luttig

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




In the normal course of history, the president of the United States is a figure who inspires optimism in the American people. The 47th president prefers to stir feelings of fear, vulnerability, hopelessness, and political inevitability--the sense that he, and only he, can rescue the nation from looming peril. Since his second inauguration, Donald Trump has seized authoritarian control over the federal government and demanded the obedience of the other powerful institutions of American society--universities, law firms, media companies. The question weighing heavily on the minds of many Americans is whether Trump will subvert next year's midterm elections or the 2028 presidential election to extend his reign.

With his every word and deed, Trump has given Americans reason to believe that he will seek a third term, in defiance of the Constitution. It seems abundantly clear that he will hold on to the office at any cost, including America's ruin.

The Founders of our nation foresaw a figure like Trump, a demagogue who would ascend to the presidency and refuse to relinquish power to a successor chosen by the American people in a free and fair election. Writing to James Madison from Paris in 1787, Thomas Jefferson warned that such an incumbent, if narrowly defeated, would "pretend false votes, foul play, hold possession of the reins of government." Were that moment ever to come, the Founders believed, it would mark the demise of the nation that they had conceived, bringing to a calamitous end the greatest experiment in self-government ever attempted by man.

From the November 2024 issue: Tom Nichols on Donald Trump and George Washington's vision for the presidency

Trump proved in 2021 that he would do anything to remain in the White House. Even after the violence of January 6, his second impeachment, and the conviction and incarceration of scores of his followers, he reiterated his willingness to subvert the 2024 election. That proved unnecessary. Yet since his victory, Trump has again told the American people that he is prepared to do what it takes to remain in power, the Constitution be damned.

In March, Trump refused to rule out a third term, saying that he was "not joking" about the prospect and claiming that "there are methods which you could do it." He was asked about the idea of Vice President J. D. Vance running for the presidency, getting elected, and then passing the baton back to him. "That's one," he said. "But there are others, too." As he so often does, Trump later claimed that he wasn't being serious. But also in March, Trump's ally Steve Bannon said that he is "a firm believer that President Trump will run and win again in 2028," adding that he and others are working on ways to do it, which would require circumventing the Twenty-Second Amendment. (Bannon later told The Economist: "Trump is gonna be president in '28, and people just ought to get accommodated with that." He added, "At the appropriate time, we'll lay out what the plan is. But there's a plan.") In September, after meeting with congressional leaders about the looming government shutdown, Trump posted photographs on Truth Social in which Trump 2028 hats rested prominently on his Oval Office desk. In October, when discussing the possibility of a third term, Trump said, "I would love to do it. I have my best numbers ever."

We Americans are by nature good people who believe in the inherent goodness of others, especially those we elect to represent us in the highest office in the land. But we ignore such statements and other expressions of Trump's intent at our peril. The 47th president is a vain man, and nothing would flatter his vanity more than seizing another term. Doing so would signify the ultimate triumph over his political enemies.

I am not a Pollyanna, nor am I a Cassandra. I was at the forefront of the conservative legal movement that began in 1981 with the inauguration of Ronald Reagan. I have had the privilege of spending much of my career in public service, first in the Ford and Reagan White Houses; then in the Department of Justice; and, finally, appointed by George H. W. Bush, in the federal judiciary. I have never once in more than four decades believed that any president--Democrat or Republican--would intentionally violate the Constitution or a law of the United States. But Trump is different from all prior presidents in his utter contempt for the Constitution and America's democracy.

The clearest evidence that Trump may subvert upcoming elections is that he tried to overturn the 2020 election. He shocked the nation and the world when he ordered then-Vice President Mike Pence not to certify the votes electing Joe Biden president, while claiming that the election had been stolen from him by his "radical left" enemies, whoever they are. When Pence refused to yield to Trump's demand, Trump instigated the attack on the U.S. Capitol to prevent Congress from counting the votes and certifying Biden as his successor.

On January 6, Trump tweeted, "Mike Pence didn't have the courage to do what should have been done to protect our Country and our Constitution," further inflaming the crowd that had already breached the Capitol. Witnesses before the January 6 committee testified that Trump expressed support for hanging Pence while the attack was under way. Trump was prosecuted by the United States for having committed the gravest crime that a president can commit: attempting to remain in the presidency after losing an election and thereby obstructing the peaceful transfer of power. Yet he continues to deny that he lost the election. He describes January 6 as a glorious day in American history, not one of its darkest.

Among his first acts after being sworn in again was pardoning or commuting the sentences of every person convicted in connection with January 6. He then set about exacting revenge on the American justice system. He summarily fired dozens of government officials who had tried to hold him accountable for the attack on the Capitol, as well as for his other alleged criminal offenses of removing classified documents from the White House upon his departure, secreting them to Mar-a-Lago, and obstructing the government's efforts to find and retrieve the documents. He has since replaced those fired officials with loyalists--sycophants committed to him, not to our democracy or the rule of law.

Today, Trump has vastly greater powers than he did in 2020. He has a willing vice president to preside over the joint session of Congress that will certify (or not) the next election, a second in command who refuses to admit that his boss lost the 2020 election. (Vance has said that he would not have certified the results without asking states such as Pennsylvania and Georgia to submit new slates of electors, a solution he invented to a problem that does not exist--there is no evidence of widespread fraud in those states or any state in 2020.) Trump's party controls both houses of Congress, and he will surely do everything he can to maintain those majorities. The Supreme Court, meanwhile, has paved the way for a third Trump term, as it did for his current term, by essentially granting him absolute immunity from criminal prosecution for any crimes he might commit in violation of the Constitution or the laws of the United States.

For anyone who doubts that Trump is contemplating a monarchical reign, consider how very far down that road he already is. Since returning to office, he has sought absolute power, unchecked by the other branches of government, the 50 states, or the free press.

On the first day of his current term, he launched a direct attack on the Constitution's Fourteenth Amendment guarantee of birthright citizenship when he issued an executive order contradicting the clear language of the amendment, federal statute, and Supreme Court precedent.

He has arrogated to himself Congress's power to levy tariffs, declaring that previous foreign-trade and economic practices had created a national emergency justifying his unilateral imposition of sweeping global tariffs. When Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell predicted that Trump's unlawful tariffs would cause "higher inflation and slower growth," Trump wrote on Truth Social that "Powell's termination cannot come fast enough!" Later, he fired Fed Governor Lisa Cook, purportedly "for cause." The Supreme Court has temporarily blocked Cook's firing, but it won't decide until next year whether Trump has the power to fire a member of the independent Federal Reserve. A ruling in Trump's favor would give him absolute control over the central bank and thus over the monetary policy of the United States.

He has usurped Congress's spending and appropriation powers by attempting to impound billions of dollars that Congress designated for specific purposes, including for public broadcasting, for Voice of America, and for desperately needed U.S. aid to starving and disease-stricken populations around the world.

He has likewise usurped Congress's power to establish executive-branch departments and agencies, fund their operations, and provide civil-service protections to federal-government employees, unilaterally overhauling the U.S. government. He has hollowed out the Department of Education, effectively abolishing it. He has dismantled the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and asserted executive control over the independent Federal Election Commission and Federal Trade Commission, and fired thousands of federal employees without reasonable cause or explanation--all while Congress has stood by silently.

The Supreme Court, too, has largely given the president its imprimatur to continue his power grab. It has either effectively reversed lower-court rulings against the president using the so-called shadow docket, or allowed the administration to proceed until the Court determines the constitutionality of various actions, by which time the damage to the Constitution, the U.S. government, and American society will have been done, as the justices well know. When the Court has ruled against Trump--for example, forbidding him from deporting undocumented immigrants without due process--he has provoked a constitutional crisis by ignoring the order.

The Founders built layers of safeguards into the American system of government to constrain a president, not just the checks and balances by the branches of the federal government. But Trump has run roughshod over these fail-safes, too. In violation of the sovereign rights reserved for them by the Constitution, Trump has commanded state officials to aid him in his purge of undocumented immigrants.

The president has also taken military command of cities across the country--over the vehement objection of the states. When a federal judge held that Trump's military occupation of Portland, Oregon, was unlawful, he circumvented her orders and trashed the judge--whom he appointed--for her ruling, saying that she should be "ashamed" of herself.

Given that Trump has for years pronounced the free press in America "the enemy of the people," it came as no surprise when media companies were among the first Trump targeted with unconstitutional edicts. In return for his favor, many of the country's major media institutions have surrendered to him.

Though he claims to be a great friend of free enterprise, Trump has asserted dominion over the economy and insinuated his administration into American capitalism so that our great businesses are dependent on and subject to the government, as they are in communist and socialist nations.

He has extorted the nation's legal profession, forcing law firms to betray their clients and the law in order to secure his favor. He has bludgeoned the nation's colleges and universities with lawless order after lawless order. The federal government cannot tell universities how to conduct their affairs or dictate the viewpoints that professors teach. The First Amendment zealously guards such decisions, and the Constitution categorically forbids the president from wielding Congress's power of the purse to punish these institutions.

Trump has turned the federal government against the American people, transforming the nation's institutions into instruments for his vengeful execution of the law against honorable citizens for perceived personal and political offenses. He has silenced dissent by persecuting and threatening to prosecute American citizens for speaking critically of him, and he has divided us, turning us against one another so that we cannot oppose him.

Trump has always told us exactly who he is. We have just not wanted to believe him. But we must believe him now.

This is the man who said in January 2016, "I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody, and I wouldn't lose any voters, okay? It's, like, incredible."

The man who proposed in 2022 that the "Massive Fraud" he alleged in the 2020 election "allows for the termination of all rules, regulations, and articles, even those found in the Constitution," and who proclaimed, soon after reassuming office, "He who saves his Country does not violate any Law."

The man who, when asked the question "Don't you need to uphold the Constitution of the United States as president?," answered, "I don't know." And the man who, when asked whether every person in the United States is entitled to due process, replied, "I don't know."

The man who said in August that he can "do anything I want to do," because he's president.

The man who has demanded that his attorney general and Department of Justice immediately prosecute his enemies: "We can't delay any longer, it's killing our reputation and credibility. They impeached me twice, and indicted me (5 times!), OVER NOTHING. JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

And the man who summoned American military generals from around the world to Quantico, Virginia, to tell them that "America is under invasion from within," repeatedly describing that enemy invasion as being by the "radical left," a term he now seemingly uses to characterize all of his political opponents. He also said at this meeting, "We should use some of these dangerous cities as training grounds for our military" for fighting the "war from within."

Donald Trump is clearly willing to subvert an election in order to hold on to the power he so craves, and he is now fully enabled to undermine national elections. No one can prevent him from remaining president of the United States for a constitutionally prohibited third term--except the American people, in whom ultimate power resides under the Constitution of the United States.

From the November 2025 issue: America's unfinished revolution

On July 4, 1776, nearly 250 years ago, America freed itself forever from the oppression of tyrannical rule by monarchs. There was never to be a king in the United States of America. Never again were the liberties and freedoms of Americans to be subject to the whims of a monarch. From that day, Thomas Paine wrote, "so far as we approve of monarchy, that in America the law is king. For as in absolute governments the King is law, so in free countries the law ought to be King; and there ought to be no other."

The nation has survived great challenges and calamities, including the Civil War. Now it is being tested again. Once more, we must ask, as Lincoln did, whether a nation so "conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal," can long endure.

If America is to long endure, we must summon our courage, our fearlessness, our hope, our spirited sense of invulnerability to political enthrall, and, most important, our abiding faith in the divine providence of this nation. We have been given the high charge of our forebears to "keep" the republic they founded a quarter of a millennium ago. If we do not keep it now, we will surely lose it.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "President for Life."
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Donald Trump's Plan to Subvert the Midterms Is Already Under Way

Our election system is reaching a breaking point.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




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

Imagine for a moment that it's late on Election Day, November 3, 2026. Republicans have kept their majority in the Senate, but too many House races are still uncalled to tell who has won that chamber. Control seems like it will come down to two districts in Maricopa County, Arizona. ICE agents and National Guardsmen have been deployed there since that summer, ostensibly in response to criminal immigrants, though crime has been dropping for several years. The county is almost one-third Hispanic or Latino. Voting-rights advocates say the armed presence has depressed turnout, but nonetheless, the races are close. By that evening, the Republican candidates have small leads, but thousands of mail and provisional ballots remain uncounted.

Donald Trump calls the press into the Oval Office and announces that the GOP has held the House--but he warns that Democrats will try to steal the election, and announces plans to send a legal team to Arizona to root out fraud. He spends the rest of the night posting threats and allegations on Truth Social. In the morning, Republican lawyers file to stop vote counting, arguing that any votes counted after Election Day are illegal under federal law. Attorney General Pam Bondi sends a letter to Adrian Fontes, Arizona's Democratic secretary of state, and the county board of supervisors, instructing them to retain all documents and warning that the Department of Justice may intervene if it suspects anything untoward. On X, FBI Director Kash Patel reposts false rumors about fraud and announces plans to lead a group of agents to Phoenix. Meanwhile, Democratic candidates have pulled ahead in both races by Wednesday afternoon, but the margin is just 143 votes in the Eighth District, with many votes still not tallied.

By now, conservative outlets are running wall-to-wall coverage alleging fraud, offering tales of immigrants being bused to voting locations and accusing Democrats of treason. MAGA has learned its lesson since 2020, and Rudy Giuliani and Sidney Powell are nowhere near the cameras. Instead, administration officials like Bondi are the face of the allegations on TV. Behind the scenes, Trump is making phone calls. He's unable to reach any county supervisors, whose lawyers have warned them not to speak with him, but he gets through to the county recorder, a MAGA loyalist elected as part of the backlash to the 2020 election. No one knows quite what is said--the call isn't taped--but when Trump hangs up, he posts that the county has agreed to hand over control of voting machines to the Department of Homeland Security.

Fontes and the board of supervisors rush to court to block the move, and a judge quickly grants an injunction. But Trump declares a national emergency that he says supersedes the order; helicopters are en route from a Marine air base in Yuma to take control of the voting machines. By the time Supreme Court Justice Elena Kagan, who is assigned to hear emergency matters from Arizona, issues an order blocking this, Marines have already commandeered ballots and machines. Patel, having just arrived in Phoenix, holds a press conference and announces, without providing evidence, that votes have been tampered with. He proclaims the Republican candidates the winners.

Despite Marines on the street, small but fierce protests erupt in Phoenix and elsewhere; Trump uses them as a pretext to invoke the Insurrection Act and announces "martial law in Democrat-run cities." Who actually won the election can never be determined--the Marines and Patel have broken the chain of custody, as well as some of the machines themselves--but the state names the two Democrats as winners. House Republicans reject Arizona's certification and instead seat the GOP candidates. Trump's allies keep the House in a profoundly illegitimate election rejected by many Americans.

This is just one possible scenario. Is it too pessimistic? Perhaps. But at this stage of the election cycle in 2019, no one expected a crowd of Trump supporters to storm the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021. No one expected the president himself to explicitly lend his support to their efforts to "Stop the Steal." Certainly no one expected that there would be calls to hang the vice president for his refusal to subvert the democratic process. If anything, when it comes to 2026, I worry more about the limits of my imagination than about the hazards of speculation.

Trump has made his intentions clear. At a rally last summer in West Palm Beach, Florida, he offered his supporters a promise. "Christians, get out and vote, just this time. You won't have to do it anymore. Four more years, you know what, it'll be fixed, it'll be fine. You won't have to vote anymore, my beautiful Christians," he said. "We'll have it fixed so good, you're not gonna have to vote."

We'll have it fixed so good. It's not hard to guess what Trump might do to fulfill this promise. He has, after all, already attempted to disrupt and overturn an election. In 2020, those efforts involved questioning results, asserting widespread fraud without evidence, pressuring local officials to overturn outcomes, filing spurious lawsuits, and ultimately inciting supporters to sack the Capitol. Now that he's back in the White House, he will draw from this playbook again--perhaps adding new maneuvers, such as deploying armed troops.

As president, Trump has very little statutory power over elections, yet the office provides him with plenty of opportunities for chicanery. He also has powerful reasons to interfere next year. If Democrats recapture the House (by gaining three seats) or the Senate (four seats), they could stall his agenda, launch oversight proceedings, and potentially bring new impeachment charges against him.

Trump and his allies will have before them less an orderly set of instructions than a buffet of options. Some of these options will go untested, or amount to nothing. But elections are a game of margins. Only a handful of Senate seats and a few dozen House races may be seriously contested, thanks to maps drawn to guarantee safe seats for one party or the other. Of those, some may be very close. In 2024, 18 House races were decided by fewer than 10,000 votes. Democrats won 11 of those.

To understand the threat to democracy, and how it might be stopped, I spoke with experts on election administration, constitutional law, and law enforcement. Many of them are people I have known to be cautious, sober, and not prone to hyperbole. Yet they used words like nightmare and warned that Americans need to be ready for "really wild stuff." They described a system under attack and reaching a breaking point. They enumerated a long list of concerns about next year's midterms, but they largely declined to make predictions about the 2028 presidential election. The speed of Trump's assault on the Constitution has made forecasting difficult, but the 2026 contests--both the way they work, and the results--will help determine whether democracy as we know it will survive until then. "If you are not frightened," Hannah Fried, the executive director of the voter-access group All Voting Is Local, told me, "you are not paying attention."

Even so, the breakdown of the system is not a foregone conclusion. We can take some comfort next year in the fact that messing with 468 separate elections for House and Senate seats is more complicated than interfering with a presidential race. There will be more opportunities for shenanigans--but it will also be harder to change the overall outcome if one party leads by more than 10 or so seats.

It's also worth remembering that courts have not looked favorably on recent challenges to elections. Scores of pro-Trump suits failed in 2020, and although the Supreme Court has sanctioned many of Trump's executive-power grabs, most election cases are decided in lower courts, where Trump has fared poorly thus far in his second term. Finally, the decentralization of the voting system is both a weakness and a source of resilience. The patchwork of laws and offices that govern elections at the state and local levels ensures that some jurisdictions are fairer and more secure than others. It also means that nefarious actors might be able to access only small parts of the system.

Yet Trump has demonstrated that he is more effective at executing his will than he was during his first term. He has surrounded himself with aides whose loyalty is to him, not the rule of law, and who have learned from the flaws of MAGA's 2020 plan. They are better versed in the inner workings of elections and eager to use the Justice Department as a tool for political gain.

Stopping any attempt to subvert the midterms will require courage and integrity from the courts, political leaders of both parties, and the local officials running elections. Most of all, it will depend on individual Americans to stand up for their rights and demand that their votes are counted.



I. Laying the Groundwork

Let's get something out of the way: Donald Trump will not try to cancel the midterm elections. He lacks both the power to do so--a fact that offers only partial reassurance, with this president--and the incentive.

Modern authoritarians love elections. In Hungary, Turkey, Russia, and other countries, repressive leaders have kept the framework of democracy in place while guaranteeing that they always or usually win. Doing so helps them escape international condemnation and lends an imprimatur of legitimacy. Trump himself has warmly congratulated these leaders on electoral victories that much of the world has deemed unfair.

The political scientists Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way coined the term competitive authoritarianism to describe a system that gives an all-but-preordained outcome the patina of democratic choice. "Competition is real, but unfair," Levitsky told me.

Competitive-authoritarian regimes elsewhere in the world offer models for how a leader might make it harder for his adversaries to regain power long before ballots are cast. For example, he might launch an effort to undermine the rule of law, which could be used to hold him accountable. He might seek to change or eliminate term limits. He might seek to co-opt and intimidate the press, rewarding friendly outlets to create a palace media and intimidating others into tempering their criticism. He might seek to pack the government with loyalists, replacing civil servants with political operatives and appointing allies to the judiciary. Finally, a competitive authoritarian might use the government's powers to harass political rivals, weakening the opposing party well ahead of elections. When necessary, he might imprison rivals or even kill them; see, for example, the fate of Alexei Navalny in Russia. This is a last resort, though: Such heavy-handedness tends to attract condemnation, and usually isn't necessary anyway.

Trump has already done a lot of this. He has coerced law firms into questionable agreements that aligned them with the administration. He has launched criminal investigations into officials who have tried to hold him to account. He has questioned whether the constitutional right of free speech extends to criticism of him. He has pressured social-media companies into ending their moderation of disinformation, of which he is a prodigious source. He has used lawsuits and the Federal Communications Commission to bully entertainment conglomerates and news outlets. His administration engineered a deal for the sale of TikTok, a major information source for younger Americans, to a group of investors that includes political allies.

Trump has directed the Justice Department to investigate ActBlue, the fundraising platform that raised more than $3.6 billion for Democratic candidates in the 2024 cycle. After the assassination of Charlie Kirk, he issued an executive order that could target a range of left-wing political organizations. Trump has not yet arrested any high-profile candidates for office, but, as of this writing, his administration has launched an investigation into Senator Adam Schiff, a California Democrat who led Trump's first impeachment, and charged Representative LaMonica McIver, a New Jersey Democrat, with assault after an incident at a migrant-detention facility in Newark. The Justice Department also charged former FBI Director James Comey with felonies for allegedly lying to Congress and indicted New York Attorney General Letitia James for alleged mortgage fraud. (Schiff and James have denied any wrongdoing; McIver and Comey have pleaded not guilty.)

The cumulative effect in the United States is likely to be the same as it has been overseas: Prospective donors, candidates, and campaign workers or volunteers will wonder whether the benefits of participation outweigh the risks of harassment and persecution. By the time voting starts, the opposition party will already be at a steep disadvantage.



II. Changing the Rules

Over the summer, Texas Governor Greg Abbott called the state legislature to Austin for a special session in which, among other things, it redrew congressional districts. The aim was to give the GOP five additional seats in the U.S. House. This was a brazen move. States normally redistrict only once a decade, after the census. Texas's 2021 map was already engineered for Republican advantage, but the White House pushed the state to go further, hinting at retribution for anyone who resisted, according to The New York Times. This set off a chain of attempted copycats in red states and attempted payback in blue ones. Trump reportedly threatened primary challenges for Republicans who opposed him and sent the vice president to pressure Indiana lawmakers--all of which suggests that the president believes the midterms will be close.

Redistricting was an especially blunt and public effort to change the rules ahead of Election Day. Most of the other methods that Trump and his allies have tried or are likely to try will not be so overt, and may also be less successful. The problem for Trump is that power over elections rests with the states and, to a lesser extent, Congress, not the executive branch.

Nevertheless, Trump has simply asserted control and dared anyone to say no. In March, he issued an executive order that purported to make several changes to voting. It instructed the Election Assistance Commission, a bipartisan federal agency that helps states administer elections, to require proof of citizenship to vote. (Congress is also considering a bill that would do the same.) It also demanded that only ballots received by Election Day be counted, regardless of state rules. The executive order was largely blocked by two federal judges, one of whom noted that citizenship was already required to vote and added, "The Constitution does not grant the President any specific powers over elections."

Trump has been trying to teach the American people to distrust elections since 2016, and many of his actions now are designed to create a pretense for claiming fraud later. For example, he has repeatedly suggested that millions of unauthorized immigrants are voting, although this is not true. Now the Justice Department has ordered many states to turn over voter-registration records with detailed private information, which it says it's sharing with the Department of Homeland Security. Some states prohibit releasing this information, which is unlikely to either produce evidence of fraud or improve voter rolls. Previous attempts at matching voter lists against other databases have produced many false positives but few actual examples of illegal voting. An election-integrity commission established during Trump's first term also tried to acquire voter rolls for the same purpose, but was rebuffed by states and tied up in litigation. This time around, the Justice Department is suing states that don't comply, and could use their resistance as a pretext for future allegations of fraud.

Trump has consistently tried to spread distrust of voting by mail. Most recently, he reported that, during an August summit in Alaska, Putin told him, "Your election was rigged because you have mail-in voting." Trump then announced on Truth Social that, in an effort to ban voting by mail and require paper ballots, he would issue a new executive order, adding, "Remember, the States are merely an 'agent' for the Federal Government in counting and tabulating the votes."

This is false, and no executive order has emerged yet, perhaps because plenty of Republicans vote by mail, and eliminating it wouldn't have a clear partisan advantage. Even so, assailing mail-in voting is useful to Trump because it creates a justification to claim fraud after the elections. In 2020, Trump seized on claims about mailed ballots being stolen, altered, or dumped in a river, even long after those stories were debunked. And in 2024, he was preparing to do so again, until it became clear that he had won.

Similarly, Trump and his allies have insisted for nearly a decade--without ever providing proof--that many voting machines are not secure. In his executive order on voting, Trump instructed the Election Assistance Commission to decertify all voting machines in the U.S. within 180 days and recertify only those that met certain requirements. This would be impractical, in part because it's unclear whether any voting machines that meet those standards could be available in time for the election. But again, the order may be designed to serve a different purpose: If races don't go the way the president wants, he can point to the executive order and say that the voting machines didn't meet the standards. The results, therefore, are not valid, or at least cannot be trusted.

The administration's own actions are actually undermining election security. In past elections, the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, a part of DHS, assisted local officials. That might have meant providing protection from hacking or doing site visits to make sure door locks and electricity were secure. But Trump has held a grudge against CISA since Chris Krebs, then the agency's leader, vouched for the security of the 2020 election. (Trump fired Krebs at the time and earlier this year directed the Justice Department to open an investigation into him.) The administration has cut about a third of CISA's workforce and slashed millions of dollars of assistance to local officials, potentially exposing election systems to interference by foreign or domestic hackers. The big risk is not changing actual vote tallies, but disrupting the system to create chaos and doubt and to prevent people from casting ballots.

This summer, DHS appointed Heather Honey, an election denier involved in efforts to challenge the 2020 election, to the newly created role of deputy assistant secretary for election integrity. Meanwhile, troubling examples of attempted interference with the system are popping up in swing states.

In a peculiar turn this July, 10 Colorado counties reported being contacted by Jeff Small, a Republican consultant, who told some of them he was working on behalf of White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller and requested access to voting machines. According to The Denver Post, Small connected at least one Colorado election official with a person at the Department of Homeland Security, suggesting that he was acting with the administration's cooperation. (Small did not reply to interview requests. An administration spokesperson told CNN earlier this year that Small "does not speak for the White House" and was never "authorized to do official business on behalf of the White House.")

In September, Reuters reported that Sigal Chattah, the acting U.S. attorney for Nevada, had directed the FBI to investigate claims of voter fraud in that state, hoping that a probe would help Republicans keep the House. (Shortly thereafter, a court found Chattah's appointment invalid.)



III. Election Day

Voter suppression has a long history in the U.S., but the methods have become more sophisticated and less obvious than in the days of literacy tests, poll taxes, and the KKK. Republican jurisdictions in particular have enacted rules that have made it harder for people to vote. They have placed restrictions on voter-registration drives by outside groups; required photo identification to vote (which is popular, although its effects are often discriminatory because Black, older, and poorer people are less likely than other voters to have qualifying ID); tried to limit the hours that polls are open; and, in Georgia, put restrictions on giving food or water to people waiting in line to vote.

The Justice Department recently announced that it would take the unusual step of sending poll monitors to observe elections in six counties in New Jersey and California this November. Both states have important elections--Californians are voting on a new congressional map that could eliminate GOP seats, and a Trump ally is trying to capture New Jersey's governorship from Democrats. This could be a test run for broader use of monitors in 2026 to intimidate poll workers and voters around the country.

None of these things, in isolation, will prevent large numbers of people from voting, but they create barriers that might make a difference at the margins. They are likely to especially affect people who vote infrequently. Whether this is beneficial for Trump and his allies is a matter of debate among experts. (Traditionally, high turnout was thought to help Democrats, but Trump's coalitions have included many irregular voters.)

In 2026, however, Trump could far surpass these small-bore measures. The fear I heard, again and again, is that the president will attempt to use armed federal agents to interfere with elections. In its simplest form, this could look like federal law-enforcement officers patrolling the streets in blue cities, a possibility that some influential people in Trump's orbit have already embraced. "They're petrified over at MSNBC and CNN that, hey, since we're taking control of the cities, there's gonna be ICE officers near polling places," Steve Bannon said in August. "You're damn right."




But many people now worry that Trump would go further and use the military. Not long ago, this would have seemed nearly unthinkable. In January, the Brennan Center for Justice, the University of Virginia's Center for Public Safety and Justice, and the States United Democracy Center held a tabletop exercise to consider best practices for policing in a tense society. The participants imagined that the National Guard might be deployed to cities--by sometime in 2028. "Even our most unlikely circumstances were far passed in the first few months of this year," Ben Haiman, the executive director of CPSJ, told me. "We got there real fast."

Federal law specifically bans the presence of "any troops or armed men at any place where a general or special election is held, unless such force be necessary to repel armed enemies of the United States." But some of the experts I spoke with believe that military intervention is now not only possible, but likely. "They're telling me that it's really unconstitutional and illegal for them to be there, but that doesn't seem to make a lot of difference to this administration," Aaron Ammons, the clerk of Champaign County, Illinois, told me.

The administration could try to get around the ban on troops at polling places in a few ways. Cleta Mitchell, a conservative lawyer who was involved in "Stop the Steal" efforts in 2020 and remains influential in the White House, suggested in September that Trump could use emergency powers. "The chief executive is limited in his role with regard to elections, except where there is a threat to the national sovereignty of the United States," she said on a conservative talk show. "I think maybe the president is thinking that he will exercise some emergency powers to protect the federal elections going forward." Trump might allege foreign interference in the elections--asserting, for example, that Iranian hackers had changed voter results--in order to claim that national security required him to intervene.

Elizabeth Goitein, an expert on presidential emergency powers at the Brennan Center, told me that nothing like what Mitchell described exists: "There are no powers that give him the authority to do anything around elections, full stop." But Goitein warned that Trump could try anyway. One possibility is that he could invoke the Insurrection Act, as he has repeatedly threatened to do, by claiming it is necessary to enforce federal law or protect voters' constitutional rights.

Mobilizing troops takes time and is hard to do without anyone noticing. Trump might find it easier to deploy troops between now and November and have them on the streets already when voting starts. During a meeting with top military leaders in September, he said, "We should use some of these dangerous cities as training grounds for our military."

He's already started. In June, Trump federalized 4,000 members of the California National Guard and sent Marines into Los Angeles, putatively to maintain order and protect ICE agents. He has since deployed the National Guard to Washington, D.C., and moved to send Guardsmen to several other cities. These deployments could accustom Americans to seeing troops in the streets well ahead of the elections.

A military or federal-law-enforcement presence creates the danger of intimidation. Right-wing figures tend to write this off as blather: If you're not an illegal immigrant, you have nothing to fear. But ICE's recent dragnets have arrested and jailed American citizens. Beyond that, the presence of police, or especially troops, could make it harder to reach polling places and could sap voters' energy. Even a small presence of troops in a few cities might create enough media attention to affect turnout elsewhere.

In the worst-case scenarios, armed troops could be ordered to close polling areas, commandeer voting machines, or crack down on protesters. These orders would be illegal, and units might refuse to follow them, potentially producing a standoff between the president and his military brass. But it wouldn't take more than a few officers complying to corrupt the election.



IV. After Election Day

As soon as the polls close, Trump and other Republicans will try to stop the counting of votes. Scholars have documented a phenomenon called the "red mirage" or "blue shift," in which early results seem more favorable to Republicans, but as mail-in ballots, provisional ballots, and tallies in slow-counting Democratic-leaning cities and states trickle in, Democrats' outcomes look better.

In 2020, with many states still counting, Trump spoke at the White House early on the morning of November 4 and demanded that no new votes be included in tallies. "Frankly, we did win this election. We did win this election," he said. "So our goal now is to ensure the integrity for the good of this nation. This is a very big moment. This is a major fraud in our nation. We want the law to be used in a proper manner. So we'll be going to the U.S. Supreme Court. We want all voting to stop."

In his blocked executive order on elections this spring, Trump instructed the attorney general to target states that allow the counting of votes that arrive after Election Day (but are postmarked by then), arguing that "federal law establishes a uniform Election Day across the Nation" and that any ongoing counting is thus illegal. Even if that goes nowhere, Republicans will use the same argument in lawsuits seeking to throw out any such votes. This will be only the start of the lawfare. A flurry of lawsuits in close House districts or states with close Senate races will aim to give Republican candidates an edge.

To see how this might look, consider a 2024 race for the North Carolina Supreme Court. Early returns suggested that the Republican Jefferson Griffin had defeated the incumbent Democrat, Allison Riggs, but once every ballot was counted, Riggs took a narrow lead, which was confirmed by multiple recounts. Griffin then filed suit seeking to throw out thousands of votes. Some were overseas ballots, including from military voters, that did not include photo ID; others were in heavily Democratic counties, from voters whose registration did not include a Social Security number. Everyone agreed that these ballots had been cast in accordance with the rules of the election at the time, but Griffin wanted to change the rules after the fact. He almost succeeded, with the help of favorable rulings from GOP-dominated state courts, before a federal judge shut him down.

In the days after the 2026 elections, Republicans will announce that Democratic victories are fraudulent. They may point to alleged deficiencies in voting machines, using Trump's decertification mandate as a starting point, but many candidates have previously just relied on rumor and innuendo. Republicans will demand that elections be invalidated or rerun because they are tainted.

At the same time, Republican leaders--including Trump--will be working the phones, trying to recruit local and state election officials to help. In 2020, Trump called many local GOP officials seeking assistance, most infamously asking Georgia Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger to "find" him almost 12,000 votes. Given that he was caught on tape doing so and has thus far faced no repercussions, Trump has no reason not to do it again. The pressure he exerted in 2020 didn't work, in part because many Republican officials refused to abet his schemes, but in some places, these officials have been replaced by election deniers and MAGA loyalists. Trump might, for instance, call someone like Linda Rebuck--the chair of North Carolina's Henderson County board of elections, who was reprimanded last year for sending false election information to state legislators--or leaders in Cochise County, Arizona, who recently asked Attorney General Bondi to investigate the results of the 2022 election, which they themselves failed to certify on time.

Even the best-intentioned official might bend under pressure from the White House, because it's very hard to say no to the president of the United States when he asks for a favor--especially if the alternative is doxxing, harassment, political ostracism, or worse. And if that prospect doesn't sway them, a threat from the Justice Department might. How many county clerks are willing to trust their own legal advice over an order from the attorney general?

Stephen Richer, a Republican who was elected the Maricopa County recorder in 2020, described to me what it was like when he and other GOP officials defended the integrity of local elections. Like other Republicans who contradicted Trump, he was chased from office, losing a primary to a MAGA-aligned candidate. "It is incredibly lonely," he said. "Very few people will have your back, especially if you're a Republican. There is no constituency." Standing up to Trump can stymie a political career, as it did for Richer, or lead to criminal jeopardy, as it has for Krebs.

In 2020, Trump also contemplated seizing voting machines. The ostensible reason was to search for evidence of fraud, but taking possession of the machines creates its own huge risk of fraud, and would destroy any trust in results. Aides drafted executive orders instructing the Defense Department or DHS to seize machines, but, amid resistance from advisers, Trump never went forward with the plan. Now he's surrounded by aides more likely to encourage his most outrageous ideas.

If all of that fails, Republicans could attempt to refuse to seat Democrats who are elected. The House is the arbiter of its own members, and on several occasions--in 1985, for example, during an election that came down to a handful of votes--the body has refused to seat the winner as certified by a state. With Trump blowing wind into flimsy fraud allegations, the House GOP caucus could try to use them to preserve a narrow majority.

The backdrop to all of this will be the possibility of violence by Trump supporters if they believe the election is being stolen. Just as the Krebs investigation is a warning to anyone who might publicly contradict Trump, the president's mass clemency for people involved in the January 6 riot--including those convicted of violent attacks on police officers--is a signal to anyone who might act to assist the president's cause that he will help them out afterward. The insurrection failed the first time, but the second try might be more effective.



V. The Way Out

The most important defense against losing our democracy is the same thing that makes it a democracy in the first place: the people. An engaged electorate, demanding clean elections and turning out in force, has been the strongest and most consistent bulwark against Trump. "It is going to require that every single American do everything in their power to ensure that elections happen, to ensure that they are free and fair, and to push back on this extremism," Skye Perryman, the president and CEO of Democracy Forward, told me.

The burden will fall especially on local election workers, who will be more prepared than they were six years ago but also more battered. In a survey this spring conducted by the Brennan Center, four in 10 local election officials said they'd received threats; six in 10 said they worried about political interference. They also worry about funding shortfalls. State and local governments are facing smaller budgets, and since 2020, many states have banned private donations for election administration.

Election officials are deluged by requests for information or demands that certain voters be removed from rolls--even when the law doesn't provide for purges. Remaining apolitical has become next to impossible. "We have been asked to definitively say whether the 2020 election was fair and legitimate," Natalie Adona, the registrar of voters in Marin County, California, told me. "I can say without a doubt that that election was fairly decided. Does that now mean that I have made a partisan statement?"

At a previous job elsewhere in California, Adona had to obtain a restraining order because of persistent harassment. In Detroit in 2020, a mob tried to break into a vote-counting center. Since then, poll workers have been doxxed, received death threats, and faced persistent verbal abuse. One result is that many experienced officials have left their jobs. Those who remain are forced to make plans for their physical safety--at polling places, but also at facilities where votes are counted, and even at home.

Despite all of this, there are reasons for hope. Even in a competitive-authoritarian system, recent examples show, elections can defeat incumbents. Scholars consider Poland one of the most encouraging stories in the cohort of the world's backsliding democracies. Starting in 2015, the country saw a steady drop in freedom. The ruling Law and Justice party pursued many of the same strategies that Trump has now adopted, or might yet. But in the 2023 parliamentary elections, a coalition of pro-democracy opposition parties was able to defeat Law and Justice, carried to victory on the strength of an astonishing 74 percent turnout among voters.

The midterm elections could be a similarly pivotal moment for American democracy. Defending the system in 2026 won't guarantee clean elections in 2028, but failing to do so would be catastrophic. Trump will exploit any weaknesses he can find; any damage to the system will encourage worse rigging in two years, and maybe even a quest for a third term. And if the president has two more years to act without any checks, there may not be much democracy left to save in 2028.



This article appears in the December 2025 print edition with the headline "The Coming Election Mayhem."
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'California Is Allowed to Hit Back'

Democrats are ready to match the GOP's gerrymandering ruthlessness. Will voters go along?

by Russell Berman

Mon, 27 Oct 2025




Updated on October 29 at 11:23 a.m. ET.

When I found Darshan Smaaladen earlier this month, she had joined several hundred of her neighbors at a "No Kings" demonstration in Orange County, California. Not that she was there to protest. "Rallies are great," Smaaladen told me, "but they don't get people out to vote."

A year ago, Smaaladen had helped lead a successful campaign to recall two ultraconservative members of her local Orange County school board. Now the 52-year-old mother of three was using the "No Kings" protest as a campaigning ground for Proposition 50, the ballot measure orchestrated by Governor Gavin Newsom that would redraw California's district map to add as many as five Democratic seats to the party's column in Congress. The outcome of the November 4 referendum could determine whether Democrats have a real shot at winning back the House in next year's midterm elections.

Advocates and opponents of Prop 50 have already spent more than $200 million on ads starring political luminaries such as Barack Obama and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez on the "yes" side and Arnold Schwarzenegger on the "no" side. In an era of permanent campaigning, this race has become the closest thing America has to a snap election: At Newsom's urging, the California legislature placed the initiative on this fall's ballot in August as a response to Republican gerrymandering in Texas and elsewhere, directed by Donald Trump and his allies.

The campaign's final weeks have turned into a statewide scramble to persuade California voters to temporarily override the independent redistricting commission that they approved less than two decades ago. The Democratic Party's organizers have found plenty of voters who are eager for the chance to stand against the president and, in Newsom's words, "fight fire with fire" in the gerrymandering wars. "When you talk to people, it's not nuanced. Democrats react really well to an anti-Trump message," Florice Hoffman, the chair of the Democratic Party in Orange County, told me.

Read: How Democrats tied their own hands on redistricting

But organizers have also encountered a worrisome amount of confusion and apathy among Democrats who are not yet sold on matching the GOP's ruthlessness, Smaaladen told me. "Democrats are a group that loves transparency and equity," she explained. "And so lining things up in a way that's nonequitable is difficult. It takes a few steps to get people to understand that it's not just about California. It's about the nation."

The Democrats' simplest message is to make the election about Trump, who is leaning on Republican lawmakers to aggressively gerrymander as many states as they can in the hopes of pushing the House majority out of reach for Democrats. In addition to remapping Texas, the GOP has already redrawn the lines in Missouri and North Carolina, and it could target seats in Ohio, Indiana, Kansas, and Florida in the coming months. Democrats will try to redraw the map in Virginia and might try to squeeze additional seats out of their strongholds in Maryland and Illinois, but they have fewer opportunities to gerrymander than Republicans do.

California is by far the Democratic Party's best chance to cut into the GOP's nationwide advantage. In addition to targeting five seats that Republicans currently hold, the Democrats' proposal would shore up several of the party's incumbents in competitive districts. GOP lawmakers in Texas were able to redraw the state's map on their own. Yet in California, because a 2010 referendum took redistricting power away from state legislators, Democrats have to put their plan to a vote. Prop 50 would implement a newly gerrymandered map that would hold until the next decennial census, in 2030, when an independent commission would again draw the lines. "There is no Plan B," Representative Pete Aguilar, the third-highest-ranking House Democrat, whose district includes the Inland Empire, east of Los Angeles, told me. "We have to win this." I asked Aguilar if Democrats could still win the House majority next year if the measure fails. He said they could, but "it would be incredibly, incredibly hard."

Republicans have tried to counter the Democrats' anti-Trump campaign by framing the ballot initiative as a power grab by Newsom and the opening shot to his all-but-certain 2028 bid for the presidency. But to win in such a heavily Democratic state, a partisan appeal won't be sufficient. "The challenge for the opposition," says Dan Schnur, a longtime GOP strategist in California who is now an independent, is convincing voters "that their belief in democratic reform is as strong as their feelings about Trump."

As I traveled around Orange County--the state's most closely divided political battleground--I heard a version of the same argument from critics of Prop 50. "I believe they're wrong in allowing Texas to do what they're doing," Mary Kay McElmeel, a retired real-estate agent, told me in Mission Viejo. But, she added, "if somebody does wrong, you don't try to do a bigger wrong."

When Smaaladen hears this line while speaking with voters, she turns the conversation toward parenting. "I've always told my children never to hit people. But if somebody were to bully your child on the playground and assault them, that child has a right to hit back," she told me.  "I believe that Texas assaulted democracy and that California is allowed to hit back."

"So sometimes," Smaaladen concluded, "two wrongs do make a right."

Will O'Neill, the 42-year-old former mayor of Newport Beach, was standing in the middle of a quiet street on a chilly morning earlier this month, complaining about all the evils of gerrymandering. "We need voters to have the ability to push back on their representatives when they get too far out of line," he told me. "And congressional gerrymandering for partisan purposes tends to lead to more extreme outcomes. It's not good for communities."

If the argument sounds familiar, it's because Democrats spent the first two years of Joe Biden's presidency making it, as part of their failed effort to ban gerrymandering across the country. But O'Neill is no Democrat: He's the chair of the Republican Party of Orange County. O'Neill had brought me to this unusual meeting spot in Mission Viejo because the congressional map that Democrats have proposed for California includes a district line drawn down the center of the suburban street we were standing on. If the measure passes, the houses on one side of the street would fall into a Democratic district that's currently represented by Dave Min, and the houses on the other side would stay with GOP Representative Young Kim. Other lines, O'Neill told me, cut through backyards.

It's not actually all that unusual for a congressional district to bisect a street; map makers in both parties are notorious for drawing lines that split communities of interest, stretch hundreds of miles in one direction or another, and generally look silly on paper. Courts have repeatedly struck down Republican-drawn maps on the grounds that they constitute illegal racial gerrymanders designed to dilute the electoral power of Black voters, who overwhelmingly cast Democratic ballots. To O'Neill, the crude partitioning of Mission Viejo is evidence of the Democrats' haste and hypocrisy. "You can't say that you're keeping communities of interest together at the same time you're drawing maps like that," he said.

O'Neill isn't necessarily wrong. Democrats readily concede that they are betraying principles of good governance in trying to gerrymander California. But in the face of Trump's naked aggression, they no longer care. "I support and love an independent redistricting commission. I want one in all 50 states," Aguilar told me. But, he said, "I'm tired of Democrats disarming and doing the right thing while 42 other states play by a different set of rules. It's just ridiculous."

To motivate their base, Republicans are trying to make a distinction between what Texas did to its map and what Newsom has proposed for California. In Texas, they argue, Republican lawmakers were acting to avoid a lawsuit by the Trump administration, which wrote a letter to Governor Greg Abbott accusing the state of using a congressional map that violated the Voting Rights Act. California is facing no such threat.

"California and Texas are completely different scenarios," Mark Meuser, a lawyer who plans to challenge California's new map in court should voters approve it, told me. Meuser was in Laguna Hills to speak at a luncheon of the Southern California Area Republican Women, where he made an impassioned case that although Texas Republicans had been merely trying to fix unconstitutional districts, California Democrats would be taking a perfectly legal congressional map and rendering it unconstitutional.

The argument was a hit with his audience, a group of staunch Republicans who ate their salads in a hotel ballroom decorated with cardboard cutouts of Trump. And Meuser hopes that if the case makes it to the Supreme Court, the conservative majority will agree with him. But politically, it's quite a stretch. Meuser works for the law firm founded by Harmeet Dhillon, a California Republican who left to become the Trump administration's assistant attorney general for civil rights. In that role, Dhillon wrote the July letter that launched this year's nationwide gerrymandering battle, informing Abbott that the Justice Department believed several Texas districts constituted "illegal racial gerrymanders" under the Voting Rights Act.

Dhillon's objection was both creative and, to the administration's critics, deeply cynical, considering that the Trump administration is urging the Supreme Court to weaken the same voting protections it accused Texas of violating. In the months since, Republicans in Texas and Washington, D.C., have acknowledged that the Dhillon letter is little more than legal pretext for a political power play. "I got the highest vote in the history of Texas, and we are entitled to five more seats," Trump said in August.

Listen: If the Voting Rights Act falls

The president's candor doesn't help his party's cause in California. After Meuser's speech, I asked him whether Trump's statements--and similar admissions by other Republicans--make his task harder. "It shouldn't, but probably to some degree it does. Judges are human beings," Meuser replied. "The political narrative--I can't just wash it away."

Meuser's frustration is a familiar feeling for Republicans in California, who could end up suffering for the national party's redistricting offensive. No Republican has won a statewide election in nearly 20 years; the state GOP's most influential federal official, former House Speaker Kevin McCarthy, was booted after just nine months in 2023. After next year's midterms, if Prop 50 passes, Republicans might hold just four of California's 52 House seats.

In Washington, Republicans now wield more power than they have in more than a century. But as their statewide clout continues to diminish, California Republicans can celebrate only so much. Kira Davis, a GOP podcaster and member of the club Meuser spoke to, compared the awkward dynamic to "waking up with your dad's new family on Christmas morning."

"All of his new kids are opening their PlayStation 5 and their remote-control cars," Davis told me afterward, "and you're in the corner opening the lump of coal in your stocking. That's what it feels like to be a Republican in California."

Long a bastion of Reagan Republicanism, the sprawling suburbs south of Los Angeles have shifted leftward during the 21st century. Orange County's population is now close to evenly split among white, Latino, and Asian residents, and beginning in 2018, Democrats narrowly overtook Republicans in registration advantage. Since then, its congressional races have been some of the hardest-fought--and most expensive--in the country. "Orange County has become the quintessential purple county in America," Jon Gould, the dean of UC Irvine's School of Social Ecology, told me. "All of the trends that we have seen in American politics over the last 30 years show up, and in some cases, show up first in Orange County."

Although Kamala Harris narrowly carried the county last year, the margin was much lower than Biden's edge over Trump in 2020. In a rare point of pride for local Republicans, their Senate candidate, the former Dodgers and Padres star Steve Garvey, won more votes than Adam Schiff in Orange County, even as Schiff won in a rout statewide.

Democrats know that they can pass Prop 50 without carrying Orange County. But a win there would guarantee victory statewide, and the county party sees the campaign as an unexpected opportunity to reconnect with voters who soured on Democrats and stayed home in last year's election. "This is an organizer's dream," Jeffrey Cardenas, the Orange County Democrats' organizing director, told me. "It's exactly what we needed."

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

We were speaking at the party's county headquarters in Anaheim, where on a Wednesday night a small group of volunteers was phone banking. A half-eaten pizza sat on the table, and the volunteers rang a bell every time they secured another commitment of support. Louise Larsen was making calls to Democrats in her GOP-leaning community of Westminster, trying to recruit volunteers to knock on doors. She told me that she understood the unease over the initiative but that she didn't want "to give Trump one more crumb of leverage" in Washington. "We've got to do what we've got to do" to win back power, Larsen told me. "And then we can play fair."

Cardenas told me that the number of no-shows at canvassing events--what organizers call the "flake rate"--was much lower than in the past. "Our base is fired up," he said. Still, he wasn't quite ready to predict victory.

Polling has trended in the "yes" side's direction lately: A CBS News survey released last week found that 62 percent of California respondents were planning to vote for Prop 50, up from a slim majority in polls earlier in October. Historically, undecided voters tend to break against contentious ballot measures in California. Yet Prop 50 is different from most other referenda because its support is so tied to party lines. Californians also have to want to vote for the measure--it's the only thing on the ballot this year.

Last week, the Department of Justice announced that it will monitor polling sites in five California locations, including Orange County, next month. Republicans have also been growing more pessimistic as the election nears. "Watch how totally dishonest the California Prop vote is!" Trump fumed on Truth Social over the weekend.

On the day I met Darshan Smaaladen, she had deployed canvassers to knock on doors on the streets surrounding the "No Kings" rally; their list included the houses of Republicans and independents. As we walked, the volunteers told me they had generally been encouraged by the support they'd found for Prop 50. But the compressed nature of the campaign was evident in the confusion they encountered among some voters--especially those who have not closely followed the news. One canvasser said she had swayed some Democrats who wrongly assumed the party wanted them to vote "no." Faye Carroll, a retiree in her 80s, told the volunteers that she would definitely be voting but needed to read more about the issue. When I asked her what she thought about the Republican gerrymandering in Texas that had spawned the ballot initiative, Carroll replied, "I didn't know about that."

One of the canvassers, a 51-year-old history teacher named Heather Chapman, said the group has also met Democrats who don't particularly like the referendum and the brass-knuckle politics it represents. These are the voters who could ultimately decide its fate and, with their choice, tip the balance of power in Congress. "They're like, 'In normal times, I would so not be for this. This is not how it's supposed to work,'" Chapman told me. To that she simply replies: "Yeah, there is nothing about this that's normal."
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What Trump Could Learn From Ulysses S. Grant

The last American crisis over civilian-military relations ended with a general's historic choice.

by Kori Schake

Mon, 27 Oct 2025




The American military is not supposed to intervene in domestic politics. This is the long-standing norm governing U.S. civil-military relations. The Constitution asserts civilian control over the military, divided between the executive and legislative branches, as a means of preventing the military from becoming a partisan force of domestic oppression.

President Donald Trump has destabilized this arrangement more than any president in recent memory. He has imposed National Guard forces on unwilling governors and mayors on the dubious grounds that American cities are more violent than battlefields in Afghanistan. He has invoked laws designed to limit the domestic use of the military--the Insurrection Act, for example--for the opposite purpose. And he has openly encouraged military partisanship, such as when he held political rallies with military audiences at Fort Bragg and Naval Station Norfolk, encouraging them to cheer his disparagement of Democratic governors.

The last time the American military found itself under anything close to this kind of political pressure was during the constitutional crisis of 1866-67. At that time, Ulysses S. Grant was the commanding general of the U.S. Army. The Civil War had recently ended, and President Andrew Johnson faced monumental decisions: On what terms would his administration allow the readmission of Confederate states to the Union, and what civic and economic roles would Black Americans play in the antebellum South? Even as the administration struggled to bring the conquered southern states under its control, an insurgency took root there, terrorizing Black citizens, Republicans, and northern businessmen.

From the November 2023 issue: The patriot

Congress passed legislation calling for military rule over the South and active enforcement of the rights of Black citizens there. Johnson rejected this Reconstruction policy as illegitimate. He preferred a more lenient approach that would allow the southern states to govern themselves, even if this meant that Confederate leaders would regain power and impose policies that infringed on the rights of Black citizens.


This essay was adapted from Kori Schake's new book, The State and the Soldier: A History of Civil-Military Relations in the United States.



Grant was not a natural politician, but he was the most popular figure in the country at the time. Johnson pressed him to appear at partisan White House events, and Grant did as he was asked--he went so far as to participate in a three-week political barnstorming tour with Johnson. He was seen widely as providing cover for the president's policies, which were failing. Violence spiked in the South, and Johnson sent Grant to tour the region and produce an exculpatory report. Grant later repudiated that report because the insurgency, intent on restoring the antebellum order, had become impossible to ignore.

But why did he write it in the first place? Perhaps he believed that loyal service to the president meant propping up his unpopular policies. Maybe he was somehow unaware of the violence already terrorizing Black Americans and those who supported their rights. Perhaps his own political ambitions had begun to dawn, and he wanted to placate a public weary of the burdens of war. Whatever the reason, the moment was a low one--and it preceded a radical turn in Grant's thinking on Reconstruction and his relationship with the president.

Grant's most serious test came in 1866. Tensions between Johnson and Congress had come to a head. By now, the president believed that Grant and the military would side with Congress over the executive in matters of Reconstruction, and so he attempted to send Grant out of the country on an extended diplomatic mission to Mexico. Grant suggested the president instead send either General Philip Sheridan, who was already in the region, or General William Tecumseh Sherman. Grant privately told Sherman that he would disobey the order to go to Mexico because it was patently political, "a plot to get rid" of him during the constitutional crisis. But the president did not know this and instructed Sherman to take command of the army in Grant's absence. Sherman refused, informing the president--as Grant had not--that Grant wouldn't be going to Mexico.

Johnson castigated Grant for insubordination. He asked Attorney General James Speed whether the general could legally refuse an order to participate in the Mexico mission. Grant acknowledged that, as a serving officer, he had a responsibility to carry out the commander in chief's military orders, but he argued that the president had no authority over him beyond the military realm. Speed allowed Grant's justification and action to stand.

Johnson grew ever more erratic and confrontational. Grant wrote to General Sheridan that he feared the president would attempt to disband Congress by declaring it "illegal, unconstitutional, and revolutionary." Worried that the southern states might use the political fight as a spark to reignite the Civil War, Grant removed weapons from southern arsenals and instructed Sheridan that "commanders in Southern states will have to take great care to see, if a crisis does come, that no armed headway can be made against the Union." The concern was no exaggeration: Washington's control of the southern states was tenuous during this period, and the nation could have easily careened into another violent disaster.

That fall, Republicans made a strong showing in congressional elections, which exacerbated tensions with the president, ultimately leading to Johnson's impeachment. Congress passed the First Reconstruction Act, grouping the southern states into five military districts and requiring that any state that wished to govern itself ratify the Fourteenth Amendment and extend suffrage to Black men. Johnson vetoed the law, but Congress overrode the veto.

Congress also passed the Tenure of Office Act, denying the president the authority to dismiss congressionally confirmed Cabinet officers. The legislation was designed to protect Edwin Stanton, who was secretary of war and responsible for enforcing the Reconstruction Act. Congress extended the protection against removal to Grant--and additionally restricted the president from issuing orders directly to the five military governors, who were under Grant's command. The Second Reconstruction Act, passed in 1867, gave the military authority to supervise elections and register voters in the southern states.

Johnson argued that these legislative gambits impinged on presidential authority and violated the constitutionally mandated separation of powers. He fired Stanton, then appointed Grant to the role concurrent with his military assignment. Congress responded by threatening Grant with five years in jail and a $10,000 fine unless he relinquished the civilian role; Johnson offered to personally risk serving the jail time and pay the fine if Grant upheld the president's constitutional authority.

By this time, General Sheridan commanded the military district that included Texas and Louisiana. He was a staunch enforcer of Reconstruction who sometimes butted heads with the White House. At one point, he removed the governor of Louisiana for refusing compliance with Reconstruction--only for Attorney General Henry Stanbery to determine that military officers did not have the authority to suspend elected officials. Johnson ordered Grant to circulate Stanbery's opinion among military commanders. Grant did so, but he told the commanders that they could interpret the ruling any way they liked. Congress passed the Third Reconstruction Act later in 1867, explicitly authorizing military governors to suspend elected officials. Johnson vetoed the bill; Congress again overrode the veto.

From the December 1866 issue: Reconstruction

In a letter to Sheridan, Grant wrote: "There is a decided hostility to the whole Congressional plan for reconstruction at the 'White House,' and a disposition to remove you from the command you now hold. Both the Secretary of War and myself will oppose any such move, as will the mass of the people."

Johnson did fire Sheridan in 1867--and Grant objected, but acknowledged the president's authority rather than fighting it. However, Grant instructed new commanders not to reinstate the politicians Sheridan had removed. For this overt undermining of his policy, Johnson considered replacing Grant with Sherman, but Sherman again refused. On October 12, the president asked Grant whether he would support Congress if it called for Johnson to be arrested or deposed from office. Grant cryptically answered that he "should expect to follow orders."

Johnson's impeachment hearings would bring a historic culmination to the constitutional crisis in December 1867. That month, Grant was compelled to testify before the House Judiciary Committee. That the legislators questioned Grant about his policy differences with the president wasn't remarkable. However, he was called to do something more: In the heat of a conflict over constitutional powers, one constitutional authority over the military was directing America's senior military officer to indict the other constitutional authority over the military. Grant testified that he considered Congress, not the president, to be the controlling authority.

Grant's comportment in the Johnson administration was perhaps the most extraordinary instance in American history of outright insubordination by a military commander to the commander in chief. But his circumstances were also extraordinarily difficult: He served a president who refused the legislative authority of Congress at a moment when a violent insurgency gripped the South and Black Americans were attempting to take their rightful place as citizens. Congress impeached a president for the first time during this period, while also asserting powers perhaps beyond the constitutional boundaries of its authority.

Grant was forced to arbitrate the Constitution--to choose between its two sources of civilian oversight of the military. He followed the law: In peacetime, Congress's authority is supreme in matters of military policy. The commander in chief's authority is supreme only in wartime.

Today, Congress is not exercising that fought-for authority to constrain executive overreach, and the military cannot substitute for its failings. Grant initially stepped into the political fracas by accepting the secretary-of-war position, and Congress brushed him back. Now, as in Grant's day, the military cannot save the American people from the politicians they elected, or from the officials the Senate has consented to appoint. Both the problem and the remedy are civilian in nature. In fact, the only appropriate role for the armed forces in a political crisis is none at all--a verity that Grant came to appreciate only too well.



This essay was adapted from Kori Schake's new book, The State and the Soldier: A History of Civil-Military Relations in the United States.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2025/10/history-civil-military-relations/684640/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



My Quest to Find the East Wing Rubble

An entire part of the White House can't just disappear.

by Nancy Walecki

Sat, 25 Oct 2025

When the president of the United States decides to demolish the East Wing of the White House to construct a ballroom, all that stucco and molding and wood had to go somewhere. So I tried to find it.



I'd heard that the dirt from the East Wing demolition was being deposited three miles away, on a tree-lined island next to the Jefferson Memorial called East Potomac Park. So yesterday I drove around until I saw trucks and men in construction gear. They were congregating at an entrance to the public East Potomac Golf Links, where rounds of golf carried on as usual, except every few minutes, dump trucks entered the green.



The trucks would cut across the course to a cordoned-off site in the middle, where the grass had been torn away and replaced with piles of dirt. It did not look like much, but several employees at the site confirmed: This was not just any dirt. This was White House dirt. The precursor to the East Wing was constructed during Theodore Roosevelt's administration in 1902 and updated during Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration in the '40s. Maybe this was not just White House dirt but Roosevelt-era dirt. I gazed upon the golfers going about their games. Do they know, I wondered, that they are in the presence of such particularly American soil? 



I asked one employee what the plan was for all this dirt. "Oh, they're gonna turn it into another hole," he said. Other reporters have heard the same. But when I asked a different employee about it, he demurred; his boss drove by and said, "No comment" before my colleague Grace Buono had even asked him a question. Donald Trump has reportedly been considering rebranding East Potomac Golf Links as the Washington National Golf Course and giving it a makeover. He even mocked up a new golden logo for it that's nearly identical to those of the courses he owns. I suppose the East Wing demolition is an excellent source of soil. (The White House did not respond to my request for comment. It told CBS News that wood and plants from the site could end up being recycled for garden nurseries.)



To test if this really was a White House operation, Grace and I followed one of the trucks out of the golf course, past the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, to a path that normally leads to the White House but was blockaded. Suspicious! The guard let in the truck but not Grace and me, even though we tried to look important. So we went inside the nearby Milken Center for Advancing the American Dream, which has a second-story window that looked out over the barricades. We enjoyed the center's exhibit on the "American Dream Experience," which includes tape of a vintage Oprah Winfrey interview, while we watched four dump trucks stand in a line on Pennsylvania Avenue, presumably getting ready to haul some more debris from the demolished East Wing.



So far, though, we'd only seen dirt. The East Wing had housed the Office of the First Lady. It had a movie theater. It had an emergency bunker. The president might have been able to knock down part of one of the most cherished buildings in the United States in a matter of days, but he couldn't make its remnants poof into nothing. There had to be some concrete, some wood, some rebar, somewhere. I wanted to find the debris.



Generally, what happens to the White House's trash is secret--at least as of 2018, which was apparently the last time the federal government released any information on where Oval Office garbage goes. The General Services Administration, which oversees the White House's day-to-day operations, said back then that it does take out trash and recycling, but it did not reveal which company provides the service or where the refuse goes. But the interest in the East Wing demolition had been acute enough that a local-news outlet had identified one of the East Wing dump sites--an industrial park in Hyattsville, Maryland. We headed there.

This particular road in Hyattsville is the place to go if you need your car repaired or your roof redone. We stopped in at a roofing-supply company next to the dump site, where the man behind the counter simply said it was very sad that this part of the White House had been demolished. He asked that, if we found any debris, we bring him back a piece of rebar.



We had walked about 30 yards into the dump--mostly mounds of dirt and gravel--when a man in an American-flag T-shirt emerged from the guard house and asked why we were there. I guess two 20-something women in office wear stood out at a hard-hat-only industrial-waste site. When we told him, he said the site definitely was not housing White House debris. Not at all! Everyone else we tried to talk with at the site--a guy in a utility vehicle, two guys unloading the back of a pickup, two driving away--either ignored us or said they'd been told not to speak to the press.



We did not find rebar for the man at the roofing-supply company. We checked at another nearby dump, which someone at a neighboring business told us might be the sort of place that would receive White House debris, but we found nothing there, either. Somewhere in the greater D.C. area, the remains of the East Wing are being processed. However much the White House, sometimes called the People's House, means to Americans, it can still be crumbled into rubble and trucked away. At least the East Potomac Golf Links might get a new hole, which presumably anyone will be able to use, for $42 plus the cart rental.



Additional reporting by Grace Buono. 
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What Progressives Keep Getting Wrong

Graham Platner is the perfect embodiment of the left's strategy for returning to power. This is a problem.

by Jonathan Chait

Sat, 25 Oct 2025




The Maine Democratic Senate candidate Graham Platner has absorbed enough oppo research to kill half a dozen healthy candidacies. Among the stream of revelations, Platner has called himself a Communist, hinted at political violence, labeled all cops bastards, broadly described rural white people as racist and stupid, downplayed sexual assault, and mocked gay people.

He recently covered and apologized for a skull-and-crossbones tattoo associated with the Nazi SS, claiming he hadn't been aware of its political connotations. There is a famous comedy sketch in which an SS officer, finally noticing in the final stages of war that SS caps feature "little pictures of skulls," is moved to wonder: "Are we the baddies?" The joke is that it took until 1945 for this Nazi to grasp the symbolism of the death's-head logo. Yet Platner spent 18 years blissfully unaware of the implications of the symbol inked on his torso.

Platner is toughing it out, as scandal-plagued candidates almost always do. What's surprising is that his supporters appear completely unfazed by the bad-news avalanche. Rather than abandon his candidacy, or even back off slightly until they've seen the end of the damaging stories, they have accepted his apologies and backed him to the hilt. "I suspect that Graham Platner is not the only American to have gone through a dark period," Senator Bernie Sanders explained.

Tyler Austin Harper: How 'big tent' are Democrats willing to go?

Indeed, progressives have treated the Platner revelations as a scandal revealing more about the perfidy of his enemies than about him. "Still like Graham Platner a whole lot more than I like the prim little hall monitors digging up dirt on him, sorry," Ben Burgis, a philosophy professor and Jacobin contributor, wrote on X. "Not to overstate it, but this is a crucial moment for the Democratic Party," Ryan Grim, a former D.C. bureau chief of The Intercept, argued on X. "If they decide that normal people with some small skeletons in their closet (or inked on their chest) are not welcome, they are finished."

You'd think it would be possible for Democrats to find a normal person who is not a one-man Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. (Most normal people, in fact, would qualify.) But the left's continued embrace of Platner has a certain logic. Progressives have a theory of political change for which he remains, despite his massive and ever-expanding political baggage, the ideal prototype. That is, rather than abandon unpopular positions, Democrats should court voters by nominating more candidates who look like, talk like, and ideally even are working-class people.

The progressive donor network Way to Win recently held a conference in Washington, D.C., to advocate for the left-wing blueprint for regaining power. The conference's argument was that the party cannot compromise any of its left-wing social-policy commitments, as this would amount to "throwing constituencies under the bus." To the extent that a majority of Americans hold regressive social positions on issues such as immigration and trans rights, these "unacceptable" beliefs, in the words of one organizer, are a kind of false consciousness--a dire product of economic desperation and right-wing propaganda. The solution progressives propose is to avoid addressing these concerns at all by changing the subject to economics, advocating a left-wing populist program, and recruiting candidates who can speak to blue-collar white voters.

The conference's keynote speaker was Graham Platner, who is a perfect embodiment of this grand strategy.

He is, if not quite an authentic member of the proletariat, seemingly close enough. Platner is a brawny Marine veteran who works as an oysterman. As his candidacy emerged over the summer, a procession of left-leaning journalists made the trek to Maine (where some already summered regularly) to pronounce him the movement's next star.

The New Republic touted "The Political Awakening of the Oyster Farmer Taking on Susan Collins." "Can a Maine Oyster Farmer Defeat a Five-Term Republican Senator?" asked The New Yorker. "The only way we're going to get that is by sending up fighters from the working class who are willing to fight for the working class," Platner told The American Prospect.

The details of Platner's biography present a muddier picture than this working-class-hero account. Platner's grandfather Warren Platner was a famous modernist architect who designed the interiors of the Ford Foundation building in Manhattan. His father was a lawyer, and Platner attended private school. The bits about oyster farming and the Marines are real, however, and Platner does look the part--which is what matters in politics. The New Yorker quoted an excited online commentator who gushed, "Wow this guy looks like a progressive mind in [a] MAGA body."

Platner has become a progressive superstar because, in addition to having rare biographical military-farmer chops and central-casting proletarian looks, he does not break ranks with progressive orthodoxy. Platner wrote in a Reddit forum recently, "I stand right in the fucking way of anyone who's going to try to come after the freedoms of the LGBTQIA+ community." He doesn't just follow the progressive tactic of refusing to compromise on social issues and changing the subject to economics; he espouses the strategy overtly. "Talk about health care affordability, about housing affordability, about basic material issues," he told The New Republic. "Be who you are and stick to it and don't get dragged into the nonsense."

In a video of a town-hall appearance Platner's campaign posted online earlier this month, an attendee shouted about undocumented immigrants receiving benefits, The candidate responded by dismissing these concerns as a natural if unfortunate product of misinformation and economic scarcity: "People are propagandized, people are misinformed, but people are not stupid, and we shouldn't treat them as such. People are angry because they know they're being screwed. They might get lied to. They might get taken in ... People are being robbed. They're being robbed of their critical thinking. They're being robbed of their empathy."

While Platner sounded compassionate, his response gave himself and his party permission to ignore the substance of the "angry" views expressed by the voters they wish to court. The theory here is that progressives can win over these voters by convincing them that they have been manipulated into holding their socially conservative beliefs, rather than ceding any substantive ground.

The evidence strongly suggests this theory is bunk. People are more likely to vote for politicians who agree with them on issues, and politicians with moderate voting platforms tend to do better. The most reliable way to deal with voters holding views that are more centrist than yours is not to convince the voters they've been brainwashed, but to adopt more popular positions.

More radical politicians can do well in districts that have an overwhelming partisan tilt--Zohran Mamdani, despite being extremely unpopular nationally, can still win his campaign for New York City mayor because New York City is overwhelmingly Democratic--but this has no relevance to the problem of winning national majorities. All things being equal, a more extreme ideological profile is a handicap, not a benefit.

Jonathan Chait: The coming Democratic civil war

Platner's approach may yet work. He does possess charisma and a sympathetic background. Assuming he survives the primary next June, he would be running in a state that Kamala Harris won by seven points and that has not voted Republican in a presidential election since 1988. Democrats will almost certainly need to compromise with the electorate if they want to win majorities in both congressional chambers, but they might get away with not doing so in Maine.

But the reason Democrats are underdogs in this race is that its incumbent, Susan Collins, has won election after election by cultivating a reputation as a moderate, which illustrates the value of ideological moderation. So far, Platner is making little effort to do this. While he and his backers seem to believe his populist economic message is all upside, his former self-description as a "Communist" may be a potent general-election liability--although Platner has tried to use the Nazi-tattoo controversy to negate the Communist label. (If you average out both ideologies, he winds up as a safe moderate.)

The gushy New Republic profile from August proclaims that "what he's building now is rooted in the work of a lifetime." Given that Platner is disavowing things he posted on social media four years ago, maybe lifetime is the wrong word. But he is the product of a political movement that still has few better prototypes, and has invested too much hope to walk away just yet.
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The Shutdown Is a Knife at a Gunfight

The two sides may forge a deal, but what difference will it make to a president who doesn't respect Congress at all?

by David Frum

Fri, 24 Oct 2025




The shutdown of the federal government that began on October 1, now the second-longest in history, has also been called the "most bizarre" and the "weirdest." What makes this fight so unusual is that it is simultaneously the least angry of the five major shutdowns since 1990 and also the hardest to resolve.

Previous shutdowns were fought over specific grievances: Republican pressure against new taxes in 1990, then for spending cuts in 1995-96 and again in 2013; Democratic resistance to Donald Trump's border wall in 2018-19. At 35 days, that latter shutdown holds the record for the longest--for now.

David A. Graham: This is the shutdown that doesn't end

These specific grievances were never the whole story, but they enabled each side to explain itself and offered an exit when the time came to resolve the dispute. For example, the 2018-19 shutdown ended when Trump dropped his demand for a $5 billion appropriation for his wall.

The present shutdown was also triggered by a single issue: the COVID-era tax credits that subsidize health-insurance premiums under the Affordable Care Act, which Democrats want to extend before they expire at the end of the year. Yet a compromise over the stated cause will barely address the real issue at the center of this fight.

That real issue is Trump's challenge to Congress's constitutional taxing and spending powers. The president has refused to spend funds that Congress appropriated, and he is raising revenues that Congress never approved. Just today, for example, the Pentagon announced a so-called gift of $130 million from an unnamed Trump supporter to fund military pay during the shutdown. Raising funds from plutocrat allies in defiance of the legislature is something that the authors of the Constitution might have cited as a death spasm of republics. It follows Trump's plan to pay for a new ballroom by extracting $300 million or more from donors who surely expect something in return.

Trump is also raising about $30 billion a month in tariff revenues, again without a vote in Congress. He plans to spend those revenues on grants to his favored constituents, once more without a vote. The Supreme Court has given Trump at least temporary permission for some of his recent moves. Republicans who control the House and the Senate have largely acquiesced to his abuses. But the president's underlying view is abundantly clear from his words, deeds, and petty deepfake videos mocking Democratic leaders: Trump does not respect Congress.

This government shutdown, then, should be understood as a protest against Trump's bid to tax and spend without Congress's consent. But how do the president's opponents make a budget deal when the president does not regard anything that comes out of Congress as binding? Any concessions will mean little when they are so likely to be abandoned on a whim.

The president's allies in Congress seem keen to help him sideline lawmakers by keeping the House of Representatives closed through this fight. The Senate has remained in session, but the House has met on only 42 days since July 3. Trump's opponents accuse House Speaker Mike Johnson of keeping the lights off to protect the president from procedures to release materials from the Jeffrey Epstein sex-abuse case. Although Johnson denies this, he has yet to offer a convincing excuse for extending the House's summer vacation through the fall. Just as Trump devalues the work of Congress, Johnson is reinforcing the House's irrelevance.

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

Which brings us back to the larger predicament faced by congressional Democrats. They are trying to negotiate with a president who does not accept Congress's constitutional role--or his own constitutional limits.

Democrats chose Affordable Care Act subsidies--which benefit mostly Republican areas of the country--as their battlefield because they believed that ground to be uniquely favorable to them. So far, that instinct has proved correct. Polls unanimously report that Americans blame Republicans more than Democrats for this shutdown.

Trump and the Senate Republicans may soon have to hand the Democrats a victory on ACA subsidies. But that "win" will not change what actually sent Democrats into this battle. Trump rejects constitutional limits on his power. His party in Congress will heed his desires even if it means defying the Constitution and disempowering itself. These threats are bigger than health subsidies--bigger, even, than this shutdown. Every day, Trump comes to work to advance his bid for an American autocracy. That effort will continue, even after this weird shutdown finally ends.
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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 pleaded 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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The Real Worry About Trump's Deals With China

Today he's resolved little more than a crisis of his own making. What might he trade away later for such negligible gains?

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




President Donald Trump emerged from his highly anticipated meeting with Chinese leader Xi Jinping today with most of what he wanted from a deal with Beijing. Yet the agreement does little more than extricate Trump from crises of his own making. The pattern in Trump's dealings with China raises a long-term concern: that he will one day wind up sacrificing American interests in the pursuit of deals of questionable strategic importance.

Today's agreement, struck on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in South Korea, averts another escalation of tensions between the world's two great powers. China agreed to postpone expanding export controls on rare-earth metals for one year. Those controls, announced earlier this month, threatened to choke off the flow of rare earths into industries vital to American security, including semiconductors and weapons systems. In return, the Trump administration will pause a new rule it announced in September, which imposed U.S. export controls on certain subsidiaries of companies sanctioned by Washington. Trump also won't impose the additional 100 percent tariff on Chinese imports he'd announced in retaliation for Beijing's rare-earth controls.

According to Trump, China also met two of his other key demands: It agreed to resume purchases of U.S. soybeans, which it halted in the spring, and pledged to crack down further on the illegal fentanyl trade. In return, Trump will cut in half, to 10 percent, the tariffs he imposed on China earlier this year to pressure Xi to take firmer action on fentanyl.

Eric Schmidt and Selina Xu: China is building the future

In the end, Xi didn't give up very much. He largely withdrew measures he'd taken in response to Trump's policies. Most of these were meant to put pressure on the American president by exploiting his political vulnerabilities. China's ban on U.S. soybeans hit American farmers hard and created a political hassle for Trump, but China is the world's largest importer of soybeans, and buying a few from American farmers is hardly a major concession. Xi's new rare-earth controls might not have lasted much longer anyway, because they alienated not only the United States but many of China's trading partners. And how much stock to put into Xi's promise to clean up the illegal fentanyl trade is hard to know, given his long-standing reluctance to act. In return, Xi got Trump to remove more tariffs and hold off on export controls that could have been harmful to Chinese businesses.

Behind the theater of imposed and rescinded threats and controls, however, was a prospect of real substance to both countries--one that seems not to have come up in this meeting. The day before the meeting, Trump said he would discuss selling China Nvidia's most advanced AI chips, which are currently restricted by export controls. The mere possibility of such sales raised an alarm in Washington, where these restrictions are widely seen as crucial to U.S. security. Allowing China to get powerful chips that its own companies do not have the ability to produce would further not only Beijing's quest for dominance in AI but also its efforts to upgrade its military capabilities. In response to Trump's comment, the House Select Committee on China warned on social media that selling AI chips to China "would be akin to giving Iran weapons grade uranium."

That Trump's offhand remark would so quickly generate such a reaction is an indication of how little the U.S. foreign-policy establishment trusts Trump to defend American interests. China experts have feared that Trump, in his desire for deals with Xi, would trade issues of minimal strategic value, such as soybean purchases, for concessions that endanger core American interests. A relaxation of U.S.-technology controls would be an enormous win for Xi.

Beijing has pressed Washington to lift the chip controls since the Biden administration first introduced them in 2022. Success would benefit China's economic progress and redound to Xi's political credit. According to Bonnie Glaser, the managing director of the German Marshall Fund's Indo-Pacific program, what Chinese leaders most want from Trump is an end to the constant expansion of restrictions placed on their country. They care about this, she told me, "less because they are concerned about falling behind technologically than just a matter of politics and dignity."

That Trump would contemplate lifting those AI-chip restrictions demonstrates the extent to which he has broken with the general consensus in Washington about China. Both Democrats and Republicans, including members of Trump's own team, have held for some time that China is the primary threat facing the United States. Trump's decisions and comments in recent months suggest that he does not fully agree with that assessment. He has appeared to be interested mainly in cutting deals and expanding business opportunities with China. In a speech to business leaders in South Korea on Wednesday, Trump predicted that the outcome of his meeting with Xi would be beneficial to both sides. "That's better than fighting and going through all sorts of problems," he said.

Read: China gets tough on Trump

China's leaders may welcome the opportunity to sideline that old consensus on great-power competition. Dennis Wilder, an expert on U.S.-China relations at Georgetown University who served as a top aide on Asian affairs to President George W. Bush, told me that Trump "has personally gone in what the Chinese would think is the right direction"--toward a friendlier approach to China--and "what they want to do is keep him on that trajectory."

That could explain Xi's willingness to make deals with Trump. But Trump's apparent wavering on crucial issues could also encourage Xi to get more aggressive in pushing China's interests. Scott Kennedy, a senior adviser on China at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, told me that one possibility is that China's leaders "really believe that Trump is doing a great deal of harm to the United States, and that they ought to take advantage of this opportunity that won't come along very often to really make the U.S. suffer and lock in their advantages."

This week's get-together in South Korea may have served to remind Xi of just how much he gains from a Trump presidency. Trump departed the country shortly after his meeting with Xi, skipping out on the main summit of Asia-Pacific leaders. That left the field open for Xi to schmooze with his counterparts in a region where he seeks to expand Chinese influence. Trump may have left feeling that he won the day, but he can still lose the future.
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China Is Building the Future

The United States can learn from its technological success.

by Eric Schmidt, Selina Xu

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




After a months-long trade war between China and the United States, Presidents Donald Trump and Xi Jinping are scheduled to meet Thursday in Korea. Both countries seem to be angling for a truce; over the weekend, they announced a "framework" for a possible agreement.

The negotiations offer an occasion to stop to consider how China went from technological backwater to superpower in less than half a lifetime, and an opportunity for the United States to learn from that success. U.S. companies can work to regain hardware-manufacturing expertise, absorb knowledge and talent from some of China's best companies, and shift their approach toward AI, encouraging more practical applications and open-source innovation. The United States must accept that we can be better while not relinquishing our strengths.

If America focuses only on undermining its rival, it risks stagnating, and China might end up offering a more attractive vision of the future to the rest of the world than the United States can. What's at stake is America's ability to keep innovating and leading in the industries of the future.

In 1896, Li Hongzhang, a diplomat from imperial China, arrived in the United States for the first time. China, then under Qing dynasty rule, had yet to fully undergo the Industrial Revolution. The year before, the Chinese had suffered a humiliating defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War, and the country painfully awoke to its own backwardness. Li was stunned by New York City's tall buildings, rising 20 stories or more, and remarked to American reporters that he had "never seen anything like them before." He told them: "You are the most inventive people in the world."

Read: China gets tough on Trump

Nearly a century later, in 1988, Wang Huning--then a Fudan University professor and now the fourth-most-powerful man on China's politburo--visited the United States and experienced a similar "future shock." After the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, Communist China's GDP was a mere 6 percent of America's. During his six months in the United States, Wang marveled at the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, credit cards, computers, the Discovery space shuttle, and research universities such as MIT. "If the Americans are to be overtaken," he later wrote, "one thing must be done: surpass them in science and technology."


Lianhuashan Park in Shenzhen, China (Yan Cong / Bloomberg / Getty)



These days, it's the foreigners visiting China who often experience future shock, astonished by the towering skyscrapers, high-speed rail, megabridges, and ubiquitous electric cars, super-apps, and trifold smartphones. China has become an innovation powerhouse. The country now accounts for 70 percent of the world's granted AI patents, 75 percent of global patent applications in clean-energy technology, 41 percent of granted patents in the life sciences and biotechnology, and more patent applications in fusion technology than any other country. Eight of the world's top 10 institutions by research output are in China, according to the Nature Index. China is debuting not just pilotless flying taxis but also legions of robots, the Tiangong space station, the world's largest hydropower project, a leading hypersonic-weapons arsenal, and more. Standing on its streets, as we did on a visit this past July, one can feel the country's intense desire to leapfrog into the future.

Of course, China's economic success has not been accompanied by political liberalization--as some expected when it joined the World Trade Organization. The United States became the world's superpower because of its openness, dynamism, and embrace of capitalism and democracy. American companies have thrived in a free market and under an independent judiciary, with state power diffused among various levels and branches of government. China, meanwhile, has adopted a "state capitalist" system that puts stability ahead of individual freedoms and gives the Chinese Communist Party economic control. That has led to chronic overregulation, which in turn has chilled investment, battered profits, and driven high-profile entrepreneurs out of public view. The Chinese economy, which is still smaller than the U.S. economy, is now battling overcapacity, a prolonged property slump, soaring youth unemployment, and weak domestic consumption.

Yet China has proved surprisingly resilient in the face of these headwinds, amid narratives about its decline. China is the world's top manufacturer and exporter. It produces more than two-thirds of electric vehicles globally, four in five solar modules and battery cells, and about 60 percent of the planet's wind turbines, and it processes the great majority of rare-earth minerals, which are crucial for creating technologies as varied as chips and fighter jets. Even as its economy slows, China has continued to make significant technological advances.

The experience of visiting a Xiaomi store is like walking into a supermarket for high-tech gadgets. The first thing you see is the company's latest YU7 electric sport utility vehicle (which was ordered 289,000 times within an hour of going on sale). White-veneer tables display smartphones and tablets. Then comes an array of smart appliances that can be managed on a phone: rice cookers, robot vacuum cleaners, air purifiers, TVs, and even dumbbells.

When Xiaomi was founded, in 2010, many people derided it as an Apple copycat. Today Xiaomi is one of China's most valuable companies, with a market value of about $150 billion. It's become a cult brand for Gen Z consumers who fill their homes with its products, and was one of the first tech giants in the world to actually manufacture a car. Xiaomi launched its first EV in 2024, just three years after its founder, Lei Jun, had publicly claimed that making cars would be his "last entrepreneurial project." One month before the launch, Apple had announced that it was shutting down its own project to build an EV, which had soaked up $10 billion over the course of a decade.

Xiaomi's success reflects a distinctive characteristic of many Chinese tech companies: They build their own hardware. Xiaomi can more easily invent new products, because those products can be quickly prototyped, refined, and shipped at scale. The company has invested in some 430 companies; many of them are other hardware start-ups that offer their own manufacturing expertise, including in the core components of EVs--batteries, chargers, lidars, sensors. Xiaomi also built a highly automated factory that the company says can produce a car, the SU7 model, every 76 seconds.

Xiaomi's success has also been possible because of suppliers, infrastructure, and technical expertise that already existed in China. In China, electricity is cheap, construction happens quickly, and the workforce is skilled across various physical technologies. In a matter of a decade, China has installed nearly half of the industrial robots in the world, more than 70 percent of the world's total high-speed rail, more than half of the world's 5G base stations, and an electricity system that has more than double the generating capacity of the United States.

Xiaomi isn't unique. Huawei has expanded from building telecom equipment and phones to supplying car parts. Alibaba, the e-commerce giant, is now developing inference chips for its Qwen series of AI models. XPeng, a carmaker, is starting to test humanoid robots. Not all of these ventures will succeed, but the expertise they cultivate among workers, and the supply chain they put in place, can be transferred to the next industry of the future.

The United States stands to benefit from Chinese companies' hardware-manufacturing expertise. If Americans want to bring back manufacturing to the country, we need to think of ways to absorb the Chinese talent and firms that want to enter our market and build on our shores.

The buzzword of the year in China is involution, which refers to excessive competition with ever-slimmer profit margins. As a glut of companies has competed domestically, price wars have afflicted food-delivery giants, electric carmakers, solar-panel manufacturers, and even AI-chatbot makers. When we attended the World AI Conference in Shanghai this summer, every company we encountered wanted to expand overseas, including into the United States. But the only path that many Chinese founders see is to keep grinding to compete domestically. In September, Xi acknowledged that involution is a problem. The Chinese government has urged companies to enhance their competitiveness through innovation and quality, rather than price-cutting.

Read: China is losing the chip war

Much of the competition in China is engendered by the way that the post-reform economy is set up. In China, provincial and municipal governments work like venture capitalists, trying to lure entrepreneurs to their jurisdictions with preferential policies and tax subsidies. The latest poster child is Hangzhou with its "Six Little Dragons"--a group of tech companies that includes start-ups such as the robot-maker Unitree and a Neuralink competitor named BrainCo, as well as the AI company DeepSeek. Other local governments, such as Guangdong and Shandong, are trying to emulate Hangzhou, which has business-friendly policies and a strong university.


Employees work on the production line at Xiaomi's electric vehicle factory in Beijing. (VCG / Getty)



Competition has its drawbacks, but it has encouraged Chinese companies to differentiate, and helped to diversify the tech sector in China. When it comes to AI, China is pursuing more than just the scaling of large language models (in part due to an insufficient supply of advanced chips under U.S. export controls). DeepSeek, for one, has led the way in improving the efficiency of the technical architecture of its AI models, dramatically reducing costs. Many start-ups are focused on embodied AIs that interact with the real world. Others are specializing in sector-specific applications for AI, such as elderly care and police patrol. Meanwhile, research institutes are exploring alternatives to neural networks (models that emphasize learning by ingesting reams of data and recognizing patterns), including cognitive architectures that can reason with only small amounts of data.

Competition has also spurred companies and local governments to adopt AI as quickly as possible. By some estimates, at least 72 provincial and municipal authorities in China have deployed DeepSeek in their daily operations and in providing public services. Hospitals, EV companies, and home-appliance brands have raced to integrate the newest AI models. In August, China's State Council issued a set of guidelines to local governments about how to implement the national "AI+" initiative, which aims to embed AI across sectors.

The United States doesn't want excessive domestic competition like China has. But it can take a cue from China's diversified approach to AI, and to technology generally. Integrating the AI that's already available into traditional and emerging industries will allow more people to experience the benefits of the technology. The United States should also encourage more unexpected, creative, and practical uses of AI, including in science, education, and health care.

The southern coastal city of Shenzhen, a sleepy fishing village turned bustling, high-tech metropolis, is emblematic of China's opening up since the 1980s. In February, one of us visited the district of Huaqiangbei in Shenzhen, home to the world's largest electronics wholesale market, a cluster of multistory malls and open-air street markets with stalls selling every imaginable electronics part. There's a joke that every lost phone in the world ends up in Huaqiangbei.

Not long ago, Huaqiangbei was closely associated with the term shanzhai, often used to refer to cheap, low-quality counterfeit and copycat products--for example, iPhone lookalikes running Android operating systems. But as more and more electronics were manufactured in Huaqiangbei, thousands of small-scale factories, design houses, and electronics sellers cropped up and figured out how to develop, manufacture, and ship new products at astonishing speeds. Huaqiangbei's bottom-up, porous manufacturing ecosystem eventually gave birth to some of China's biggest tech giants, including Huawei and DJI. Compared with just a decade and a half ago, many more stalls in Huaqiangbei now sell domestic brands, as well as more interesting creations--LED backpacks, dancing mini-robots, wearable surveillance cameras.

Today, with so many innovations emerging from Chinese companies, the term shanzhai seems to have lost its relevance.

At the same time, the idea of open-sourcing is very much alive in China's AI industry, and that has been a boon for China. Chinese companies regularly release information about the weights and training methods used to create AI models--essentially allowing users to download, modify, and adapt a model for free. (Weights are the numerical values that determine how much an AI should consider certain inputs over others.) When DeepSeek debuted, earlier this year, what was shocking was not just that a Chinese model had come close to American models, but that DeepSeek made its weights public. In the months since, China has seen a flurry of open-source AI models released from large companies--Alibaba, ByteDance, Baidu--as well as start-ups--Minimax, Moonshot AI, StepFun, and Z.ai.


People walk by installations advertising foldable smartphones in Shanghai. (VCG / Getty)



Soon, Chinese AI could become the norm for many parts of the world, especially the global South, in turn attracting more developers to China, increasing the competitiveness of Chinese technologies, and allowing China to shape global technological standards. This will be more consequential than the Belt and Road Initiative, through which China has doled out billions of dollars in infrastructure spending around the world. The Chinese government seems to recognize the power of open-source AI. The AI+ guidelines have a section on open-sourcing that calls for "tools with global reach and influence," and encourages universities to recognize open-source contributions as degree credits and reward contributions by faculty. We expect China to support the open-source approach in other technology sectors too.

Democratizing access to knowledge has traditionally been a major role of U.S. universities and research labs. Western open-source software has long driven innovation, including in programming languages and web browsers. U.S. tech companies should commit to staying open--collaborating with countries that want to use American technology, and open-sourcing more models and research.

In the 1980s and '90s, China flung open its doors for foreign firms to invest and set up production, in many cases through joint ventures; the foreign side provided the capital, technology, and export distribution, and the Chinese side opened and staffed the factories. Over time, these companies--including earlier entrants such as General Motors and Johnson & Johnson and relative newcomers such as Tesla--helped transform China into the world's mightiest factory.

Read: DeepSeek and the truth about Chinese tech

After years of learning from the West, China has become the most formidable technological peer that the United States has faced since the Cold War. In 1957, the Soviet Union's launch of the Sputnik satellite spurred scientific education and research in the United States. Congress created NASA and expanded science funding in schools to stay competitive. And it worked. The United States should be similarly spurred by China's technological prowess today.

If the United States really wants to reindustrialize, it needs to double down on what it does best, including supporting scientific research, enacting immigration policies that welcome the best talent from abroad, and reducing regulatory hurdles. But the U.S. tech sector also needs to acknowledge where it can do better, specifically when it comes to hardware expertise, the diversity of the AI industry, and the embracing of an open-source approach to tech.

The United States and China will and should continue to compete. But in specific areas, they would benefit from more cooperation. If the United States wants to revive and expand its manufacturing sector, especially when it comes to batteries, automotive parts, and renewables, part of a potential trade deal should allow Chinese companies to license their IP to U.S. businesses. This would allow Chinese companies to train American workers, create more jobs, and in turn bring back advanced manufacturing to the U.S. Chinese companies such as CATL have expressed a willingness to build American plants if allowed to by the Trump administration. The United States could even require Chinese firms to establish joint ventures with domestic firms. Of course, the United States shouldn't ignore national-security concerns, but it will have to weigh the need to reduce exposure to China with the need to stay competitive.

If the United States succumbs to hubris or animosity and refuses to see what China has done well, America could end up a more insular, protectionist nation, stuck with expensive made-in-America gadgets, high electricity prices, and diminished universities. And we might no longer be the world's preeminent superpower.
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Iran's Last Ally in the Middle East

Iraq is oil-rich and buzzing with new construction--yet it still can't get out from between the U.S. and Iran.

by Robert F. Worth

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




For more than three years, Iraq has managed to stay out of the headlines. Wars and insurrections have afflicted other parts of the Middle East, but Baghdad--a city whose name was once synonymous with suicide bombings and sectarian murder--has been spared. The highway from the capital's international airport was known as the world's most dangerous during the years I lived there, after the 2003 invasion by the United States; now it's lined with skyscrapers and high-rise apartment towers. Newly built bridges and overpasses have started to ease the city's notorious traffic.

But many Iraqis have told me they fear that the calm will not last. Iran has taken a beating from both the United States and Israel over the past year, and its vaunted "Axis of Resistance" lies in ruins. Iraq finds itself in the uncomfortable position of being the Islamic Republic's last major ally in the region and an economic lifeline for its cash-starved regime. President Donald Trump has said nothing about this relationship, even as he's continued to try to choke off Iran's economy with sanctions.

Now elections are approaching--Iraqis will vote for a new parliament on November 11--and the country's current prime minister, Mohammad Shia al-Sudani, is touting the country's relative calm and prosperity. His campaign emblem is a crane, symbolizing the construction boom of recent years. He's hired more than 1 million civil servants over the past year, salving the country's unemployment crisis (and putting the state at even greater risk of bankruptcy). But alongside the bullish mood are worries that Iraq could once again become a battleground between the United States and Iran.

From the January/February 2004 issue: Blind into Baghdad

Al-Sudani has presided over a period of soaring oil prices, thanks to the war in Ukraine, and rampant corruption. Putting a number on the sums of money siphoned into private hands is difficult, but several government insiders and businesspeople told me that this problem has gotten much worse since 2022, when the brazen theft of $2.5 billion in tax revenue became known locally as the "heist of the century" and a high-water mark for Iraqi corruption. Much of the stolen money ends up in the coffers of the Iran-backed oligarchs and militias that dominate Iraq's political scene.

"It's not by accident that we've had zero populist protests--everybody is getting paid off," one former government official told me, asking not to be named because he feared retaliation. "This is unsustainable. The moment oil goes down below a certain level, you can't make payroll. The moment that happens, you have bloody protests."

That's what happened in October 2019, when demonstrations against corruption and high unemployment broke out across Iraq, leading to street clashes that left hundreds of people dead. Two years of political turmoil followed, as then-Prime Minister Mustapha Kadhimi tried and failed to tame the Iran-backed Shiite militias known as the Popular Mobilization Front.

Those militias first emerged in 2014 to help the Iraqi army fight the ISIS insurgency. Unlike Kadhimi, al-Sudani has embraced and enriched them. He has handed out government contracts at a frantic pace and created a state-owned entity, the Muhandis General Company, that has been described as an Iraqi version of Iran's Revolutionary Guard Corps. Earlier this month, the U.S. Department of the Treasury sanctioned Muhandis, calling it a front for terrorist groups. The militias and their allies continue to benefit from the Iraqi government's "dollar auction"--a daily sale of U.S. currency that has long been a vehicle for large-scale fraud.

Al-Sudani has billed himself as a pragmatist. Iraq shares a porous 994-mile border with Iran, after all; the prime minister has to balance the interests of this powerful neighbor against those of an even more powerful partner in Washington. Some give him credit for trying to domesticate the Shiite militias. "These guys are still militants, but now they wear suits and are embedded within the state," Maria Fantappie, the director of the Middle East program at the Institute for International Affairs in Rome, told me. "Some would say that's better than having them outside, launching rockets at U.S. bases."

Still, in awarding government contracts, al-Sudani has skirted many of the usual procedures and safeguards. Doing so may have helped him get more bridges and roads built than some of his predecessors. But the favors he has done for the militias also raise troubling questions.

Earlier this year, Iraq's Ministry of Communications signed no-bid contracts with the Popular Mobilization Front and the Muhandis General Company for the maintenance of Iraq's fiber-optic grid and the construction of a new, alternative grid. The contracts, whose existence has not previously been reported, give the militias something they have long wanted: control over Iraq's data network. Several Iraqi officials and people in the telecom field told me that these contracts are troubling not just because of the opportunity they offer for illegal profiteering. The larger fear is about security: With the right kind of expertise, the militias or their patrons in Tehran could eventually use their control over the grid to surveil anyone in Iraq.

In a similar vein, al-Sudani recently tried to push through an exclusive 5G cellphone contract for a different consortium affiliated with the Popular Mobilization Front. A high-court judge has been holding up the contract, saying it raises questions of national security, but he may not be able to suspend it indefinitely.

Read: Iran's proxies are out of control

Those who defend al-Sudani say he is working within the limits of Iraq's post-2003 sectarian power-sharing system, known as muhasasa, which was meant to safeguard pluralism but has turned instead into a patronage mill. Some say al-Sudani, a Shiite from a small party, has been building a multisectarian coalition that could do well in the elections. But even if he wins a large bloc of votes, he will almost certainly remain politically captive to the dominant Shiite political faction, known as the Coordination Framework, which is backed by Iran and has strong ties to the militias. The margin for real political change is small.

Recent American presidents have reluctantly accepted the limits of Iraq's political system, pressing Iraqi leaders to distance themselves from Tehran but avoiding the kinds of measures that would tilt the country back into open conflict. Trump, who is not known for his patience with diplomatic compromise, may take a different approach.

The U.S. president has taken little notice of Iraq since he returned to office in January. But the recent decision of his Treasury Department to sanction the Muhandis General Company and two prominent Iraqi oligarchs has set off nervous whispers among Baghdad's kleptocrats.

"These guys are afraid," one former government official told me. "As long as the U.S. doesn't have a deal with Iran, the maximum-pressure campaign will continue. And that could mean going after them in Iraq."
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Why the Gaza Peace Deal Is Like an Anglican Wedding

Many parties have pledged to support the plan. But no one knows how to implement it.

by Graeme Wood

Sun, 26 Oct 2025




The October 13 peace summit in Sharm al-Sheikh--where Donald Trump assembled more than 30 world leaders, including Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and (for some reason) the international soccer vizier Gianni Infantino--achieved, for about two hours, general agreement on a 20-point plan for Gaza. It had immediately freed the remaining 20 living Israeli hostages, in exchange for almost 2,000 Palestinian prisoners, plus assurances of an Israeli military withdrawal and an end to the war. On that day, I made the case for optimism. Now it is time to make the case for the opposite.

Read: One era ends in Gaza, and another begins

In one, and probably only one, respect, the pageant in Sharm al-Sheikh resembled a certain type of Protestant wedding. The guests at those weddings affirm, out loud, that they will, in the Anglican phrasing, "do all in your power to uphold these two persons in their marriage." That appeared to be the role of the potentates in Egypt: to say that they blessed the union Trump had just solemnized, and that they would take unspecified steps to support it. This union will be especially fragile, given that the two parties at the altar would like to kill each other (a condition that I am told usually takes decades of Anglican matrimony). And the remaining steps of the plan--the disarming of Hamas, the fielding of an international security force, and the establishment of a governing committee of Palestinian technocrats--will be a challenge, for the simple reason that no one knows how to do any of them.

"It's not going to happen," a former Israeli intelligence official, who requested anonymity to speak freely, told me a week ago. Disarming Hamas is a task that only the Israeli military can handle, he said, because Israel alone knows the human terrain of Gaza. It has mapped out neighborhoods, knows which clan hates which, and is prepared to use that knowledge to dismantle the remaining elements of Hamas. The plan's 13th point calls for the permanent destruction of the 500 miles of tunnels built by Hamas under Gaza. Israel has destroyed 200 miles of tunnels. Who will destroy the rest? When? And how, if Hamas shoots at the engineers who are destroying them?

The countries currently being considered have no relevant experience. "They don't know the DNA of Gaza," the intelligence official told me. "And many of them--Indonesia, Pakistan--don't know a word of Arabic." What will happen the first time an Indonesian or Pakistani military contingent gets hit by a rocket, or sees Hamas preparing for an attack and fails to prevent it? These scenarios are both nightmarish and probable. Of the countries expected to have a security role, Turkey is among the more competent. But the former Israeli intelligence official said that Israel will prevent Turkey and Qatar from having a direct security role, because they are patrons of Hamas and have long since made themselves impossible partners in Gaza. "If they come," he told me, "we will foil them." Two years ago, serious people proposed that the Palestinian Authority take over Gaza, and the United States even tried to train and expand the PA's security teams. These efforts amounted to so little that the PA is now "completely useless," the former official told me; and it cannot manage its affairs in the West Bank, let alone in Gaza.

Read: What's missing from Trump's Gaza peace plan

A security force can only materialize, he said, if the United States pays singular and sustained attention. When the deal came into force, I noted that Secretary of State and Acting National Security Adviser Marco Rubio had been designated as the U.S. official in charge of keeping Israel from responding to provocations by simply going back into the portions of Gaza it recently left behind. (Officials charged with keeping Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu from returning to Gaza are now being called "Bibi-sitters.") Vice President J. D. Vance visited Israel earlier this week, and Rubio is there now. This pattern of visits from Americans of steadily diminishing rank (watch for a visit from a deputy director of the Fish and Wildlife Service in mid-January) suggests the opposite of sustained attention. Rather than dragooning the wedding guests into making good on their promise, the United States is poised to let them scarf down canapes and leave, and let the quarreling couple kill each other before the honeymoon.

The general form of the Trump plan was optimistic. But it was not crazy. To start with a wedding, then wait 'til later to figure out the details of who washes the dishes and whether the toilet seat stays down, sounds backwards but is certainly better than hostage-taking and war without an achievable end. Right now the 20-point plan is in effect halted while Trump's deputies make efforts to determine which of its deficiencies are remediable. It's not clear when the plan will be implemented, who will implement it, or how.

This pause is costly. Everyone knows that some form of Hamas--skinned of the top echelon of its leadership--has survived and rules the parts of Gaza that Israel never fully occupied. During the pause, according to reports, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Bahrain have already told Trump that they will back out of the deal if Hamas remains armed. (All three countries are autocracies that suppress Islamists and revile Hamas.) In other words, they supported the plan in Sharm al-Sheikh not because they were eager to join the work party that would follow, but because they hoped that others would finish the job in Gaza and spare them the trouble. If the United States fails to produce more volunteers, it now appears that the work party will be an Israeli operation after all.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2025/10/gaza-peace-deal/684688/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Prince Andrew Deserves at Least This Penalty

Jeffrey Epstein wouldn't have been friends with plain Andrew Windsor. So the correct punishment for the disgraced royal is obvious.

by Helen Lewis

Sat, 25 Oct 2025




When is a duke not a duke? When he's Prince Andrew. Recently, the king's brother has agreed not to use any of the titles and honors bestowed on him--except for "prince," to which he is entitled by birth--because of the continuing fallout from his relationship with the pedophile financier Jeffrey Epstein. No longer will he call himself the Duke of York, or be a knight of the garter (KG), a personal honor given by the monarch. He had already agreed not to be addressed as "his royal highness" or "HRH."

This is not enough. Andrew, now 65, has spent his entire life trading on his aristocratic titles, and there is one way to stop that from happening again: Britain's Parliament should formally remove them. There is precedent for this. In 1917, the Titles Deprivation Act was passed to deal with troublesome royal cousins who sided with Germany in the First World War. Much like Charles Edward of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, Andrew too should lose the right to put Prince on his stationery.

In 2019, Andrew told the BBC's Emily Maitlis that he had severed his friendship with Epstein nine years earlier, after the latter's conviction for sex offenses, during a four-day stay at Epstein's New York townhouse. We now know this was not true.

Read: The man who did not sweat

Earlier this month, a leaked email revealed that Andrew had contacted Epstein in 2011, one day after the publication of a photograph of him with Virginia Roberts Giuffre, who accused both Epstein and Andrew of having sex with her while she was a teenager. "It would seem we are in this together and will have to rise above it," the email read. "Otherwise keep in close touch and we'll play some more soon!!!!"

Andrew signed off the email: "A, HRH The Duke of York, KG."

Ick. Who signs off a cheery solidarity email to a convicted sex offender by listing his aristocratic titles? Only someone who values those titles extremely highly. Hence, taking them away is an appropriate punishment. The Epstein story is all about people who are sufficiently rich or entitled escaping the full consequences of their actions, something that is still happening here. (Andrew paid Giuffre a multimillion-dollar settlement in 2022, without admitting wrongdoing.)

Prince Andrew has been nothing but a liability to Britain for decades; let's see if plain old Andrew Windsor can behave any better.

Although the Epstein story has abated in the States--since Donald Trump told the MAGA faithful to drop it--its repercussions continue in Britain. The British media are currently full of suggestions that Prince William will ban Andrew from attending his coronation when he becomes king, and that Andrew should be evicted from living in an effectively rent-free mansion in Windsor.

Presumably the heir to the throne understands that his uncle's behavior is an existential threat to the monarchy itself: A recent book, Entitled, lays out in excruciating detail how Andrew and his ex-wife, Sarah Ferguson, freeloaded for years on money from honest British taxpayers and dubious wealthy friends. They abused their positions, refused to live within their means, and lacked the gumption to make large enough sums of money legitimately. In the 2000s, Andrew was repeatedly accused of misusing his position as a British trade envoy for his personal advantage. Ferguson accrued debts that she enlisted Epstein to pay off. After the disastrous BBC interview with Maitlis, Andrew withdrew from public life and dropped his HRH title, then became friendly with a Chinese businessman in the hope of reviving his fortune overseas. You can imagine where this is going: Yes, that Chinese businessman has since been accused of being a spy.

Another leaked email recently revealed that Ferguson, too, had stayed in contact with Epstein after publicly disowning him. The month after she described taking money from him as a "gigantic error of judgment," she apologized to Epstein, saying she had distanced herself from him only to save her reputation. "I was instructed to act with the utmost speed," she told him, "if I would have any chance of holding on to my career as a children's book author and a children's philanthropist." Ferguson also wanted to reassure Epstein that she had never called him the "P word"--a pedophile. Neither half of this grotesque couple wanted to end their relationship with a man who had so generously enabled their lifestyles.

The source of these leaked emails is surprising. Unusually, two papers had the scoop the same day. Even more unusually, the stories in the Mail on Sunday and The Sun had the same lead author, Daphne Barak. She is one of the few people to interview Epstein's surviving conspirator, Ghislaine Maxwell, from prison in the United States. Maxwell is currently seeking a pardon from Donald Trump, and in the summer, she had two meetings with Trump's deputy attorney general. After that, she was moved from a prison in Florida to a minimum-security facility in Texas.

For Trump, the timing of the latest leaks was very helpful. Tuesday marked the publication of Nobody's Girl, Giuffre's posthumous memoir, which might have turned the spotlight back onto the president's long friendship with Epstein. (The book says that Giuffre was first recruited as a "masseuse" by Maxwell when she was a teenager working in the spa at Mar-a-Lago.) Instead, the media's focus has been entirely on Prince Andrew.

Read: The Epstein scandal finally takes down a politician

Having read Julie K. Brown's excellent account of the Epstein case, I approached Nobody's Girl with trepidation. Was I ready to lose my faith in humanity even further? And sure enough, the book offers an unremittingly bleak narrative. At one point, Giuffre apologizes to readers, writing that she would understand if they needed to take a break. The only light spots in the tale are the vignettes of life with her husband, Robbie, and their three children in Australia. But earlier this year, Giuffre accused Robbie of domestic abuse, and soon after, she died by suicide at the age of 41. Her co-writer, the journalist Amy Wallace, adds a foreword to explain these events, but the text itself is unchanged--leaving intact Giuffre's assurances that Robbie ("part guru, part goofball") saved her life. ("Robbie's attorney declined to comment on Virginia's allegations, citing ongoing court proceedings," Wallace notes.)

Wallace has also retained other discordant notes in the narrative, such as Giuffre's acknowledgment of her own role in recruiting and grooming even younger girls to "massage" Epstein. Giuffre takes an interest in Epstein's own self-justifying attitude toward his crimes. He tells her that he must climax three times a day as a matter of physiological necessity, and also that he takes care to have sex only with postpubescent girls. (Hence, presumably, the apology from Ferguson for calling him a pedophile.) This propensity for mental acrobatics, alongside his immense arrogance, was how Epstein rationalized his crimes to himself. He shared those two qualities with Andrew.

My starting point when assessing allegations of huge conspiracies is that secrets become exponentially harder to keep for every extra person who knows about them. Many of the accusations in Giuffre's book would be difficult to believe if we didn't have photographs and other evidence (such as partial flight logs for Epstein's plane, contemporaneous corroboration, and the testimony of other victims) to support them. But no, a single depraved millionaire really did spend years loaning out trafficked teenagers to his rich and famous friends. What is even more depressing is that Giuffre's memoir follows the "grooming gangs" story in Britain and the Pelicot trial in France, both of which involved dozens of men colluding in organized mass rapes. Yes, people can be this evil.

At the absolute minimum, Prince Andrew and others in Epstein's orbit showed a pathological incuriosity about the young girls who surrounded him--and that is stretching good faith to its very limit. Frankly, he is lucky never to have faced a criminal trial to adjudicate Giuffre's claims.

And that brings me back to the question of retribution. Because Jeffrey Epstein wouldn't have been friends with plain Andy Windsor, the appropriate penalty for the disgraced royal is obvious to me. De-Prince him, take away his taxpayer-funded 30-room mansion, and tell him to get by on the State Pension for retirees. It's less punishment than he deserves, but it will have to do.
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Why J. D. Vance Just Called an Israeli Parliament Vote 'Stupid' and an 'Insult'

And why it matters for the future of U.S.-Israel relations

by Yair Rosenberg

Fri, 24 Oct 2025




J. D. Vance's visit to Israel this week hit all of the usual beats, at least at first. The vice president met with Israeli politicians and the families of released hostages. He trumpeted the U.S.-Israel alliance and advocated for the continued implementation of President Donald Trump's Gaza agreement. Everything went according to script--until Vance torched his hosts on the way out.

Before boarding Air Force Two, the vice president was asked by a reporter about a vote that had been held the day before in Israel's Parliament. Hard-right lawmakers from Benjamin Netanyahu's coalition had advanced a measure calling for Israeli annexation of the occupied West Bank, which Palestinians claim for their future state. The measure was a farce--it did not change Israel's policy on the ground, and half of the Knesset's members did not even participate in the vote. But the legislation was a symbolic slap in the face to the president of the United States. Last month, Trump's Arab allies had made clear that annexation would risk unraveling the Abraham Accords, and so the president had promised in the Oval Office that "I will not allow Israel to annex the West Bank." The message, it seemed, had not gotten through.

Asked about the Knesset vote on the tarmac, Vance acknowledged that it was symbolic, but he was not amused. "If it was a political stunt, it was a very stupid political stunt, and I personally take some insult to it," he said. "The policy of the Trump administration is that the West Bank will not be annexed by Israel. That will continue to be our policy." That same day, Time published an interview with Trump in which the president was asked about annexation. "It won't happen, because I gave my word to the Arab countries," he replied. "Israel would lose all of its support from the United States if that happened." Netanyahu didn't take long to shift into damage-control mode. He put out a statement that falsely attributed the parliamentary vote to the opposition, and pledged that his party, Likud, would not advance the legislation.

This dustup will not harm the U.S.-Israel relationship in the near term, but it portends more consequential conflict to come. That's because the Israeli hard right--a crucial and dominant component of Netanyahu's coalition--is at war with Trump's regional agenda, and its aspirations are incompatible with the president's ambitions. Previously, the Trump administration was divided between accordists, including the envoys Jared Kushner and Steve Witkoff, who were more aligned with the Gulf states, and annexationists, such as Ambassador to Israel Mike Huckabee, who were more sympathetic to the Israeli right. But in recent weeks, the president has made his decision: The accordists have won in a rout, and that outcome has implications well beyond the West Bank.

Read: Can Trump contain Israel's hard right?

Simply put, the president wants more diplomatic deals and more countries to enter the Abraham Accords, not more wars and more land grabs. In his Time interview, Trump claimed that Saudi Arabia--whose crown prince will reportedly visit the White House next month--would normalize relations with Israel by the end of the year. But Saudi Arabia has demanded a path to Palestinian statehood, however limited, as its condition for such a move--and, as Wednesday's annexation vote showed, the Israeli settler right will do all it can to block this.

"If Saudi Arabia tells us 'normalization in exchange for a Palestinian state,' friends, no thank you," Bezalel Smotrich, Netanyahu's far-right finance minister, said at a conference yesterday. "Keep riding camels in the desert in Saudi Arabia." The remark, which Smotrich was later forced to walk back, was almost certainly not an accident. Its casual racism can be construed as an act of sabotage--an effort to derail the Middle East-normalization train.

Smotrich and his anti-Arab allies--such as his fellow lawmaker Limor Son Har-Melech, who boycotted Trump's victory speech in the Knesset--likely see the president's agenda as an existential threat to their project. That's because it is. The more political and economic influence the Gulf states have over Trump and Israel, the more demands they will be able to make of both. Heading off formal annexation of the West Bank is the first ask, but it won't be the last. Ultimately, the far right's program of unfettered settler expansion and violence, unending war and eventual settlement in Gaza, and no negotiations with the Palestinian Authority is irreconcilable with a more regionally integrated Israel and an expanded Abraham Accords.

In practice, this means that as long as Israel's settler right holds power over Netanyahu, it will continue to threaten the Trump administration's agenda. This dynamic may be more of a problem for Netanyahu than for Trump, however. Polls show that most Israelis, unlike Netanyahu's unpopular minoritarian coalition, support Trump's goals. One September survey found that 72 percent of Israelis believe that preserving the Abraham Accords and deepening regional alliances with moderate Arab countries is in Israel's "supreme interest." Another survey in August found that 73 percent of Israelis would support a normalization deal that includes recognizing a Palestinian state.

Trump is astronomically popular in Israel today following his Gaza deal, far more so than Netanyahu himself. Should the president publicly make the case for his plans, he will be pushing on an open door--and might even push Netanyahu and Israel's far right out of it.
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        What Elon Musk's Version of Wikipedia Thinks About Hitler, Putin, and Apartheid
        Matteo Wong

        What does Elon Musk want the world to know about "white genocide theory"? Because he's been vocal about the issue in the past--advancing the idea, for example, that Jews are pushing "hatred against whites"--I decided to search for the term on Grokipedia, the competitor to Wikipedia that Musk launched yesterday.First, the site uses just that term, theory, rather than conspiracy theory, as you would see on Wikipedia and elsewhere. Just a few sentences in, Grokipedia provides the "empirical underpinni...

      

      
        The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture
        Ellen Cushing

        Updated at 3:10 p.m. ET on October 28, 2025Collin Wallace wanted a snack. Specifically, he wanted one delivered to his classroom during lecture (he had long lectures). This was 2006, when delivery was mostly limited to a few types of food, and it was something you did by talking on the phone and then waiting awhile. Wallace was in engineering school at Georgia Tech, and he figured his problem was one the internet could help solve. He built a way for customers to order online, automatically syncin...

      

      
        My Quest to Find the East Wing Rubble
        Nancy Walecki

        When the president of the United States decides to demolish the East Wing of the White House to construct a ballroom, all that stucco and molding and wood had to go somewhere. So I tried to find it.I'd heard that the dirt from the East Wing demolition was being deposited three miles away, on a tree-lined island next to the Jefferson Memorial called East Potomac Park. So yesterday I drove around until I saw trucks and men in construction gear. They were congregating at an entrance to the public Ea...
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        Nancy Walecki

        Eight Sleep--often called Silicon Valley's favorite bed--is like a full-body Fitbit. It is a $3,050 mattress cover filled with sensors to monitor heart rate and body temperature. For people who pay $199 to $399 for an annual subscription, the cover will automatically heat and cool itself throughout the night to keep the owner at a sleep-optimal temperature. The add-on base (about $2,000) raises the angle of the bed to make reading more comfortable or to help stop snoring. Eight Sleep gently vibrates its users awake;...

      

      
        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...
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What Elon Musk's Version of Wikipedia Thinks About Hitler, Putin, and Apartheid

The next step in Musk's propaganda machine

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




What does Elon Musk want the world to know about "white genocide theory"? Because he's been vocal about the issue in the past--advancing the idea, for example, that Jews are pushing "hatred against whites"--I decided to search for the term on Grokipedia, the competitor to Wikipedia that Musk launched yesterday.



First, the site uses just that term, theory, rather than conspiracy theory, as you would see on Wikipedia and elsewhere. Just a few sentences in, Grokipedia provides the "empirical underpinnings" of this supposed campaign to eliminate white people of European descent around the world. And the site argues that conversation about this purported genocide is systematically suppressed by the media and academia, which are "prone to ideological biases favoring multiculturalism" and "relegate the theory to fringe conspiracy status despite the observable data on population trajectories."



Other entries on Grokipedia contain a similar slant. On the entry for Adolf Hitler, the fuhrer's leadership and "rapid economic" achievements are noted before the Holocaust; the "Islam" page questions the religion's "inherent compatibility with liberal democracy." The Grokipedia entry for Musk himself notes a "reported 20-pound weight loss" and propensity for "weightlifting and strength training," while omitting any direct reference to Musk's maternal grandfather--a man who thoroughly documented his own vociferous racism and antidemocratic beliefs and supported South Africa's apartheid regime. Grokipedia was created by Musk's company xAI, and all of its entries were written by Musk's generative-AI model, Grok. When I asked the company about the site, an anonymous spokesperson responded only with the message "Legacy Media Lies."



Grokipedia is the latest step in Musk's obsession with the mainstream media and institutions he believes have poisoned the world and the web. In 2022, soon after Musk purchased Twitter, he reinstated banned extremist accounts and appeared to tweak the platform's recommendation algorithm, leading to what independent researchers called "unprecedented" rises in hate speech. Musk effectively turned Twitter, which he renamed X, into a bastion of white supremacy. A year later, Musk's company xAI launched the chatbot Grok as an antidote to the left-wing biases he perceived in other top AI products; Grok has since obsessed over a conspiracy theory about "white genocide" particularly in South Africa, praised Hitler, told me what the "good races" are, and explicitly repeated Musk's personal views in response to queries about controversial topics.



More recently, Musk has criticized Wikipedia as "an extension of legacy media propaganda" and called for the site to be defunded. Wikipedia has many well-documented issues with accuracy, racism, and bias, but they are not limited to any one worldview. By creating his own version of Wikipedia, Musk did not seem motivated to address those issues but rather gave himself the power to root out anything he deemed "woke" or leftist; last week, he delayed the launch of Grokipedia because, in Musk's own words, "we need to do more work to purge out the propaganda."



Here's how this likely worked in practice: First, Musk turned X into a center of gravity for his own far-right views, and appeared to amplify those who share them. Then he fed this repository of conspiracy theories, vitriol, and memes into an AI model already designed not to shy away from controversial or even hateful views. Finally, Musk used that AI model to write an anti-woke encyclopedia. Now Grokipedia recasts its creator's opinions as a fountain of objective truth--providing a "comprehensive collection of all knowledge," as Musk wrote on X. Grok, it should be noted, likely trained on Wikipedia articles, and several Grokipedia entries explicitly note that "the content is adapted from Wikipedia." Having cannibalized what's there, Musk wants to use his chatbot to remake the media, internet, and universe of knowledge to his liking.



Musk's worldview is all over Grokipedia. The Grokipedia entry on Alternative for Germany, or AfD--a far-right populist party that Musk has lauded--states that the party calls for "repatriation of non-integrated migrants and criminal offenders" (which other sources might call mass deportation); "defends traditional family structures against state promotion of gender ideology"; and "rejects multiculturalism in favor of preserving German cultural and linguistic predominance." The first paragraph of the Grokipedia entry for Russia's invasion of Ukraine repeatedly cites the Kremlin's official website, using a speech from Vladimir Putin to describe the invasion's purpose as "demilitarizing and denazifying Ukraine, protecting ethnic Russians and Russian speakers from alleged persecution in Donbas, and preventing Ukraine's integration into NATO to neutralize threats to Russian security." The page on "Apartheid" devotes many paragraphs to "debunking prevailing narratives" that depict "Apartheid as a system of unremitting total oppression for black South Africans." The page for "Transgender" uses the term "transgenderism," a term that GLAAD opposes because it is used to "inaccurately and harmfully imply that being trans is a political ideology, rather than an authentic aspect of one's personhood." And so on. (Musk did not respond to a request for comment.)



As easy as it would be to understand X, Grok, and Grokipedia as a Musk cinematic universe, the truth is that this site is part of a much larger epistemic transformation. People are seeking information not just as a way of acquiring knowledge, but to reify their political beliefs; if you don't like the purported libs of Wikipedia, turn instead to the right-wing Grokipedia. Even before Musk started attacking Wikipedia, the site had become a punching bag for the tech right. The White House crypto and AI czar, David Sacks, who is also an influential investor, suggested the idea and name for Grokipedia on an episode of his podcast last month, and Musk ran with it. In some sense, he is merely adding to the parallel internet that already exists in the form of social media such as Rumble and Truth Social; podcasts from Nick Fuentes and Candace Owens; and media outlets including Breitbart and Right Side Broadcasting Network.



To relabel, redefine, and repackage some of the most controversial, vile, and flat-out wrong ideas as a step toward "understanding the Universe," as Musk has described the goal of xAI, is to reshape that universe itself. The differences between any given Grokipedia and Wikipedia entry are in some sense hard to debate because there is no shared ground upon which to have a reasoned disagreement; to gravitate toward Grokipedia is to leave the world of evidence for that of belief. And Musk, with his empire of tech companies and unprecedented wealth, has a singular power to proselytize.



The Grokipedia project is only getting started, and once it is completed, Musk said he wants to send copies of Grokipedia to "the Moon and Mars to preserve it for the future." He was invoking one of his favorite science-fiction novels, Isaac Asimov's Foundation, in which humans want to create an intergalactic "Foundation" of knowledge to survive civilization's impending collapse. Here, perhaps, is Musk's task: to abandon one civilization as he erects a new one in his image.
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The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture

Delivery has turned America into a nation of order-inners.

by Ellen Cushing

Mon, 27 Oct 2025




Updated at 3:10 p.m. ET on October 28, 2025

Collin Wallace wanted a snack. Specifically, he wanted one delivered to his classroom during lecture (he had long lectures). This was 2006, when delivery was mostly limited to a few types of food, and it was something you did by talking on the phone and then waiting awhile. Wallace was in engineering school at Georgia Tech, and he figured his problem was one the internet could help solve. He built a way for customers to order online, automatically syncing to food vendors' systems. That project became a company, and that company was eventually acquired, in 2011, by Grubhub. Wallace was experimenting, making stuff with his friends, and then he was in leadership at a company that would go on to help change restaurants forever.

Because today, of course, you can get not just a snack but almost anything you want sent to you just about wherever you are. You can have an ice-cream sundae, a martini, or an expertly seared Wagyu steak delivered to your door, without pausing the TV or finding your shoes. You can have coq au vin from an "extra-charming, French-inspired gastrotheque" long beloved for its perfectly styled shoebox of a space, and you can have it miles away from the very space that makes the restaurant so special. Whatever you order, it will come from a business that operates a bit differently than it once did: less like a restaurant and more like a pickup counter, the product on offer less like "an experience," as the restaurateur Tom Colicchio told me earlier this year, and more like "a commodity." It will, in all likelihood, be packed into paper and so much plastic, bundled up like a baby in a snowstorm, doing its best to survive a trip it isn't entirely equipped to make. And it will probably be ferried by a precariously employed person who is financially incentivized to move quickly, not safely, and who has one of the more dangerous jobs in America. An entire commercial mechanism will have whirred to life the moment you clicked "Place order," one that is part of an industry that barely existed 15 years ago but now brings in tens of billions of dollars in revenue annually.

In 2024, nearly three out of every four restaurant orders were not eaten in a restaurant, according to data provided to me by the National Restaurant Association, a trade group. The share of customers using delivery specifically, as opposed to picking up takeout or going to a drive-through, more than doubled from 2019 to 2024. In a recently released poll by the association, 41 percent of respondents said that delivery was "an essential part of their lifestyle." For Millennials and Generation Z--the apex consumers of today, and of tomorrow too--it's apparently even more essential: More than half of adults under 45 use delivery at least once a week, and 13 percent use it once a day. Five percent use it multiple times a day. But the delivery boom isn't confined to young people or to urbanites: About one in eight Baby Boomers uses delivery once a week, and so does about one in five rural dwellers. We are a nation of order-inners. A world, really--earlier this year, DoorDash announced a deal to acquire the British delivery service Deliveroo for $3.86 billion; the new, combined company will have 50 million monthly active users, spread over more than 40 countries.

Read: I'm risking my life to bring you ramen

For as long as fast-food and pizza joints have existed, certain restaurants have been defined by, and designed for, takeout and delivery. But delivery has now come for what industry analysts call "full-service restaurants"--that is, the types of places where a server guides you through your meal from start to finish, or at least used to. These days, 30 percent of those restaurants' orders are consumed somewhere else, according to the National Restaurant Association. The fanciest, most famous restaurants are still doing mostly table service, but just about every other establishment has been conscripted into the army that ferries hot food out of professional kitchens and into American mouths 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Meanwhile, the longtime industry analyst Joseph Pawlak told me, "you could shoot a cannon" through many dining rooms on a Tuesday night.

In effect, delivery has reversed the flow of eaters to food, and remade a shared experience into a much more individual one. If communities used to clench like a fist around their restaurants, now they look more like an open palm, fingers stretched out as far as possible, or at least to the edge of the delivery radius.



The history of delivery is long, but the important stuff happened in the 2000s. Around then, a new kind of company started popping up--Seamless in 1999, Grubhub in 2004, Postmates in 2011, Caviar in 2012, DoorDash in 2013, Uber's delivery subservice in 2014. These businesses presented a modern solution to a modern problem. Nobody wanted to talk on the telephone anymore, but chefs and restaurant managers didn't exactly know how to build their own websites and payment portals. Many restaurants already outsourced their human resources or legal or design to third parties; outsourcing delivery just seemed efficient. Soon enough, and without entirely realizing it, restaurants had turned a core part of their business operations over to technology companies. They wouldn't get it back.

Tech companies tend to operate very differently from pizza joints. For one thing, they are typically obligated, by the venture-capital firms that fund them, to grow as quickly as possible. In  this case, that meant that the delivery companies needed to ensnare people who had never made delivery a part of their life before. So throughout much of the 2010s, these companies followed what's now a familiar formula: They attracted new customers by offering lots and lots of discounts, using all of that venture capital to subsidize the actual cost of doing business. Customers got inexpensive delivery, restaurants could make decent money from it, and Silicon Valley covered the difference. The logic was that whichever company won the delivery wars would have access to a potential consumer base of everyone who eats. The effect was that some of the most well-capitalized companies on Earth invented a product that did not previously exist, and then invented the consumer expectation that it came cheap.

Read: The end of the Millennial lifestyle subsidy

Then, the coronavirus pandemic. Eating restaurant food at home went from an indulgence to an occasional necessity to something virtuous, a sort of 21st-century victory garden. ("Think of all the places you want to survive and start ordering," the food publication Eater advised.) All sorts of restaurants--many of which were carrying significant debt due to pandemic closures, and many of which had never considered delivery in the past--started offering it. They couldn't afford not to. "You have to find revenue wherever you can find it," Colicchio, who runs five restaurants in three cities, told me. From April 2019 to April 2020, the major delivery apps' sales more than doubled.

Convenience is like sex: Once you've had it, it's hard to forget how good it is to have it. As soon as Americans understood that it was possible to have any food they wanted whenever they wanted, they came to expect it. Once dining rooms reopened, many people didn't return. Even if you didn't order delivery yourself, you could probably see the transformation happening: The corps of gig workers moving around cities in a sort of technologically aided dinner ballet; the drivers rushing into restaurants, phones aloft; the jokes online about delivery as a lifestyle; the plastic bags on people's doorsteps, latter-day lawn gnomes. Like so many tech innovations of its era, app-enabled delivery facilitated the easy trading of money for time, and introduced new categories of consumption. Like so many miracles, it became mundane surprisingly quickly.



The fact that diners love ordering in so much gives the huge companies that facilitate it tremendous power. "These delivery companies are basically saying, You have to use us, and there's value in it," Colicchio told me. "And if you don't use us, you're not gonna be in business."

Delivery is essentially a weapon that restaurants can wield against their competition--and when your competition has a weapon, you need one too. "And so," Wallace, the lecture snacker, told me, "what you get is this zero-sum game where you're basically just selling weapons to both sides, but no one's actually better off, because it turns out there's only so much stomach space to go around."

But delivery companies have a problem too: Delivery is an inherently difficult proposition, financially speaking. Compared with eating in a restaurant (or even ordering delivery from a restaurant directly), involving a third party fundamentally requires the use of more labor, more infrastructure, more overhead. Somebody has to pay for it. Eventually, after years of venture-capital-funded subsidies, delivery companies had to find ways to pass all of these costs on to someone else--and they did, as the industry consolidated. DoorDash bought Caviar in 2019; Uber bought Postmates the year after. (Those two companies now control about 90 percent of the U.S. market combined. Grubhub, which was bought in 2024 by the food-hall chain Wonder, owns 8 percent.) And then, Wallace explained, "it just became extractive." Customers are getting charged more; drivers are making less. One South Carolina DoorDash driver told me he recently chauffeured a single serving of ice cream five miles; he was paid $3.50 before taxes for about 20 minutes' work, and estimates that the customer paid about $15 for it.

Read: Delivery apps just did the impossible

But mostly, restaurants are losing out. Delivery companies charge at least 5 percent commission and often much more, up to 30 percent. They typically charge for payment processing, for in-app advertising, and for favorable placement in search results. They charge for pickup orders. And the restaurants are thrashing. That's the word Wallace used: "It's like not swimming or treading water," he said--"it's just thrashing to survive. You spend more and more on the platforms trying to advertise, but it doesn't fundamentally help other than subsidizing the platforms." (A Grubhub spokesperson told me in a statement that restaurants use the platform because it helps them reach new customers, and that restaurants are "in control every step of the way, and only pay when an order is placed.")

In a sense, what restaurants did during the early pandemic was take out a loan they didn't know they wouldn't be able to pay off. They were borrowing customers and got the immediate infusion of cash they needed, but at a rate that was excruciatingly high. Shannon Orr runs an eight-restaurant group on the West Coast. Recently, she opened her books to me, by way of illustration. In 2024, one of her restaurants made about half of its sales on delivery, for $1.7 million in gross receipts. Of that, $400,000--or 23 percent--went to delivery companies. "That's somebody's job, by the way, which is why I just laid off people," she told me. "That's two salaries." The restaurant was previously one of her most profitable, but last year, she told me, it didn't make any money. "Delivery saved us during the pandemic," she said. "Now they are killing us."



Orr's restaurants are neighborhoody: the kinds of places a family might go for a birthday, or a couple might go for a relaxed weeknight date. About 10 years ago, a few years after Wallace started at Grubhub, I lived around the corner from one of them, a pub called Ben 'N Nick's, in Oakland, California. It had wood paneling, a pitiless bar-trivia host, and perfect wings. I haven't been in years, but from what Orr told me, it's different now. Foot traffic is down; delivery is up. Because she has fewer customers sitting down for a meal, she's shifted some of her waiters to a counter, turning people trained to serve into glorified cashiers. Sometimes she looks around her restaurants and doesn't believe how empty they feel. She has been in hospitality for two decades, and doesn't know what hospitality is anymore. "I'm a restaurateur," she told me. "And now I don't want to open a huge restaurant. I want to open a bar with five tables and a huge takeout window."

Pawlak, the restaurant analyst, told me he hasn't seen a wave of restaurants closing directly as a result of delivery. But he also told me that in three decades, he's never seen a change quite like this. About a third of full-service restaurants have modified their space over the past few years to account for the delivery boom, according to data from the National Restaurant Association. Applebee's recently opened a Long Island, New York, restaurant outfitted with a handful of tables and a big bank of lockers, "designed," per a press release, "to maximize the speed of service for delivery."

Soon, Pawlak predicted, we're likely to see smaller restaurants with bigger kitchens, expressly designed to cook food not being eaten on-site. Interior-design firms are touting their ability to build restaurants around delivery, with bike parking, clear signage, dedicated entrances, wallfuls of cubbies to shove bags into--essentially trying to cram two experiences into a building that used to house one. (If you're eating dinner, the restaurant designer Lauren Chipman told me, "and you're getting jostled by third-party delivery and their big bags, and maybe people are queuing behind your seat and they're talking really loud or standing over you eating, that would not be an optimal dining experience, right?") At the most extreme end, many new restaurants opening in big cities aren't meant for in-person dining at all--they are ghost kitchens, purpose-built for delivery: dinner factories.

Read: How America lost its taste for the middle

The food itself is changing too. Some restaurants are trying to save on labor costs by turning toward less intensive dishes--this is part of the reason everything is a bowl now. Many have reworked their menus to account for the simple physical fact that anything warm put into a container immediately begins to steam in its own heat, getting soggy. "It does not taste as good as it did when the restaurant put it into the box," the writer and restaurant expert Hillary Dixler Canavan told me--it can't. Chefs told me they're doing fewer fried items, more braises, more dressings on the side. Everyone is trying to account for the subversion of a dynamic that has defined restaurants since they were invented: that the person cooking the food largely got to decide how it was consumed. "At a great restaurant," Canavan said, "the flow and timing of how food and drinks arrive at your table is a major part of enhancing that experience." Now there is no experience, and restaurants cede control as soon as the bag leaves.

Canavan is concerned--for restaurants, on a financial level, and for the food itself. "If a high percentage of any given restaurant's sales is happening in delivery, that will inevitably shape menus to be more delivery friendly," she told me. "What does that mean for culinary innovation and experimentation and creativity?"

It's a great question, and it gets at the fundamental shift taking place before our eyes and under our feet. A restaurant that doesn't serve people isn't really a restaurant--it's something else. "We opened up restaurants so you would come to them, not so we could go to you," Phillip Foss told me. "Otherwise, we're just a catering company."

Foss is the chef and owner of EL Ideas, a Michelin-starred restaurant in Chicago. During the early pandemic, Foss, like so many of his peers, started doing delivery. Eventually, however, he had to stop; the math just didn't work out. "My feeling at the time, especially during the pandemic, was, you know--this can destroy this entire restaurant industry, if we're giving this much of our gross income to the services," he said. At Foss's restaurant, the prix fixe is $245, and the menu is over-the-top theatrical (for years, he served a course of dehydrated-coconut-and-lime powder, expressly designed to look like cocaine). His food is intended to be enjoyed in person, and after pandemic restrictions were lifted, enough people wanted to that he didn't need delivery.

These days, what's left on Uber Eats and DoorDash are the restaurants that can't afford to do that. Those are the places laying off staff and rejiggering their menus. Some are passing the cost on to eaters, tacking a few extra dollars onto the price of dishes when ordered for delivery--but as the economy hurtles toward a possible recession, $31 for spaghetti in a cardboard box starts to seem like a bad idea too. In what sure felt like an omen to me, earlier this year, DoorDash announced a partnership with the payment-by-installment company Klarna, thereby allowing customers to pay off an order of pad thai over several weeks.



I love restaurants. They feel very real to me. They operate in physical space and linear time. They are made of things you can see and touch and smell and taste. They have people in them. They surprise me. Part of what makes them feel special is the feeling of being taken care of--all this work made visible, even if it is also elegant and subtle.

Tech companies are kind of the opposite. They're abstract. They are very good at hiding the effort, and the people, involved. The product that delivery companies offer isn't food or even hospitality; it's convenience you don't need to think too much about. It's all externality--costs, to the environment and the community and the labor force, atomized into the air in such a fine mist that you can barely see it.

Wallace wishes people saw it. "I don't know if people realize or recognize the consequences of this," he said of delivery's wide adoption. "I don't know if they actually understand what they're paying when they place a delivery order. Whether it's infrastructure, whether it's the restaurants or the character of their local neighborhood or just the sheer dollars. I don't think they necessarily know."

After a year as Grubhub's head of innovation, Wallace left the company. It was a gradual decision, he told me: Something that had felt normal stopped feeling good to him. He became familiar with the costs of running a restaurant, and also with the people who do it. He found himself in meetings about raising Grubhub's fees, and he felt certain that the restaurants wouldn't be able to absorb them. He used the term collateral damage--to the restaurant industry and to those who make it run: "The idea of standing on those people in order to get yourself to the next rung--it just leaves a sour taste in my mouth." He doesn't regret everything, but he regrets not paying closer attention.

"I was just having fun with my friends," Wallace told me. "I think when I realized what the impact of what I was doing was, it actually hurt me, like, a lot. Like, I was pretty disappointed in myself." He rarely orders delivery.



This story previously misstated the details of Klarna's partnership with DoorDash. Customers can pay off their purchases over several weeks, not months.
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My Quest to Find the East Wing Rubble

An entire part of the White House can't just disappear.

by Nancy Walecki

Sat, 25 Oct 2025

When the president of the United States decides to demolish the East Wing of the White House to construct a ballroom, all that stucco and molding and wood had to go somewhere. So I tried to find it.



I'd heard that the dirt from the East Wing demolition was being deposited three miles away, on a tree-lined island next to the Jefferson Memorial called East Potomac Park. So yesterday I drove around until I saw trucks and men in construction gear. They were congregating at an entrance to the public East Potomac Golf Links, where rounds of golf carried on as usual, except every few minutes, dump trucks entered the green.



The trucks would cut across the course to a cordoned-off site in the middle, where the grass had been torn away and replaced with piles of dirt. It did not look like much, but several employees at the site confirmed: This was not just any dirt. This was White House dirt. The precursor to the East Wing was constructed during Theodore Roosevelt's administration in 1902 and updated during Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration in the '40s. Maybe this was not just White House dirt but Roosevelt-era dirt. I gazed upon the golfers going about their games. Do they know, I wondered, that they are in the presence of such particularly American soil? 



I asked one employee what the plan was for all this dirt. "Oh, they're gonna turn it into another hole," he said. Other reporters have heard the same. But when I asked a different employee about it, he demurred; his boss drove by and said, "No comment" before my colleague Grace Buono had even asked him a question. Donald Trump has reportedly been considering rebranding East Potomac Golf Links as the Washington National Golf Course and giving it a makeover. He even mocked up a new golden logo for it that's nearly identical to those of the courses he owns. I suppose the East Wing demolition is an excellent source of soil. (The White House did not respond to my request for comment. It told CBS News that wood and plants from the site could end up being recycled for garden nurseries.)



To test if this really was a White House operation, Grace and I followed one of the trucks out of the golf course, past the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial Reflecting Pool, to a path that normally leads to the White House but was blockaded. Suspicious! The guard let in the truck but not Grace and me, even though we tried to look important. So we went inside the nearby Milken Center for Advancing the American Dream, which has a second-story window that looked out over the barricades. We enjoyed the center's exhibit on the "American Dream Experience," which includes tape of a vintage Oprah Winfrey interview, while we watched four dump trucks stand in a line on Pennsylvania Avenue, presumably getting ready to haul some more debris from the demolished East Wing.



So far, though, we'd only seen dirt. The East Wing had housed the Office of the First Lady. It had a movie theater. It had an emergency bunker. The president might have been able to knock down part of one of the most cherished buildings in the United States in a matter of days, but he couldn't make its remnants poof into nothing. There had to be some concrete, some wood, some rebar, somewhere. I wanted to find the debris.



Generally, what happens to the White House's trash is secret--at least as of 2018, which was apparently the last time the federal government released any information on where Oval Office garbage goes. The General Services Administration, which oversees the White House's day-to-day operations, said back then that it does take out trash and recycling, but it did not reveal which company provides the service or where the refuse goes. But the interest in the East Wing demolition had been acute enough that a local-news outlet had identified one of the East Wing dump sites--an industrial park in Hyattsville, Maryland. We headed there.

This particular road in Hyattsville is the place to go if you need your car repaired or your roof redone. We stopped in at a roofing-supply company next to the dump site, where the man behind the counter simply said it was very sad that this part of the White House had been demolished. He asked that, if we found any debris, we bring him back a piece of rebar.



We had walked about 30 yards into the dump--mostly mounds of dirt and gravel--when a man in an American-flag T-shirt emerged from the guard house and asked why we were there. I guess two 20-something women in office wear stood out at a hard-hat-only industrial-waste site. When we told him, he said the site definitely was not housing White House debris. Not at all! Everyone else we tried to talk with at the site--a guy in a utility vehicle, two guys unloading the back of a pickup, two driving away--either ignored us or said they'd been told not to speak to the press.



We did not find rebar for the man at the roofing-supply company. We checked at another nearby dump, which someone at a neighboring business told us might be the sort of place that would receive White House debris, but we found nothing there, either. Somewhere in the greater D.C. area, the remains of the East Wing are being processed. However much the White House, sometimes called the People's House, means to Americans, it can still be crumbled into rubble and trucked away. At least the East Potomac Golf Links might get a new hole, which presumably anyone will be able to use, for $42 plus the cart rental.



Additional reporting by Grace Buono. 
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The Pitfalls of Sleepmaxxing

Technology might help you sleep better, or go haywire.

by Nancy Walecki

Sat, 25 Oct 2025




Eight Sleep--often called Silicon Valley's favorite bed--is like a full-body Fitbit. It is a $3,050 mattress cover filled with sensors to monitor heart rate and body temperature. For people who pay $199 to $399 for an annual subscription, the cover will automatically heat and cool itself throughout the night to keep the owner at a sleep-optimal temperature. The add-on base (about $2,000) raises the angle of the bed to make reading more comfortable or to help stop snoring. Eight Sleep gently vibrates its users awake; it lulls them to sleep with "deep rest" meditations narrated by the wellness-science podcaster Andrew Huberman. To buy the Eight Sleep is to buy fully, with your whole body, into the idea that the future of sleep is technological.



On Monday, the future glitched. Eight Sleep's features run on the AWS Cloud, so when one of Amazon Web Services' data centers went offline at about 3 a.m. ET, the sleep system went haywire. Eight Sleep generally warms when the user is drifting off, then gets cooler as they enter deeper sleep. Santiago Lisa, a software engineer in Pittsburgh, told me he woke up because his bed was stuck in deep-sleep frigidity. He tried to warm it up using the Eight Sleep app, but no dice--the app was down. Then he tried the system's manual buttons. No dice there, either--they also require the Cloud to function. Jordan Arnold, who works in the video-game industry in Washington State, told me that his girlfriend couldn't sleep because her side of the bed was stuck at its highest temperature, 110 degrees Fahrenheit. She slept on the couch. Other poor souls, who had put their bed in a sitting position to read and were now stuck there, spent the night in the world's most high-tech Barcalounger. A Jetsons vision of the 21st century did not include Mrs. Jetson stuck in an upright and locked position because her bed could not connect to a data center in Northern Virginia.



The disruption was short-lived: Eight Sleep's products were up and running once AWS was. (The company is working to diversify its cloud setup, a spokesperson told me, and on Wednesday, it launched a backup mode that uses Bluetooth.) But that this fiasco happened at all is a sign of how much Americans' desire to optimize their rest has grown--along with the market to sate that desire. We are being offered more and more ways to become, essentially, sleep cyborgs who depend on technology to enhance what should be a basic aspect of being alive. Those interested in "sleepmaxxing," along with people who want to sleep better but don't have a Silicon Valley-style term for it, have made sleep tech a $29.3 billion industry, by one measure. The value of the industry is expected to more than quadruple, to $135 billion, by 2034.



Shalini Paruthi, a physician who's on the American Academy of Sleep Medicine committee for emerging technology, told me that she mostly sees her patients using sleep tech through meditation and bedtime-story platforms. Those with the Calm app can fall asleep to Harry Styles narrating a story called "Dream With Me," Matthew McConaughey pontificating on "the mysteries of the universe," or Travis Kelce's mom talking about football. Devices have permeated all aspects of sleep, Paruthi said. Wearables such as the Oura Ring and Apple Watch track the wearer's vitals. Red-light lamps aim to help people feel sleepier, noise machines play soundscapes as they drift off, and alarm clocks mimic sunlight to wake them up. I thought I was a little high-maintenance for using a fabric eye mask, but for north of $100, I could acquire a "smart" one that not only blocks light but also vibrates in sync with my heartbeat. For help falling asleep faster, people can buy a $350 "neurotech headband." And those who aren't ready to spend $3,000 on a sensor-filled mattress cover could instead opt for a $1,400 "dual zone climate control bed-making system"--a duvet connected to air hoses that pair with Alexa voice command. Notably, the Eight Sleep has aggregated much of the most popular consumer sleep equipment available into a single piece of technology.



Whether or not  these gadgets actually help with sleep is an open question. Sleep-tracking devices do a "pretty good job of figuring out when a person fell asleep and when they woke up, based on their movement and heart rates," Paruthi said. (So does looking at your clock.) But they don't "always do the best job in between." Patients will come to her because their wearable says they got no REM sleep, which, she said, "quite frankly, would be impossible." At the very least, these devices can encourage better sleep hygiene: One too many bad "sleep scores," and a person might just start going to bed earlier and leaving their phone in another room.



For those with actual sleep disorders, cyborg sleep can be a very good thing. People who have extreme nightmares from PTSD can use NightWare, a prescription-only system that comes with a preprogrammed Apple Watch and detects if the wearer is having a nightmare. It will vibrate enough to stop the bad dream but not enough to wake the user. And for those with restless legs syndrome, there is Nidra, a cuff worn around the calves that helps alleviate RLS symptoms. Even Eight Sleep can be FSA/HSA-eligible with a doctor's note explaining why it might help a preexisting health condition.



But in general, the more technology in a sleep routine, the more possible points of failure. Our bed might not connect to the cloud and remain stuck at an incline. We might open our phone to summon the soothing voice of Matthew McConaughey and instead be spirited away by Instagram. Technology, one of the main reasons we can't sleep, has entered the last part of our life that is usually free from it. Before Eight Sleep announced its new offline mode, some Reddit users discussed "jailbreaking" their bed so that it could function without the AWS Cloud. A simpler hack might be to let our bodies do what they're already primed to do. Even when his Eight Sleep malfunctioned on Monday and remained at frigid temperatures, Lisa told me, "I ended up sleeping. It was just cold."
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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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Trump Demolishes the East Wing

Panelists discuss what authority the president may have to dismantle the historic White House.

by The Editors

Sat, 25 Oct 2025




The East Wing of the White House was demolished this week, making way for a new $300 million ballroom. Panelists joined Washington Week With The Atlantic to discuss what authority Donald Trump may have to dismantle the historic structure.

"There are a lot of memories that people have there," Toluse Olorunnipa, a staff writer at The Atlantic, said last night. "Seeing it defaced and deconstructed in a matter of three days was really shocking to the conscience of a lot of people, especially people who have worked there."

Olorunnipa also added that "for people who admire Washington, who admire the presidency, who admire the White House, it's a sign that this president is not doing things the way previous presidents did. He's doing it his own way, and he's doing it in a way that really thumbs his nose at the idea that checks and balances actually work."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; David Ignatius, a foreign-affairs columnist at The Washington Post; and Toluse Olorunnipa, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Obesity-Drug Revolution Is Stalling

Somehow, it's becoming even harder to get a GLP-1.

by Nicholas Florko

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




Updated at 10:01 a.m. ET on October 30, 2025

For most of my adult life, I've felt helpless about being overweight. When I met with a doctor a few years ago to discuss my high cholesterol, he held up a hunk of faux flesh meant to model a pound of excess fat and encouraged me to lose 20 of said gelatinous blobs. Perhaps, he suggested, I should eat less red meat and start exercising. I still remember his perplexed stare after I told him I had an established gym routine and had been a vegetarian for the better part of a decade.



Starting an obesity drug was supposed to be triumphant. The days of being winded after walking up the stairs to my apartment, and buying T-shirts marketed for guys with big bellies, would finally be over. Or so I thought. My health insurance didn't cover Wegovy or Zepbound, the two GLP-1 drugs approved for weight loss. (Both medications are also sold for diabetes, under the brand names Ozempic and Mounjaro, respectively.) Despite my pleading, the insurance company wouldn't budge.



For all the hype over GLP-1s, Americans have struggled to access these weekly injections. Seniors can't get these drugs because Medicare is barred by law from covering them for obesity. Drugmakers previously couldn't make enough of the drugs to keep up with demand, prompting the FDA to formally declare a shortage. The supply issues have now abated, but getting these drugs has somehow become even harder. The problem is that insurance companies are refusing to cover them.



Consider Zepbound, the more effective GLP-1 for weight loss. More than half of all private insurance plans do not cover Zepbound at all, up from 18 percent last year. That's according to recent data from GoodRx, a site that compares prescription-drug prices. Plans are more likely to cover Wegovy, according to GoodRx, but a dwindling share let you get the drug without first going through barriers that may end up curtailing access.



Eli Lilly, the pharmaceutical company that makes Zepbound, blames the lack of coverage on the stigma of obesity. "Despite obesity being recognized as a chronic, complex disease, insurance and federal programs still do not provide broad coverage to people who live with this disease," the company wrote in a statement. But that isn't the full story. Many Americans get health insurance through their job, and GLP-1s are so expensive that many companies simply can't afford the drugs. It might feel like magic when insurance picks up the tab for your prescriptions, but part of those cost savings are actually paid by your employer. A month's supply of a GLP-1 retails for at least $1,000. When you consider that roughly three-quarters of American adults are overweight or obese, employers could be faced with hundreds or even thousands of GLP-1 bills each month. (Americans who are overweight but not obese are eligible for GLP-1s if they have high cholesterol or certain other health conditions.) "It's brutal, and it's forcing employers to make tough decisions," James Gelfand, the president of the ERISA Industry Committee, a lobbying group that advises large employers on health-insurance issues, told me.

Read: Ozempic or bust

For companies looking to manage the costs, "the solution to the problem is just making it more difficult to get the drugs," Ameet Sarpatwari, a drug-pricing expert at Harvard, told me. Smaller companies are especially struggling; a survey released last week by the Kaiser Family Foundation found that just 16 percent of employers with 200 to 999 employees are covering Wegovy or Zepbound, compared with 43 percent of employers that have 5,000 or more employees. But even major corporations are making patients go through hurdles before they can access these drugs. One of the most common policies requires doctors to submit additional paperwork explaining why a patient needs these drugs before a prescription can be picked up. That might not sound all that onerous, but peer-reviewed research shows it delays patients from getting the drugs their doctors say they need. In my experience, it also requires sustained effort from the patient to corral a doctor's office into submitting the necessary paperwork.



If employers need to put restrictions on the GLP-1s patients can access, it would seem logical that they would start with Wegovy. Notably, the drug costs about $300 more a month than Zepbound--and it also works less well. (A head-to-head trial of the two medications, funded by Eli Lilly, found that patients on Zepbound lost an average of 20 percent of their weight, versus about 14 percent for those on Wegovy.) Nevertheless, it's much harder to get Zepbound than Wegovy. "You can't assume that just being the best product means that you'll be on the formulary," Gelfand said.



Insurers are basing their coverage decisions, in part, on "rebates," discounts that are offered by drugmakers as a negotiating chip to persuade insurers to cover one product over a competitor. For example, in July, CVS Caremark, a pharmacy-benefit manager hired by insurance companies to help determine which drugs to cover, began recommending Wegovy over Zepbound in most cases. Ed DeVaney, the president of CVS Caremark, told me that the decision was made because his company deemed the two drugs very similar in terms of efficacy, and because the deal represented "the highest value" for the health plans and employers the company works for. But the move hasn't been popular. Doctors favor Zepbound over Wegovy, according to prescribing data analyzed by the analytics firm Truveta. Prescriptions may go unfilled once patients realize that their insurance companies won't foot the bill. (CVS Caremark is facing a class-action lawsuit filed by customers who were prescribed Zepbound but weren't able to get it through their insurance. )



Without insurance coverage, patients have to turn elsewhere for these drugs. Eli Lilly and Novo Nordisk sell their drugs to patients directly for a major discount, but they still are prohibitively expensive: A month's supply of Zepbound costs $500 a month when purchased straight from the manufacturer. Patients can opt for cheaper versions of these drugs that are made by compounding pharmacies, but they can be unreliable and unsafe. Neither of these alternatives were solutions for me, and they likely won't be for many Americans. Although I tried a few months of compounded drugs, the risks of injecting myself with a serum that hadn't been reviewed for safety by the FDA started to weigh on me. Ultimately, I was able to get on my fiancee's insurance, and now I finally have access to Wegovy. (Her plan refuses to cover Zepbound.) But very few patients can turn to this sort of backup plan when their own insurance comes up short.



GLP-1s are hardly perfect. They come with sometimes severe side effects, including nausea, and the weight-loss results last only as long as people keep taking them. But the upside for people with obesity is undeniable. Eventually, millions of Americans who are waiting for these drugs should be able to get them. More competition should lead to modestly larger rebates, making it cheaper for employers to cover these drugs, Sarpatwari said. Novo Nordisk is developing a new obesity drug that clinical trials suggest rivals Zepbound in effectiveness, and Eli Lilly is testing a drug that could end up being even more effective than the current products on the market. Several companies, including Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly, are also developing oral versions of these drugs for those who do not want to inject themselves weekly. The new drugs will almost certainly be more expensive than those already on the market, but they should make it slightly easier for patients to access older GLP-1 drugs.



That future remains far away. The start of the GLP-1 era focused on the exciting transformations patients have made on these drugs. If something doesn't change, the next few years are going to focus on all the people who could benefit from GLP-1s but are unable to access them.



This story originally said a vial of Zepbound cost $500 when purchased directly from the supplier; in fact, a month's supply costs $500.
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Trump Needs the UN in Gaza

Humanitarian aid is a key component of Trump's peace deal. Securing it will depend on American involvement.

by Hana Kiros

Mon, 27 Oct 2025




Immediately after Hamas and Israel agreed to the first phase of President Donald Trump's peace plan, food and medical supplies were supposed to start flooding into the Gaza Strip. Like other key aspects of the agreement, that influx did not go exactly as planned. Some food, fuel, medical supplies, and other resources are moving, but the flow of aid remains clogged.

The success of the Gaza cease-fire--which Trump has called perhaps "the greatest deal" of any he's made--depends on the United States' continued involvement. Top U.S. officials, including Vice President J. D. Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, have flown to Israel, trying to shore up the cease-fire. (Israeli media, The Wall Street Journal reports, have taken to calling the visits "Bibisitting.") On the immediate agenda is "giving people some food and medicine," Vance said during a press conference last week.

Faced with humanitarian crises in the past, the White House could lean on USAID's experience with global aid and its expertise in postwar recovery. But since DOGE was unleashed on the U.S. government, that agency essentially no longer exists. Work on aid in Gaza was not exempt, former and current aid workers told me: The Trump administration fired people actively working on this conflict, and the State Department now must figure out, largely on the fly, how to help aid reach Gaza.

As much as the Trump administration has undermined American aid around the world, its interest in peace between Israel and Palestine shows that the U.S. still intends to be very involved in humanitarian work in some places. Gaza is both the most high-profile test yet of Trump's decision to slash the United States' humanitarian capacity and the best available example of what relief work his administration is capable of when it is extremely invested.

In the first 12 days of the cease-fire, the UN's World Food Programme brought in an average of just over 700 tons of food a day, a WFP spokesperson, Martin Penner, told me. The UN says cooking gas has also entered the Gaza Strip for the first time since March. Excluding weekends, when crossings into Gaza may be closed, enough aid trucks have entered on average to meet the minimum laid out in the cease-fire deal, according to a source with direct knowledge of State Department activities. But the World Food Programme says it would need to bring in twice as much food to reverse pockets of famine. The program's meal distribution in northern Gaza, the epicenter of the Strip's starvation, began only about two weeks into the cease-fire, Penner said. Twice during the cease-fire, the Israeli government has said it would restrict the flow of aid into Gaza: once in response to the slow release of deceased hostages, and then after a spate of violence. The source with direct knowledge of the State Department told me that humanitarian aid is now "widely accepted" to be a phase-two priority--still a goal, but one that follows the completed exchange of both Israelis' and Palestinians' remains.

At least some State Department officials key to pursuing that goal were not at work early during the cease-fire. Instead, they were furloughed by the government shutdown, according to one current and one former federal employee. (They, like other current and former aid workers I spoke with for this story, requested anonymity for fear of retribution.) During the first week of the cease-fire, the Trump administration pulled those officials back into the office, the current and former federal employees told me. The furloughed staff were able to get up to speed quickly, according to the current employee and the source with direct knowledge of events in the department.

But those workers represent just a fraction of the effort that the U.S. once put toward ensuring aid was entering Gaza. Before Trump took office, for example, a team of about 30 USAID experts in D.C. and the Middle East had been working full-time on providing humanitarian relief in the Strip, Andy Hall, a former USAID officer who worked on the Gaza response, told me. American involvement was key to aid getting in at all: As NPR has reported, almost nothing entered unless top officials called Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, his adviser Ron Dermer, or his defense minister. At least one USAID official met daily with COGAT, the Israeli military agency that has controlled what aid enters Gaza, Paul Martin, a former USAID inspector general, told me.

UN agencies and other NGOs also participated in those meetings. But because the U.S. has a better working relationship with the Israeli agency than the UN does, the Americans made a difference in securing humanitarian access to Gaza, according to three sources with direct knowledge of the meetings. Eri Kaneko, a spokesperson for the UN's Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, told me that "it's no secret that the UN and our partners have not always seen eye to eye" with COGAT, and that the UN would "welcome the support from the U.S. and other member states to ensure we're able to deliver lifesaving aid swiftly." Samantha Power, the top USAID official under Biden, said in a January interview with Politico Magazine that UN officials relied on USAID to lobby Israel to renew the visas of its staff so that they could continue working in Gaza.

Then the Trump administration fired every humanitarian expert employed by USAID, and many of those employed by the State Department. The USAID staffer detailed to Israel's aid-coordination board was fired by early February, Martin told me. This doesn't mean that the U.S. has abandoned the project permanently: In response to a request for comment, the White House directed me to the State Department, which told me in an email that officials have met with the Israeli military unit coordinating aid and directed me to its October 16 X post announcing that a disaster-response team, working without pay during the shutdown, was helping "surge and coordinate aid into Gaza." (The person who responded did not provide their name. They did not say whether any American representatives kept attending the daily board meetings after USAID collapsed.)

Still, the federal government's push to cancel foreign aid meant that it entered the cease-fire deal with a smaller team just assembled. In July, when the United Nations put out its own plan for surging food and medicine into Gaza in the event of a cease-fire, the State Department was still hiring the people currently coordinating its Gaza relief work, the current federal employee and one of their colleagues told me. "The lack of engagement by the U.S. on the response in the interim has undoubtedly affected the level of preparedness for 'day 1' of a peace deal," the current federal employee told me.

The Trump administration's approach to aid in Gaza has also weakened the UN's work there. Without USAID to intervene, Israel has, as my colleague Franklin Foer wrote in August, pursued "a string of policies that seem intended to permanently push the UN out of Gaza." Israel refused to renew the visas of top officials at at least three UN agencies operating in Gaza and de-registered major aid groups that had been working in Gaza for decades.

Beginning in May, after Israel halted all aid to Gaza for 11 weeks, the Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, a months-old nonprofit, became the primary food supplier in Gaza. The U.S. was directly involved in this venture: It was designed by American management consultants (along with Israeli officials and businessmen), staffed by American security contractors, and funded in part with American taxpayer dollars. Whereas the UN system once ran about 400 aid sites, GHF never ran more than four. According to food-security experts, extreme malnutrition in Gaza, already high, skyrocketed after GHF took over; according to Netanyahu, the foundation failed to prevent looting by Hamas. (In an email, a GHF spokesperson wrote that the non-profit was "the only organization that delivered aid directly to the Palestinian people including women, children and elderly." He also noted that GHF was now down to three distribution sites, all "temporarily paused during the ongoing hostage exchange.")

Now, though, the Trump administration is counting on the United Nations to help fulfill the cease-fire's goals. Last month, in front of the UN's General Assembly, the president essentially called it a coalition of paper pushers. But his cease-fire plan explicitly calls for the UN to distribute aid, alongside the Red Crescent and "other international institutions." He's also dispatched American troops to Israel to help ensure aid groups are allowed to do their work; American diplomats are set to join them.

Exactly how all of these pieces will fit together is unclear. Usually, civilian groups lead relief efforts and coordinate with the military for protection. In this case, roughly 200 U.S. soldiers are setting up a civil-military coordination center, which has also been given the job of facilitating the flow of humanitarian aid into Gaza. The person with inside knowledge of the State Department said that the UN will play a role in the civil-military collaboration, but American officials are still determining its precise shape. At last week's press conference, Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner (a senior adviser in the first Trump administration, whom the president has said he "called in" to work on the cease-fire) said that coordination between the United Nations and Israel has so far been "surprisingly strong."

Trump's cease-fire has undeniably improved conditions in Gaza. But humanitarians' job there is particularly difficult. Many of the people whom the UN is rushing to serve are starving, enough to require urgent medical treatment in addition to food. When starving people can't trust that relief will come, they take what they can find, Tess Ingram, a UNICEF spokesperson who was in Gaza City when we spoke earlier this month, told me. Early in the cease-fire, as a convoy of trucks carrying food rolled into southern Gaza, Palestinians stripped them bare in 20 minutes mid-route, The New York Times reported: "Young men fared best. Children had to look for what openings they could." How much better their situation gets will depend in part on how well the new American approach to aid works.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/10/gaza-israel-aid-ceasefire-usaid/684711/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Pitfalls of Sleepmaxxing

Technology might help you sleep better, or go haywire.

by Nancy Walecki

Sat, 25 Oct 2025




Eight Sleep--often called Silicon Valley's favorite bed--is like a full-body Fitbit. It is a $3,050 mattress cover filled with sensors to monitor heart rate and body temperature. For people who pay $199 to $399 for an annual subscription, the cover will automatically heat and cool itself throughout the night to keep the owner at a sleep-optimal temperature. The add-on base (about $2,000) raises the angle of the bed to make reading more comfortable or to help stop snoring. Eight Sleep gently vibrates its users awake; it lulls them to sleep with "deep rest" meditations narrated by the wellness-science podcaster Andrew Huberman. To buy the Eight Sleep is to buy fully, with your whole body, into the idea that the future of sleep is technological.



On Monday, the future glitched. Eight Sleep's features run on the AWS Cloud, so when one of Amazon Web Services' data centers went offline at about 3 a.m. ET, the sleep system went haywire. Eight Sleep generally warms when the user is drifting off, then gets cooler as they enter deeper sleep. Santiago Lisa, a software engineer in Pittsburgh, told me he woke up because his bed was stuck in deep-sleep frigidity. He tried to warm it up using the Eight Sleep app, but no dice--the app was down. Then he tried the system's manual buttons. No dice there, either--they also require the Cloud to function. Jordan Arnold, who works in the video-game industry in Washington State, told me that his girlfriend couldn't sleep because her side of the bed was stuck at its highest temperature, 110 degrees Fahrenheit. She slept on the couch. Other poor souls, who had put their bed in a sitting position to read and were now stuck there, spent the night in the world's most high-tech Barcalounger. A Jetsons vision of the 21st century did not include Mrs. Jetson stuck in an upright and locked position because her bed could not connect to a data center in Northern Virginia.



The disruption was short-lived: Eight Sleep's products were up and running once AWS was. (The company is working to diversify its cloud setup, a spokesperson told me, and on Wednesday, it launched a backup mode that uses Bluetooth.) But that this fiasco happened at all is a sign of how much Americans' desire to optimize their rest has grown--along with the market to sate that desire. We are being offered more and more ways to become, essentially, sleep cyborgs who depend on technology to enhance what should be a basic aspect of being alive. Those interested in "sleepmaxxing," along with people who want to sleep better but don't have a Silicon Valley-style term for it, have made sleep tech a $29.3 billion industry, by one measure. The value of the industry is expected to more than quadruple, to $135 billion, by 2034.



Shalini Paruthi, a physician who's on the American Academy of Sleep Medicine committee for emerging technology, told me that she mostly sees her patients using sleep tech through meditation and bedtime-story platforms. Those with the Calm app can fall asleep to Harry Styles narrating a story called "Dream With Me," Matthew McConaughey pontificating on "the mysteries of the universe," or Travis Kelce's mom talking about football. Devices have permeated all aspects of sleep, Paruthi said. Wearables such as the Oura Ring and Apple Watch track the wearer's vitals. Red-light lamps aim to help people feel sleepier, noise machines play soundscapes as they drift off, and alarm clocks mimic sunlight to wake them up. I thought I was a little high-maintenance for using a fabric eye mask, but for north of $100, I could acquire a "smart" one that not only blocks light but also vibrates in sync with my heartbeat. For help falling asleep faster, people can buy a $350 "neurotech headband." And those who aren't ready to spend $3,000 on a sensor-filled mattress cover could instead opt for a $1,400 "dual zone climate control bed-making system"--a duvet connected to air hoses that pair with Alexa voice command. Notably, the Eight Sleep has aggregated much of the most popular consumer sleep equipment available into a single piece of technology.



Whether or not  these gadgets actually help with sleep is an open question. Sleep-tracking devices do a "pretty good job of figuring out when a person fell asleep and when they woke up, based on their movement and heart rates," Paruthi said. (So does looking at your clock.) But they don't "always do the best job in between." Patients will come to her because their wearable says they got no REM sleep, which, she said, "quite frankly, would be impossible." At the very least, these devices can encourage better sleep hygiene: One too many bad "sleep scores," and a person might just start going to bed earlier and leaving their phone in another room.



For those with actual sleep disorders, cyborg sleep can be a very good thing. People who have extreme nightmares from PTSD can use NightWare, a prescription-only system that comes with a preprogrammed Apple Watch and detects if the wearer is having a nightmare. It will vibrate enough to stop the bad dream but not enough to wake the user. And for those with restless legs syndrome, there is Nidra, a cuff worn around the calves that helps alleviate RLS symptoms. Even Eight Sleep can be FSA/HSA-eligible with a doctor's note explaining why it might help a preexisting health condition.



But in general, the more technology in a sleep routine, the more possible points of failure. Our bed might not connect to the cloud and remain stuck at an incline. We might open our phone to summon the soothing voice of Matthew McConaughey and instead be spirited away by Instagram. Technology, one of the main reasons we can't sleep, has entered the last part of our life that is usually free from it. Before Eight Sleep announced its new offline mode, some Reddit users discussed "jailbreaking" their bed so that it could function without the AWS Cloud. A simpler hack might be to let our bodies do what they're already primed to do. Even when his Eight Sleep malfunctioned on Monday and remained at frigid temperatures, Lisa told me, "I ended up sleeping. It was just cold."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2025/10/sleep-technology/684702/?utm_source=feed
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Hurricane Melissa's Dangerous Double Play

The monster storm is crawling across the Caribbean.

by Sara Sneath

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




Sign up for The Weekly Planet, a guide to living through climate change.

Hurricane Melissa is moving slowly. It reached the coast of Jamaica this afternoon after stalling out over the Caribbean Sea for the past two days. And yet, the winds that form Melissa are shockingly fast. At 10:00 this morning, the National Hurricane Center reported that maximum sustained winds had reached 185 miles an hour--surpassing those of any other storm this year, along with Hurricane Katrina.

That combination of high winds and creeping progress makes Melissa both unusual and unusually dangerous. Over the next day or so, the storm is on track to hammer Jamaica, eastern Cuba, and parts of the Bahamas with catastrophic flash flooding, destructive winds, and damaging waves. Jamaica's prime minister has warned that the island's infrastructure cannot withstand such a storm.

Like many other monster storms of the 21st century--and two others this season alone--Melissa intensified rapidly. From Saturday to Sunday, its winds doubled from 70 to 140 miles an hour. A second surge followed from Sunday to Monday, when winds climbed to 175 miles an hour, well above the threshold for a Category 5 storm. Andy Hazelton, a hurricane hunter and modeler at the University of Miami, told me he has been flying morning missions into Melissa's eye since Saturday. (I am a journalist-in-residence at the University of Miami but have not previously collaborated with Hazelton or any of the other hurricane experts I contacted for this story.) Yesterday morning, turbulence was so intense that his flight had to turn back. "That's happened in the past. It only happens in extreme hurricanes," he said.

Melissa's rapid intensification occurred even as it stalled near Jamaica, moving at about two miles an hour. "When a hurricane goes really slow like this, it usually churns up cold water that weakens it," Hazelton said. But the waters of the Caribbean have been particularly warm this year. Sea-surface temperatures are about 2.5 degrees Fahrenheit hotter than average, and deeper layers--the cold water that would normally sap energy from a slow-moving storm--have been lukewarm, even more than 100 meters deep. All of that heat is now being funneled from the ocean into the atmosphere. "I call it 'higher-octane fuel,'" Lynn Shay, a professor of oceanography at the University of Miami, told me. He maps warm waters that could fuel hurricanes, in part by deploying sensors into hurricanes to study the air-sea interactions. He told me he has been unable to do so during Melissa because government-run flights have been short-staffed by the shutdown.

Read: Hurricane science was great while it lasted

The previous major hurricane to hit Jamaica was Hurricane Gilbert, in 1988. But Gilbert moved much faster. Melissa, by contrast, is creeping forward "as fast as Miami traffic," Shay said, which means that Jamaica has been battered by pounding waves since Saturday. The slow-moving storm is poised to drop up to 30 inches of rain on Jamaica, increasing the risk of life-threatening flooding, landslides, and long-duration power outages.

Michael Scott Fischer, an assistant professor at the University of Miami who studies rapid intensification, told me that evidence is emerging that rates of rapid intensification are becoming more extreme and that the phenomenon is occurring more frequently. He cautioned that the sample size is too small to directly attribute those trends to climate change; after all, only so many hurricanes occur in a season. "But it's consistent with what we'd expect in a warmer world," he said. Climate Central reported that the exceptionally warm waters that fueled Melissa's rapid intensification were made up to 700 times more likely because of anthropogenic climate change. Some evidence suggests that the movement of hurricanes has also gradually slowed, which can lead to increases in rainfall totals. One such analysis published in Nature found that tropical cyclones slowed down by 10 percent from 1949 to 2016.

Read: Honestly? The link between climate change and hurricanes is complicated.

Hurricane forecasters predicted that this season would have 13 to 19 named storms, and so far, only 13 have materialized. But the storms that have formed have been exceptionally strong. Erin and Humberto also exploded into Category 5 hurricanes after rapidly intensifying earlier this year, marking the second season on record that three Category 5 storms have formed in the Atlantic. (The first time was in 2005, when four reached that strength: Emily, Katrina, Rita, and Wilma, whose winds also topped out at 185 miles an hour.) "It's like stacking the deck when you have these really warm sea-surface temperatures," Fischer said. "It doesn't guarantee you'll draw an ace, but adding more aces to the deck increases the odds you will." The Atlantic hurricane season doesn't officially end until November 30, so "it's too early to close the book on what this season has in store," Fischer said. More aces may yet appear.
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No One Actually Knows What a Moon Is

The universe has quasi-moons, mini-moons, and moonlets, but no official definition of what counts as a moon.

by Lila Shroff

Mon, 27 Oct 2025






Updated at 4:03 p.m. ET on October 29, 2025


In August, an amateur French astronomer, Adrien Coffinet, messaged an email list dedicated to asteroid and comet research with an announcement. He'd identified a new quasi-moon: "2025 PN7 seems to be a quasi-satellite of the Earth," he wrote. Last week, news of the quasi-moon went mainstream, as a surge of headlines declared that Earth officially had a second moon.



This isn't exactly right: As several scientists reiterated to me, Earth still only has one real moon. But as researchers have discovered more moonlike objects in our solar system--including 128 moons orbiting Saturn just this year--our concept of what counts as a moon has been forced to expand. Now it's approaching a breaking point.



A moon is generally understood to be an object that orbits a planet (although what counts as a planet is itself a contentious matter). Beyond that, a more precise, official definition doesn't exist. The International Astronomical Union has been in charge of planetary nomenclature for more than 100 years, but "surprisingly, they have not defined what a moon is," Jean-Luc Margot, a UCLA astronomer, told me. This has created "total ambiguity regarding what is or isn't a moon," Jacqueline McCleary, an observational cosmologist at Northeastern University, told me.



Consider moon size. Technological advancements have enabled scientists to better identify ever smaller objects in space, but they have not agreed where to draw the line between a moon and a (relatively) tiny rock. When Galileo cast a homemade telescope toward the night sky and discovered Jupiter's four largest moons, he at first mistook them for distant stars; the planet now has 97 official moons, two of which were formally recognized just this year. Astronomers also have found thousands of other satellites in the gas giant's orbit: Should those count as moons? Some have taken to calling them "moonlets" instead.



In recent decades, scientists have discovered more moonlike objects in proximity to our own planet, too, including a handful of small asteroids that temporarily enter our orbit. Some people call them "mini-moons," although it's "not a term that has a widespread definition," cautioned Teddy Kareta, an astronomer at Villanova University. Last year, one such object entered Earth's orbit but left after just two months. Many put that satellite in the mini-moon category, but Kareta worried that, although fun, the term was misleading. That "mini-moon" didn't even complete a full rotation around Earth.



"Quasi-moons" are not actually very moonlike. These satellites can appear as if they are orbiting Earth, but in reality they are orbiting the sun. That makes the term "a bit of a misnomer," Margot told me. Other planets have quasi-moons too: The first one to be discovered, a temporary satellite of Venus, was named Zoozve after an artist erroneously transcribed its original name, 2002VE. (Officially, it's 2002 VE68.)



Earth has roughly half a dozen quasi-moons, and in this pantheon, our new one is a bit of a flighty dweeb--roughly the size of a small office building, McCleary said. "If the other quasi-moons are like albatross circling our ship on our journey around the sun, then this one is maybe more of a hummingbird," Asa Stahl, an astronomer and science editor at the Planetary Society, told me. Although it was only just discovered, this asteroid has been running in an Earth-like orbit for some 60 years; in another 60 or so, it will lose its quasi-moon status. Its ultimate path is somewhat mysterious, but Coffinet's simulations suggest that thousands of years from now, it might cross Mars's orbit.



In the coming years, astronomers are likely to locate more ambiguous moonlike objects. New imaging technology at the Vera C. Rubin Observatory, for instance, is supercharging our ability to peer into the sky, while progress in software development is improving analysis of the images that observatories capture. As these maybe-moons pile up, "the lack of a clear definition of moon--or quasi-moon, or mini-moon--causes about as much confusion and consternation among scientists as it does in the public," Kareta explained. In a recent paper, he added an entire "terminology" section to help define various terms. Margot suggested that the International Astronomical Union "revisit these issues and come up with proper definitions that are precise and general for planets and also for moons." But he's not expecting the group to act anytime soon: There's still a lot of "trauma"--to use Margot's words--left over from the aughts, when the IAU changed the definition of a planet. (RIP Pluto.)



Earth's own moon--the one that hangs above us, whose light "stretches over salt sea equally and flowerdeep fields," as Sappho once noted--is itself astounding. No other planet in our solar system has exactly one moon. The leading theory behind the moon's formation suggests that in the earliest days of our solar system, baby Earth was flying solo until, after some tens of millions of years, a Mars-size object collided with it and sent debris flying into space. After learning of mini-moons and quasi-moons and moonlets, I wondered if the Earth might actually have a second true moon, which has somehow managed to evade detection. When I asked the astronomers, they were skeptical, but none denied the possibility. "It's certainly conceivable," McCleary told me. "If there is one, I think we'll probably find it in the next 10 years," she said.



This article previously misstated the number of officially recognized moons of Jupiter; two more were added to the list in 2025. This article was also updated to clarify that the full original designation for Zoozve is 2002 VE68. 
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        The Atlantic Announces Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson as Contributing Writers
        The Atlantic

        Today The Atlantic is announcing that Jonathan Haidt, who has written a number of hugely significant stories for The Atlantic, and Eugene Robinson, one of the most well-known and influential journalists and columnists, will both become contributing writers. The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jonathan's most ambitious essays and features, and Eugene joins us most recently from The Washington Post, where he worked for three decades.Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jef...
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        The Atlantic's December Cover: David Graham and J. Michael Luttig on "The Coming Election Mayhem"
        The Atlantic

        For The Atlantic's December cover package, "The Coming Election Mayhem," staff writer David A. Graham and former federal judge J. Michael Luttig warn of President Donald Trump's plans to throw the 2026 midterms into chaos and to hold on to the extreme power he has already amassed since returning to the presidency. In two distinct pieces, Graham details in exacting terms the steps the Trump administration has already taken--and the steps it could take--to undermine the coming midterm election, whi...
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson as Contributing Writers



Thu, 30 Oct 2025


Jonathan Haidt and Eugene Robinson



Today The Atlantic is announcing that Jonathan Haidt, who has written a number of hugely significant stories for The Atlantic, and Eugene Robinson, one of the most well-known and influential journalists and columnists, will both become contributing writers. The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jonathan's most ambitious essays and features, and Eugene joins us most recently from The Washington Post, where he worked for three decades.

Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear All,
 I'm delighted to spread the news that we're bringing two new contributing writers onto our team. Both of these names will be known to all of you: Jonathan Haidt, and Eugene Robinson.
 Jon's name, of course, will be familiar to anyone who reads The Atlantic, because his byline has already graced our pages numerous times. He has written several hugely influential stories for us in recent years. To name a few: Why the Past Ten Years of American Life Have Been Uniquely Stupid; The Coddling of the American Mind; The Dark Psychology of Social Networks; End the Phone-Based Childhood Now. (His first feature for us appeared almost exactly a decade ago.) People around the world turn to Jon to understand, among other things, what technology is doing to us (and what to do about it). Jon is a uniquely influential intellectual and researcher, and a brilliantly clear writer about devilishly complicated issues.
 In addition to his extraordinary work for The Atlantic, Jon is a social psychologist at New York University's Stern School of Business, where his research has focused on the intuitive foundations of morality, and how morality varies across societies. He is the author of, among other New York Times bestsellers, The Anxious Generation and The Coddling of the American Mind (co-authored with Greg Lukianoff). The Atlantic will now be the primary home for Jon's most ambitious essays and features, and I'm very glad he'll be writing for us regularly.
 About Gene: When I first arrived at The Washington Post a couple of (dozen) years ago, Gene was already the king of the newsroom. (Okay, three dozen.) Gene is one of the most talented all-around journalists ever employed at The Post, which is really saying something. He has been a mentor and role model for many of us across the years, in part because he does everything well, and in part because he is a kind and generous editorial leader.
 Gene is a Pulitzer Prize-winning writer and the author of three books; his fourth, Freedom Lost, Freedom Won: A Personal American History, is scheduled to be published by Simon & Schuster in February. Gene was born and raised in Orangeburg, South Carolina, and has written unforgettably about his experiences growing up in the Civil Rights era. After serving as the first Black editor in chief of his college newspaper (The Michigan Daily, Adrienne's least-favorite college paper), he began his professional journalism career at the San Francisco Chronicle, where he was one of two reporters assigned to cover the trial of the kidnapped newspaper heiress Patty Hearst. Gene then joined the Post as a city hall reporter, and worked as an editor on the metro desk before moving to Buenos Aires as the Post's South America correspondent. Later he was the Post's foreign editor, and ran its Style section, and, of course, spent two decades as a columnist, becoming one of journalism's most outstanding, memorable, and influential voices. And now he brings that voice to us.
 It is such a thrill to bring Jon closer to The Atlantic, and it is equally thrilling to make The Atlantic the home of Gene's writing. You'll all have the chance to meet them soon. In the meantime, please join me in welcoming them to Team Atlantic.


Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Will Gottsegen, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, Jonathan Lemire, Jake Lundberg, Lily Meyer, Toluse Olorunnipa, Luis Parrales, Alexandra Petri, Alex Reisner, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Simon Shuster, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, Adam Kirsch, Dan Zak, and Katie Zezima.

Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Announces Adam Kirsch as Senior Editor and Luis Parrales as Staff Writer



Tue, 28 Oct 2025


New hires Adam Kirsch and Luis Parrales



The Atlantic is announcing two new editorial roles: the hire of Adam Kirsch as senior editor, coming from The Wall Street Journal, and Luis Parrales, who is moving from the role of fact checker to staff writer at The Atlantic, focusing on coverage of religion.

Below is the staff announcement from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and executive editor Adrienne LaFrance:

We're writing with excellent news: Adam Kirsch is joining The Atlantic as a senior editor, and Luis Parrales is stepping into the role of staff writer.
 First, Adam. Many of you already know Adam from his brilliant and wide-ranging writing--we ran excerpts of his last two books (which you can read here and here), and he has written incisively for us about apocalypse narratives, Benjamin Labatut, and many other subjects. Adam is also the author of four volumes of poetry, and has taught several seminars on contemporary American fiction and politics at Columbia University's Center for American Studies, including on "The New York Intellectuals," "Writing September 11th," and "American Jewish Literature."
 Most recently, Adam worked as a features editor for The Wall Street Journal's Review section. Before that, he has served as an editor, writer, and critic for The New Republic, Tablet, The New York Sun, and The American Scholar.
 Now Luis. We're delighted that Luis has agreed to focus on writing full-time, following an impressive stint on the fact-checking team, and building upon his excellent reporting on faith and religion in America and beyond. Luis understands The Atlantic's mission acutely, and he understands what it takes to achieve Atlantic quality: This past year, he has checked numerous complicated articles featuring characters as varied as Paul Gauguin, Lorne Michaels, Daniel Kehlmann, and J. D. Vance. He has become an expert on the geology (and much else) of Concord, Massachusetts, the starting point of the American Revolution; as well as the making of Ken Burns's latest documentary. And he has worked on stories about the anti-vaccination movement, among many other topics, with sophistication and care. Before joining The Atlantic, Luis served as an associate editor for arts and culture at The Dispatch.
 Please join us in congratulating Adam and Luis.
 Hooray,
 Adrienne and Jeff


Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Tom Bartlett, Will Gottsegen, Tyler Austin Harper, Anna Holmes, Sally Jenkins, Quinta Jurecic, Idrees Kahloon, Jonathan Lemire, Jake Lundberg, Lily Meyer, Toluse Olorunnipa, Alexandra Petri, Alex Reisner, Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Simon Shuster, Jamie Thompson, Josh Tyrangiel, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, and Nancy Youssef; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Drew Goins, Jenna Johnson, Dan Zak, and Katie Zezima.

Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Promotes Krystle Champagne-Norwood and Emily Gottschalk-Marconi to Managing Editors



Tue, 28 Oct 2025




The Atlantic is announcing the promotions of Krystle Champagne-Norwood and Emily Gottschalk-Marconi to editorial leadership as managing editors. Krystle will continue to oversee the editorial strategy for The Atlantic's extensive in-person and virtual events, and robust event partnerships across the country. Emily is managing editor for operations, and since moving from the business to editorial side of The Atlantic, she has played a central role in strengthening editorial operations and building the systems that support the organization's daily work.

Internal announcements are below, both from editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 I'm very happy to share with you excellent news about a beloved colleague. I have asked Krystle Champagne-Norwood to take on greater responsibilities for us, in addition to a new title: managing editor. I'm extremely happy to say that she accepted, with alacrity (preternaturally calm alacrity, which is her preferred mode). In many ways, this promotion simply formalizes what you already know, that The Atlantic's live journalism operation would cease to function without Krystle's smarts, moxie, creativity, and leadership.
 It has been evident to Adrienne and me for a long while--and to anyone who has crossed paths with Krystle--that she is endlessly talented. Krystle has a deep, intuitive understanding of The Atlantic's culture and journalistic mission, and she is of course gifted in understanding how to bring our journalism to life on stage.
 Krystle's unflappability is well-known. Anyone who has participated in the Atlantic Festival, or another of our many live programs, knows that Krystle is constitutionally incapable of becoming flustered. Her under-pressure competence is a byproduct of hard work and preparation, as well as deep faith, and an ability to improvise, adapt and overcome when, say, we lose electricity in a theater ("This is a perfect opportunity to have a candlelit panel," would be Krystle's response, whereas mine would be, "I would like to go home now, please.")
 Krystle is a creative force and a natural leader, and having her join the ranks of our managing editors allows us to benefit from her broad journalism experience, though it's important to note that we are looking to expand the realm of Edit-driven events quite substantially under her leadership in the coming years. In other words, she'll be very busy.


About Emily:

Dear everyone,
 As all of you already know, The Atlantic functions as well as it does in large part because Emily Gottschalk-Marconi makes it all happen. Her steel-trap mind, her unflappability, her kindness, creativity and hyper-competence, all combine to make her as close to indispensable as anyone who works here. As my chief of staff, and as director of newsroom operations, Emily is always innovating and solving problems or otherwise devising escape paths from crises large and small.
 Over time, Emily's responsibilities have grown substantially, and we wanted to acknowledge her work--and specifically how our journalism directly benefits from Emily's leadership--by promoting her to a new role, Managing Editor for Operations. I know that this move will please quite literally everyone in our organization. Further empowering Emily only leads to good things for the rest of us.
 Emily joined The Atlantic as part of the Live team in 2016, and when the opportunity came for Emily to join the Editorial team, we didn't hesitate. She quickly made herself important to our daily operations, in more ways than would be possible to list, including ushering in such innovations as AirTable (Before AirTable, we simply shouted our story plans to each other across the halls of the Watergate, when we remembered to do so.) Emily believes deeply in the mission and culture of The Atlantic, and her devotion to what we do is evident in every aspect of her work. No detail or deadline escapes her (to my occasional chagrin, since one of her duties has been tracking my own deadlines, except, strangely, the deadline for this note, which is coming about 10 days later than expected). Much of the infrastructure we all rely on--and might not even notice, when it's working as intended--is testament to her skill, hard work, and foresight.
 This promotion recognizes Emily's superior talent and the centrality of her role. Please join me in congratulating Emily on this well-earned promotion. She is easily embarrassed by praise, which should absolutely not stop you from expressing yourselves with flowery adjectives.


Press Contacts: 
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s December Cover: David Graham and J. Michael Luttig on "The Coming Election Mayhem"

Donald Trump's plans to throw the 2026 midterms into chaos are already under way.

Tue, 28 Oct 2025




For The Atlantic's December cover package, "The Coming Election Mayhem," staff writer David A. Graham and former federal judge J. Michael Luttig warn of President Donald Trump's plans to throw the 2026 midterms into chaos and to hold on to the extreme power he has already amassed since returning to the presidency. In two distinct pieces, Graham details in exacting terms the steps the Trump administration has already taken--and the steps it could take--to undermine the coming midterm election, while Luttig makes the argument that Trump clearly intends to hold on to power--even if it means seizing a third term.
 
 To better understand the threat to democracy--and how it might be stopped--Graham spoke with experts on election administration, constitutional law, and law enforcement. Graham writes: "Many of them are people I have known to be cautious, sober, and not prone to hyperbole. Yet they used words like nightmare and warned that Americans need to be ready for 'really wild stuff.' They described a system under attack and reaching a breaking point. They enumerated a long list of concerns about next year's midterms, but they largely declined to make predictions about the 2028 presidential election. The speed of Trump's assault on the Constitution has made forecasting difficult, but the 2026 contests--both the way they work, and the results--will help determine whether democracy as we know it will survive until then. 'If you are not frightened,' Hannah Fried, the executive director of the voter-access group All Voting Is Local, told me, 'you are not paying attention.'"
 
 Graham writes that since 2016, Trump has been trying to teach the American people to distrust elections, and many of his actions now are designed to create a pretense for claiming fraud later, including suggesting that millions of unauthorized immigrants are voting, although this is not true. Trump has consistently tried to spread distrust of voting by mail, and he and his allies have insisted for nearly a decade--without ever providing proof--that many voting machines are not secure. In past elections, the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, a part of the Department of Homeland Security, assisted local officials. The administration has cut about a third of CISA's workforce and slashed millions of dollars of assistance to local officials, potentially exposing election systems to interference by foreign or domestic hackers. Federal law specifically bans the presence of "any troops or armed men at any place where a general or special election is held, unless such force be necessary to repel armed enemies of the United States"--but with the National Guard deployed to U.S. cities, some experts believe that military intervention is now not only possible but likely.
 
 Graham writes that stopping any attempt to subvert the midterms will require courage and integrity from the courts, political leaders of both parties, and the local officials running elections, but "most of all, it will depend on individual Americans to stand up for their rights and demand that their votes are counted."
 
 "Defending the system in 2026 won't guarantee clean elections in 2028, but failing to do so would be catastrophic," he writes. "Trump will exploit any weaknesses he can find; any damage to the system will encourage worse rigging in two years, and maybe even a quest for a third term. And if the president has two more years to act without any checks, there may not be much democracy left to save in 2028."
 
 In a companion piece, "President for Life," Luttig writes that since Trump's second victory, he has told the American people that he is prepared to do what it takes to remain in power, the Constitution be damned. As recently as March, Trump refused to rule out a third term, saying that he was "not joking" about the prospect and claiming that "there are methods which you could do it"; in September, Trump posted photographs on Truth Social in which Trump 2028 hats rested prominently on his Oval Office desk; and this month, when discussing the possibility of a third term, Trump said, "I would love to do it. I have my best numbers ever." Luttig writes: "We Americans are by nature good people who believe in the inherent goodness of others, especially those we elect to represent us in the highest office in the land. But we ignore such statements and other expressions of Trump's intent at our peril. The 47th president is a vain man, and nothing would flatter his vanity more than seizing another term. Doing so would signify the ultimate triumph over his political enemies." Luttig writes that in his public-service career in the Ford, Reagan, and George H. W. Bush administrations, and with the Department of Justice: "I have never once in more than four decades believed that any president--Democrat or Republican--would intentionally violate the Constitution or a law of the United States. But Trump is different from all prior presidents in his utter contempt for the Constitution and America's democracy."
 
 The Atlantic's December cover stories build upon past covers that have provided advance warnings around the looming threats to democracy, including The Atlantic's special issue from December 2023, "If Trump Wins"; Barton Gellman's "The Election That Could Break America" in November 2020; and David Frum's "How To Build an Autocracy" from March 2017, among others.
 
 David Graham's "The Coming Election Mayhem" and J. Michael Luttig's "President for Life" were published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/archive/2025/10/atlantics-december-cover-the-coming-election-mayhem/684716/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Press Releases | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            The Atlantic Photo
          
        

      

      Newsletters | The Atlantic

      
        What Ghosts Reveal When They Visit
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.When you ask someone whether they have ever seen a ghost, you are asking them whether they believe in the inexplicable. Some people are more accustomed to the idea than others: In different folklores, throughout history, ghosts appear as omens and lost spirits; they signify regret, pain, open endings.Then there are the ghosts that haunt not a culture, but a person. Per...

      

      
        The Deadline for a Major Shutdown Casualty
        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.Two weeks ago, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent warned that the ongoing government shutdown was "starting to cut into muscle." Now it appears to be nearing the bone: For the first time in its 61-year history, SNAP, the federal food-assistance program for low- and no-income people, is set to run out of m...

      

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

        Updated with new questions at 6:10 p.m. ET on October 29, 2025.It's said that the 17th- and 18th-century polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the last person to know everything. He was a whiz at philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics--the works. But there was also simply less to know back then; the post-Industrial Revolution knowledge explosion killed the universal genius.Which is to say that I bet Leibniz wouldn't know the full oeuvre of K-pop if he were alive today. Or at least...

      

      
        North Carolina Is the Canary in the Election Coal Mine
        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.Every two years, politicians declare the most important election of our lifetimes, and becoming inured to that is easy. But as I reported on how the 2026 election could be in danger for my recent story, I started to wonder if maybe the assertion was true this time.President Donald Trump has spent the fi...

      

      
        A Donor-Funded Army Wouldn't Just Be Illegal--It Would be Dangerous
        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.President Donald Trump dropped the news casually at the very end of a White House roundtable this past Thursday. "A friend of mine"--he said the man preferred not to use his name--"he called us the other day, and he said, I'd like to contribute any shortfall you have because of the Democrat shutdown," Tru...

      

      
        Seven Heist Movies for Your Weekend
        Stephanie Bai

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Glass-cutting power tools, priceless crown jewels, and two scooters to escape on. The story of the thieves who targeted the Louvre last weekend could have been ripped from a movie. For anybody feeling inspired (ideally not to commit a robbery of their own), The Atlantic's writers and editors have recomm...

      

      
        How Wedding Sprawl Affects the Guests
        Isabel Fattal

        This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.Why have Americans clung so hard to the dream of a fancy wedding? Hanna Rosin asked Xochitl Gonzalez, our staff writer who used to be a luxury-wedding planner, this question on the Radio Atlantic podcast in 2023. "We've let go of so many 'middle-class American aspirations,' but we haven't been able to...

      

      
        Trump Grants Clemency to One of the World's Richest Men
        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.Updated at 11:15 a.m. on October 26, 2025In "Federalist No. 74," Alexander Hamilton envisioned the presidential pardon as a "benign prerogative," an act of mercy important enough to supersede all other laws. But clemency hasn't always been used that way; sometimes, presidents like to get something out o...

      

      
        More Than the East Wing Got Demolished This Week
        Jake Lundberg

        Late on August 24, 1814, a troop of about 150 British sailors and marines arrived at the White House. They did not come as honored guests, though they would treat themselves as such. James and Dolley Madison, the official residents, had fled earlier amid preparations for an event in the formal dining room. The table was already set, the food prepared, and the British helped themselves to a sumptuous feast, toasting the future King George IV and commenting on the fine Madeira. When they were done,...

      

      
        The Thrill of a Great Sports Book
        Maya Chung

        This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.Alone on the court, tennis players can seem uniquely vulnerable. When you watch team sports, so many moving parts can catch your eye, and the emotions of individual players are subsumed by the sheer number of stories on the field. The singles tennis player is on their own, a performer thrust into the spotlight each time the ball comes their way. Even an actor onstage usually works in concert with cast mates t...

      

      
        Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia, Week 4
        Drew Goins

        Updated with new questions at 2:15 p.m. ET on October 24, 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...

      

      
        This Is the Shutdown That Doesn't End
        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.Gather 'round and let me tell you a fantastical tale of the past, when government shutdowns were highly unusual. They didn't even occur until the 1980s, and none lasted for more than three days until 1995. We're now in the sixth shutdown since the start of the Clinton administration. Today is the 23rd d...
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What Ghosts Reveal When They Visit

Many of the ghost stories in <em>The Atlantic</em>'s archives come from true believers.

by Stephanie Bai

Thu, 30 Oct 2025




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present. Sign up here.

When you ask someone whether they have ever seen a ghost, you are asking them whether they believe in the inexplicable. Some people are more accustomed to the idea than others: In different folklores, throughout history, ghosts appear as omens and lost spirits; they signify regret, pain, open endings.

Then there are the ghosts that haunt not a culture, but a person. Perhaps the earliest and most extensive collections of those stories in The Atlantic's archives were authored by H. B. K., who compiled two oral accounts of supernatural incidents in the 19th century. One story came from her Protestant minister in France, who described a house once inhabited by his father and older brother, then seven months old. The baby was generally sweet-tempered, until he moved into the new dwellings. Each evening, he would dissolve into screams that grew more earsplitting when the nurse carried him past a large, empty closet in the room--"indeed, it seemed to her most unaccountable that the baby appeared, by an irresistible fascination, always to turn his head towards the closet and to scream so that she feared he would go into convulsions," H. B. K. wrote.

In a telltale twist, when the family left the house and the landlord tore down the structure, a skeleton was found under the closet floorboards. "A very old woman remembered to have heard in her youth of the mysterious disappearance of a young girl," according to the minister, "who was never heard of again."

H. B. K. pronounced no judgment on each account she transcribed. To preface her first collection, published in 1877, she noted that ghost stories were "constantly brought forward in mixed society" but had been considered "decidedly unfashionable" to discuss in "polite circles" when she was young. By the 19th century, polite circles in the West were trying to move past such beliefs, which belonged to a pre-Reformation, pre-Enlightenment, pre-Scientific Revolution era. Ghosts had no place in Protestant theology, which took hold in the 16th century and decried the Catholic doctrine of purgatory. If no in-between existed, where would the spirits come from? And two centuries later, when intellectuals championed rational thought, how childish and absurd did ghosts seem then?

That's not to say that everyone stopped believing at once. As people age, many yearn to uncover the most unknowable mysteries, "especially when the angel of death has torn from our arms some cherished member of our little circle," H. B. K. observed. "We may go hand in hand with our loved ones to the very brink of the dark river, but there we must leave them; and oh, how we struggle and agonize, and passionately pray--alas, how fruitlessly!--for but one glimpse beyond the veil."

In the hauntings she relays, the prevailing theme is not fear. As a teenager, a minister in the Church of England felt an unearthly chill one afternoon at his uncle's house. That night, his dead aunt visited him and told him not to grieve his sister, who he later learned had died the precise moment he'd felt the temperature drop. A young Englishwoman wished that her beloved mother-in-law, who lived 40 miles away, could be there for the birth of her child; in a sickly state, she felt a cold hand pressing her arm and saw her mother-in-law, who bid the young woman goodbye at the same time that she died in her home. The captain of a regiment wondered whether his men would ever see their fellow soldier Arthur again, and then Arthur suddenly materialized in the mess hall, pale and dressed in the same clothes they had seen him in last. Another regiment swore that they had witnessed his arrival too, but an intelligence report declared that he'd died at sea at--get this--the same time that his ghost had appeared.

In one sense, talking about ghosts can be a way to talk about those we wish could visit us again. Haunted, a short 2019 documentary directed by Christian Einshoj, follows Einshoj's mother, who was reluctant to be filmed. He tried for years to get access to her life, years in which their relationship grew only more distant. Then, in passing, she told him a story: She had seen a ghost. A human figure, unmistakable in the sunlight, had emerged from one wall in her home and passed through another. She was not troubled; she considered it a "welcome distraction," Einshoj told The Atlantic: "What kind of person would welcome a visit from the dead? Certainly, someone who had experienced a great loss."

The ghost gave Einshoj a way in to start filming his mother, and to ask her about another haunting: his brother, who was 3 when he died from a rare blood disease. Years later, she obsessed over local stories about missing and dead people, wondering aloud how their loved ones must feel. Family videos shot by Einshoj's father focus on their lost son, seen lying on a hospital bed next to his whispering mother. "I don't think there is anyone she misses more than him," Einshoj said in a narration.

The mind plays tricks on people all the time--maybe an apparition sighting is a hallucination, or the product of desperation. Understanding why ghost stories persist is a matter of understanding what moves somebody to believe, even if that belief invites skepticism or mockery. I know someone who believes in ghosts but does not believe in God. I know another person who believes in both. I know I have doubted many things, and have been proved wrong many times.
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The Deadline for a Major Shutdown Casualty

Roughly 42 million Americans may not get their SNAP benefits on Saturday.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 29 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.

Two weeks ago, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent warned that the ongoing government shutdown was "starting to cut into muscle." Now it appears to be nearing the bone: For the first time in its 61-year history, SNAP, the federal food-assistance program for low- and no-income people, is set to run out of money. If November's payments don't arrive in people's accounts on Saturday, roughly 42 million Americans will need to figure out another way to pay for their meals.

On Friday, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), which oversees SNAP, announced in a memo that it would not tap into the roughly $6 billion contingency funding set aside for the program. According to the memo, the reserve is "not legally available to cover regular benefits," and "the best way for SNAP to continue is for the shutdown to end." A coalition of 25 Democrat-led states and the District of Columbia is suing the Trump administration, alleging that not only is the administration able to use those funds--it must use them. (When I emailed a USDA spokesperson for comment, I received an automated response saying they had been furloughed and could not respond.) The disruption would be unprecedented; not even the longest government shutdown in history, during President Donald Trump's first term, interfered with SNAP funding.

The timing of the USDA's mandate is questionable. Congress set aside that $6 billion for SNAP over the past year and a half. And earlier this month, the agency had a 55-page memo on its website detailing how it might use the reserve for SNAP in the event that funding lapsed, per requirements set by the White House's Office of Management and Budget (SNAP costs the government about $8 billion a month; the OMB is run by Russell Vought, who has used the shutdown to cut into government funding writ large). But the plan has now mysteriously disappeared from the USDA site. The agency's new memo from Friday contends that "the contingency fund is a source of funds for contingencies," a category for which a government shutdown doesn't appear to qualify.

Legal scholars and budget experts have largely disagreed with that interpretation. Bobby Kogan, of the Center for American Progress, told me that the administration is employing "the narrowest interpretation you could possibly have" of the law to avoid paying for SNAP, in contrast with the "broadest interpretation" of the law now being used to justify a private donor paying the military during the shutdown. As Dottie Rosenbaum, of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, explained to me, "The idea that SNAP's contingency funds could not be used for SNAP benefits stands in sharp contrast to what the face of the law says," as well as previous USDA guidance. David Super, a professor of constitutional law at Georgetown Law, put it simply on his blog: "Terminating SNAP is a choice, and an overtly unlawful one at that."

In other words, it's not that the administration can't pay up--it's that it has chosen not to. Although Republican lawmakers have acknowledged their constituents' reliance on SNAP, they are focused on taking swipes at the Democrats. In a statement, the OMB blamed the Democrats who "chose to shut down the government knowing full well that SNAP would soon run out of funds." House Speaker Mike Johnson told Republican representatives yesterday that the "pain register is about to hit level 10" as the shutdown drags on and SNAP cuts go into effect, but urged the GOP to stay the course, according to Politico.

Without a deal to end the shutdown, Congress is limited by its lack of funding. And the executive branch, which still has some latitude to act, has been incredibly selective about which services to fund and which not to. Trump has halted blue-state projects that depend on federal dollars while emphasizing that "we're not closing up Republican programs because we think they work." However, as my colleague Toluse Olorunnipa recently reported, Trump hasn't been able to protect his supporters from the shutdown's impact entirely. Congressional paralysis has been compounding the hurt: Republican Senator Josh Hawley recently introduced a bill to fund SNAP's November payments, but it likely won't be put to a vote before the Saturday deadline. Senate Majority Leader John Thune, who would make that call, has said "there's not a high level of interest in doing carve-outs" to fund specific government programs, and that Republicans will block a similar bill from the Democrats.

But food isn't partisan. SNAP is one of the nation's largest social-welfare programs, a reliable source of relief for one in eight Americans. On average, the federal government pays each recipient $187 per month, exclusively for food. Many SNAP participants, spread across both red and blue states, are seniors, people with disabilities, and families with young children.

SNAP has survived for so long in part because of a long-standing bipartisan recognition of the program's importance, in spite of the equally long-standing Republican mission to pare back government funding for welfare programs. Ronald Reagan's administration made cuts to food assistance, as did Trump's: The One Big Beautiful Bill Act will slash $186 billion from all SNAP-related funding by 2034. But no politician wants to be blamed for halting SNAP altogether.

"Americans don't like welfare, but they don't want to see fellow Americans go hungry," Christopher Bosso, a political-science professor at Northeastern University and a historian of SNAP, told me. This summer, a poll found that 66 percent of Americans oppose cuts to food assistance. SNAP isn't a perfect program, but such a sudden disruption would have an immediate material impact: Food banks are already signaling that they might not be able to keep up with demand. Friday's USDA memo declared that states would not be reimbursed for covering SNAP benefits, and few have committed to doing so. The costs are just too high for some states to cover on their own, especially for those with higher percentages of SNAP recipients.

Social welfare isn't exactly a priority for the Trump administration. The president's budget proposals have historically threatened to eviscerate food assistance, and the One Big Beautiful Bill Act's cuts to SNAP are the largest in U.S. history. For low-income Americans, SNAP can be a lifeline; for this White House, it's another political tool.

Related:

	Trump is trying--and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown.
 	A donor-funded army wouldn't just be illegal--it would be dangerous.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The missing president
 	America's impending population collapse
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump is sleepwalking into political disaster.




Today's News

	Hurricane Melissa made landfall in Cuba early today as a Category 3 storm after it devastated parts of Jamaica, which has been declared a disaster area. At least 20 people have died in Haiti from flooding, and the storm is now moving toward the Bahamas.
 	The ongoing government shutdown could cost the U.S. economy $7 billion to $14 billion, lowering GDP growth by as much as 2 percentage points in the fourth quarter of 2025, according to a Congressional Budget Office report released today.
 	The Federal Reserve voted 10-2 to cut interest rates to a range of 3.75 to 4 percent, marking its second rate reduction this year.




Evening Read


Illustration by Brian Blomerth



How to Make Music Popular Again

By Jonathan Garrett

Headphone listening--the act of playing a highly personalized soundtrack wherever we go--is a surprisingly radical invention, and we're only beginning to contend with its implications. The visible barrier it creates between the listener and everyone else is obvious. Less obvious is the invisible barrier: The more time we spend in our own musical echo chambers, the less likely we are to share a collective cultural experience. The power of music has long been its ability to soundtrack a generation--to evoke emotion, as well as summon a specific time and place. Headphone listening not only isolates the listener; it shrinks music's cultural footprint.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The hidden cost of "affordable housing"
 	The David Frum Show: Would U.S. generals obey illegal Trump orders?
 	What Elon Musk's version of Wikipedia thinks about Hitler, Putin, and apartheid
 	No one actually knows what a moon is.
 	Dear James: I'm tired of being a compulsive liar.




Culture Break


Illustration by Jonelle Afurong / The Atlantic*



Watch. What counts as a "scary movie" is often in the eye of the beholder, but the most effective ones tend to do more than just terrify us--The Atlantic's staffers recommend the first movies that really scared them.

Explore. The once-simple request of "Will you be my bridesmaid?" has ballooned into an invitation to participate in elaborate affairs involving $800 gowns and expensive bachelorette trips, Annie Joy Williams writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 29 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 6:10 p.m. ET on October 29, 2025.


It's said that the 17th- and 18th-century polymath Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz was the last person to know everything. He was a whiz at philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics--the works. But there was also simply less to know back then; the post-Industrial Revolution knowledge explosion killed the universal genius.

Which is to say that I bet Leibniz wouldn't know the full oeuvre of K-pop if he were alive today. Or at least not philosophy, law, logic, science, engineering, politics, and K-pop. But I bet he would know everything in The Atlantic--which is all you need to answer these questions.

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

Wednesday, October 29, 2025

From the edition of The Atlantic Daily by Will Gottsegen:

	To drive home the adverse effects of the government shutdown happening at the time, President Donald Trump in early 2019 served visiting Clemson University football players not the usual White House fare but a smorgasbord ordered from what restaurant?
 -- From Toluse Olorunnipa, Jonathan Lemire, and Russell Berman's "The Missing President"
 	The entry for Adolf Hitler mentions the dictator's economic achievements before it references the Holocaust on Elon Musk's newly launched competitor to what website?
 -- From Matteo Wong's "What Elon Musk's Version of [REDACTED] Thinks About Hitler, Putin, and Apartheid"
 	The mid-20th-century Bracero Program allowed millions of men from what country to temporarily work on farms in the United States?
 -- From Idrees Kahloon's "America's Impending Population Collapse"




And, by the way, did you know that in 1892, a teenage girl from Ireland named Annie Moore was the first person to pass through Ellis Island, and received a $10 gold coin to commemorate the event? (Did you know America used to do $10 and even $20 coins?)

That'd be about $350 in today's purchasing power. The last person to be processed through Ellis Island, Arne Pettersen, got only a mugshot; by 1954, the island had converted into an immigrant detention center.

Until tomorrow.



Answers: 

	McDonald's. I'll also accept Wendy's or Burger King, as a smattering of their delights sat on the table too. During this shutdown, Trump's focus has appeared to be on basically anything but the funding lapse, our reporters write. Read more.
 	Wikipedia. In case you need another data point, "Grokipedia" also questions Islam's "inherent compatibility with liberal democracy." Matteo writes that the venture is the next step in Musk's misguided crusade against the mainstream institutions he accuses of poisoning global thinking. Read more.
 	Mexico. The program's demise during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations did not meaningfully increase wages or employment for U.S. workers as intended--nor will the country's current policies pushing foreign-born people out of the United States, Idrees expects. Read more.


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



Tuesday, October 28, 2025

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

	In the Punic Wars of the third and second centuries B.C.E., Rome fought what North Africa-based empire (including a few of its elephants)?
 -- From Phillips Payson O'Brien's "The U.S. Is on Track to Lose a War With China"
 	In 1610, Galileo Galilei discovered four of these belonging to Jupiter, but scientists now say it possesses 97 of them. What are they?
 -- From Lila Shroff's "No One Actually Knows What a [REDACTED] Is" 
 	What winning word turns a person's standard-issue garden into one meant to supplement their rations and boost their morale during times of war?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's "The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture"




And by the way, did you know that elephants are either left- or right-tusked, the same way that humans are left- or right-handed? The dominant tusk is usually shorter and rounder, worn down by more frequent use. But elephants are far likelier than people to be lefties, so it's really a good thing that they don't often have to use scissors.



Answers: 

	Carthage. The elephants involved might be a giveaway that the Rome-Carthage model is no longer how warfare works, but Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is still talking like it is, O'Brien writes. Hegseth's focus on individual valor over things like production capacity and technological mastery is setting the United States up for military failure. Read more.
 	Moons. The 97 number is at least a little fungible in the sense that even in all the centuries since Galileo, scientists still haven't settled on what a moon really is, Lila writes. In the uncertainty, quasi-moons, mini-moons, and moonlets abound. Read more.
 	Victory. Ellen writes that restaurant delivery became a "sort of 21st-century victory garden" early in the coronavirus pandemic as diners tried to keep their favorite restaurants afloat. Now delivery apps are themselves a threat to restaurant culture. Read more.




Monday, October 27, 2025

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

	Speculators in the United States have been trading contracts for the subsequent sale of assets at a specific price since the late 1800s, which feels awfully far in the past for a financial product known by what name?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's "The Company Making a Mockery of State Gambling Bans"
 	In Marcel Proust's novel In Search of Lost Time, the narrator experiences a flood of childhood memories after taking a bite of what French shell-shaped cake?
 -- From Aleksandra Crapanzano's "The Mysterious, Enchanting Qualities of Chocolate"
 	A new documentary on the author George Orwell and his work takes as its title what erroneous mathematical equation?
 -- From Shirley Li's "It's Not Enough to Read Orwell"




And by the way, did you know that the word chocolate comes from the Nahuatl language of the Aztecs, in which it is xocolatl? In the kitchen, Nahuatl also gives us "mesquite" from mizquitl and "avocado" from ahuacatl, and then, of course, where you say "tomato," they say "tomatl."



Answers: 

	Futures. This sort of speculation started out with grain prices, but over the decades, people started trading foreign-currency futures, placing bets on future interest rates, and more. Now, Marc reports, the loophole of framing wagers as futures has enabled sports betting to spread even to the states where it's meant to be illegal. Read more.
 	A madeleine. Crapanzano reflects on her own Proustian treat: chocolate, which found her at every turn as she was growing up in Paris. That's the way things have gone for a while in France, she writes; one of the only royal courtiers to survive the Revolution was the indispensable chocolatier. Read more.
 	2+2=5. The 1984 falsehood is unavoidable in discourse about today's disinformation. Raoul Peck's documentary, Shirley writes, argues that the comparison "has led to numbness rather than to meaningful change." Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2025/10/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-5/684709/?utm_source=feed
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North Carolina Is the Canary in the Election Coal Mine

Americans don't have to imagine what attempts to subvert an election could look like, because it's already happening in one state.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 28 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.

Every two years, politicians declare the most important election of our lifetimes, and becoming inured to that is easy. But as I reported on how the 2026 election could be in danger for my recent story, I started to wonder if maybe the assertion was true this time.

President Donald Trump has spent the first nine months of his term bulldozing limits on his power, abetted by a supine Congress. What might be left of checks and balances after four years of unified Republican control in Washington is unclear. Trump sees winning a majority in the midterms as crucial to his agenda, and he is also worried about them, as demonstrated by his cajoling and badgering of GOP-led states to gerrymander House districts to aid Republican candidates.

The good news is that experts I interviewed all told me there will be elections in 2026. The bad news is that Trump and his allies have many tools at their disposal to try to steal them. Modern authoritarians seldom cancel elections, because they prefer the veneer of democratic choice that voting provides, and because they can tilt the playing field toward themselves. "No one likes an election better than Vladimir Putin," the Democratic election lawyer Marc Elias told me.

My article on those threats, and how they might succeed or fail, was published today, along with an essay by the former federal judge J. Michael Luttig on Trump's ambitions to stay in office past his second term. Those stories are also on the cover of the December issue of The Atlantic. In my report, I try to lay out all of the ways that subversion might happen--and some of the ways it already has.

Attempts to rig an election don't happen in just the run-up to Election Day. If you're going to subvert an election, first you take early actions to disadvantage your opponents, including changing the rules and laws under which elections are held. When voting starts, you work to suppress the votes of people who might support your rivals. If you've lost once the election is over, then you claim fraud and try to get votes for your opponents thrown out. We don't have to imagine what this looks like, because it's already happened in North Carolina.

The Old North State has been a testing ground and an early-warning system for election shenanigans over the past dozen years. The first step to rigging North Carolina's elections was writing favorable rules. In the 2010 elections, Republicans swept the state legislature for the first time in generations and set out to make sure they'd keep it. They drew districts that helped GOP candidates so effectively that although Democrats won a majority of the votes for both the state House and Senate in 2024, Republicans took roughly 60 percent of the seats in both chambers. That also gives the GOP control over maps for North Carolina's seats in the U.S. House. Before the 2024 election, the state adopted new maps that gave Republicans a 10-to-4 advantage in House races. Last week, following Trump's urging, the state legislature drew new districts openly designed to make that 11 to 3.

State Republicans have also moved to take partisan control of some of the bodies that oversee elections. Legislators changed state court elections from nonpartisan to partisan in a successful bid to increase GOP presence on the bench. This year, the North Carolina legislature stripped control of the State Board of Elections from the governor, a Democrat, and gave it to the state auditor, a Republican. The board's new GOP majority fired its executive director, a longtime elections professional, and hired a GOP lawyer to replace her, as well as a former state party official to oversee "election integrity."

With the groundwork laid, the next step was suppressing votes. In 2013, right after the Supreme Court threw out part of the Voting Rights Act, the North Carolina state legislature moved forward with a major overhaul of state voting laws, which included newly requiring voters to show photo ID and eliminating same-day voter registration, some early voting, and other provisions. A federal judge struck that law down, saying it targeted "African Americans with almost surgical precision," but some of its key provisions have since been passed once again. (One big issue that came up in my reporting but hasn't occurred in North Carolina is how Trump could try to use federal law enforcement or the military to interfere with elections, using the Insurrection Act or other emergency powers, despite laws specifically designed to prevent that.)

More opportunities for interference came after the votes were cast. In the 2016 race for governor, the incumbent Republican claimed fraud in several predominantly Democratic counties, without offering proof, and demanded a recount. He ultimately lost the election, but these tactics foreshadowed Trump's attempts at holding on to power after the 2020 election. North Carolina was also a key test for the "independent state legislature" theory that Trump tried to use in 2020, but the Supreme Court knocked it down in 2023.

Worse was to come. In a 2024 race for state supreme court, which was narrowly won by the Democratic incumbent, the Republican challenger attempted to change the rules of the election after the fact in order to throw out thousands of votes (once again, mostly in Democratic jurisdictions)--even while acknowledging that the voters had followed the rules. GOP-dominated state courts seemed open to the possibility, and it was only after a federal court shut the effort down that the election was certified.

This quick trip through recent North Carolina history shows a few important dynamics for thinking about 2026 and beyond. First, a government that seeks to meddle with elections has many different paths by which it can work. Second, election meddlers learn from their mistakes. Anyone who watched the bumbling work of Rudy Giuliani, Sidney Powell, and Jenna Ellis after the 2020 election should not expect such amateurism from Trump's allies next time. And third, preserving democracy isn't a one-off: Its defenders have to be ready to stand up in every election. Saving the system in 2026 will offer America a chance to fight for it again in 2028.

Read my cover story in full here.



Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	President for life
 	J. B. Pritzker's dark visions
 	The U.S. is on track to lose a war with China.
 	Trump is demolishing four pillars of American power, Michael McFaul argues.




Today's News

	Hurricane Melissa intensified into a Category 5 storm, and its winds reached 185 mph--surpassing Hurricane Katrina's peak strength. Forecasters warn that the winds, flooding, and storm surge it brings to Jamaica will be "catastrophic," making it one of the most powerful storms ever recorded in the Atlantic.
 	The House Oversight Committee released a report accusing former President Joe Biden's aides of concealing his cognitive condition and alleging that he was too impaired while in office to make key decisions. A letter from the committee's chair, James E. Comer, to Attorney General Pam Bondi indicates that House Republicans hope the report can serve as the basis for a future Justice Department prosecution.
 	The U.S. military struck four suspected drug-trafficking boats in the eastern Pacific, killing 14 people, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said, bringing the total killed to nearly 60 in more than a dozen strikes since early September.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: A combination of high winds and creeping progress makes Hurricane Melissa both unusual and unusually dangerous, Sara Sneath reports.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Pete Gamlen



The Innovation That's Killing Restaurant Culture

By Ellen Cushing

For as long as fast-food and pizza joints have existed, certain restaurants have been defined by, and designed for, takeout and delivery. But delivery has now come for what industry analysts call "full-service restaurants"--that is, the types of places where a server guides you through your meal from start to finish, or at least used to. These days, 30 percent of those restaurants' orders are consumed somewhere else, according to the National Restaurant Association. The fanciest, most famous restaurants are still doing mostly table service, but just about every other establishment has been conscripted into the army that ferries hot food out of professional kitchens and into American mouths 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Meanwhile, the longtime industry analyst Joseph Pawlak told me, "you could shoot a cannon" through many dining rooms on a Tuesday night.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump is demolishing four pillars of American power, Michael McFaul argues.
 	The obesity-drug revolution is stalling.
 	David Frum: Canada needs a new bestie.
 	New Mexico's free child-care plan has a feasibility gap.
 	Iran's last ally in the Middle East
 	Trump needs the UN in Gaza.
 	The military's missile-defense system cannot be as good as it says.




Culture Break


Illustration by Thom Colligan



Explore. Will Leitch recommends seven books that will change how you watch sports.

Read. In his new book, Morbidly Curious, Coltan Scrivner writes about how horror does more than just scare us for fun--it trains us for life.

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 Donor-Funded Army Wouldn't Just Be Illegal--It Would be Dangerous

You don't need a political-science degree to understand why wealthy individuals cutting secret checks to the president to pay the military is a bad idea.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 27 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.

President Donald Trump dropped the news casually at the very end of a White House roundtable this past Thursday. "A friend of mine"--he said the man preferred not to use his name--"he called us the other day, and he said, I'd like to contribute any shortfall you have because of the Democrat shutdown," Trump said. The money would go to pay the armed forces while the government is closed. "Today, he sent us a check for $130 million."

I am running out of words for astonishing, but I hope Americans are not running out of astonishment. This announcement is troubling in many ways, including the idea of a private individual funding the U.S. military--much less doing so anonymously. If allowed to stand, it will be the latest step on the road toward Congress's irrelevance and the elevation of a near-monarchical presidency, whose holder can be swayed by influence and bribery but can't be meaningfully checked by public oversight.

By the weekend, The New York Times had reported on the donor's identity: Timothy Mellon, a reclusive heir to a huge fortune. He's given millions to support Trump's campaigns, as well as to Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and his Children's Health Defense. Mellon's cousin Richard Mellon Scaife poured millions into seeking dirt on President Bill Clinton in the 1990s. Timothy's grandfather, Andrew W. Mellon, was a businessman who became Treasury secretary during the administrations of Presidents Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover--accruing such power that a joke went that three presidents served under him.

Even without knowing that context, you don't need a political-science degree to understand why having wealthy individuals cutting secret checks to the president to pay the military is a bad idea. First, it makes the administration dependent on a wealthy person to function--which hands that person influence over the president. Second, despite the fact that Trump acts as though, and seems to believe that, the armed forces (along with the White House and the rest of the federal government) belong to and answer to him personally, they do not. Funding the military via a private donor not accountable to Congress, voters, or anyone (especially if they are unnamed) raises the specter that the military might really become beholden to the president. If Americans aren't paying the armed forces, then why should the armed forces answer to or protect them? And what's to stop their might from being trained on the people?

In this case, the donation won't really fund much. CNN notes that $130 million "is unlikely to make any meaningful impact toward covering salaries of the roughly 1.3 million active duty military troops, netting out to about $100 per service member." But the price tag could be enough to influence Trump, who has openly solicited and received sums of money that look a great deal like bribes.

That's one reason a law exists preventing this kind of thing. The Antideficiency Act, a long-standing statute, "prohibits federal agencies from obligating or expending federal funds in advance or in excess of an appropriation, and from accepting voluntary services." I am not a lawyer, but that seems to pretty clearly describe the gift that Trump announced. The Pentagon confirmed the donation, saying it was permissible under the department's "general gift acceptance authority," and the White House has not provided further details. Assessing how much that matters is difficult when the purportedly textualist Supreme Court majority has been so willing to discard both plain meaning and reams of precedent.

The Antideficiency Act isn't just designed to prevent corruption--it's designed to avoid giving excessive power to the executive branch. The act was created to prevent the president from grabbing the constitutional spending power from Congress, for example by overspending through "coercive deficiency": intentionally running out the budget at some agencies.

Shutdowns have become more common in recent years, but they have also become somewhat fake. Most shutdowns are only partial: So-called essential workers (a subjective determination) are required to keep working on the promise of back pay later, but administrations of both parties have also become adept at juggling money around to keep certain popular services going. That's why Republicans had the appetite to force a record-length shutdown in 2018-19, and why Democrats were willing to start this one, which might break that record.

When the executive branch can start messing around with the money in the way Trump is, it has started to control the purse. The results are bound to be aimed at punishing political opponents and rewarding allies, and the people with the least political influence are the ones most likely to get shafted. In this case, Trump is looking for ways to keep the military funded via public donations, but the administration is also conspicuously announcing that it won't use emergency funds to pay for food stamps starting on November 1, as it had previously planned to do. That's a way to try to force Democrats into compromise, but it comes on the backs of the poor.

Ignoring the Antideficiency Act is of a piece with the Trump administration's systematic effort--led by Russ Vought, the head of the Office of Management and Budget and the architect of Project 2025--to take power away from Congress. Vought has endorsed impoundment, in which the White House simply refuses to spend money that legislators appropriated. This is flatly illegal under a 1974 law, as even Vought acknowledges--but he believes that the law is unconstitutional and hopes to get the Supreme Court to overturn it. Trump also avoided notifying the public or seeking funding from Congress before razing the White House's East Wing last week, and he has collected corporate funds for the enormous ballroom he wants to build on the site. The administration is also trying to overturn a 90-year-old Supreme Court precedent that insulates many regulatory agencies from presidential interference.

The best way to restrain the president--not just this one, but any future president of any party--from unchecked power is for Congress to actually assert the powers that it has. Republicans show no interest in corralling Trump, as he well knows. "I'm the speaker and the president," he has joked recently, according to The New York Times. Democrats have little control in Congress, but they hoped a shutdown would place attention on Trump's power grabs and perhaps lead to limits on them. As coverage of the Mellon donation and outrage over the East Wing demolition show, Trump's actions are getting attention--but at the moment, he seems only encouraged to go further.

Related:

	The civil-military crisis is here.
 	What won't Congress let Trump get away with?




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Donald Trump dreams of more executions, Elizabeth Bruenig writes.
 	Anne Applebaum: The Pentagon's preferred propaganda model
 	The California election that could tip Congress




Today's News

	Hurricane Melissa intensified to a Category 5 storm, bringing 175-mph winds and floods as it nears Jamaica. An estimated 50,000 people could be displaced in Jamaica alone, plus thousands more in other countries.
 	President Donald Trump told reporters that a recent MRI scan came back "perfect" and said he'd "love" to serve a third term, despite the Constitution's two-term limit. Trump declined to say why his doctors ordered the scan.
 	The U.S. and China have agreed on a "framework" for a trade deal to avert new 100 percent tariffs on Chinese goods, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said yesterday. Trump and Chinese President Xi Jinping are expected to meet in South Korea on Thursday.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal explores America's obsession with fancy weddings--and how that obsession affects the guests.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Wayne Thiebaud / Christie's Images / Bridgeman Images



The Mysterious, Enchanting Qualities of Chocolate

By Aleksandra Crapanzano

The dessert was a masterpiece: a dark-chocolate body so smooth it glistened, white-chocolate keys, minor notes of a chocolate so dark as to be almost black, foot pedals brushed in gold leaf. Its lid was propped open on a thin rod, revealing an interior of milk-chocolate mousse so light that it vanished on my tongue, leaving an echo that lingers more than 40 years later. Adding to the magic was a small chocolate stool. I spent a few moments studying the fine treble and bass strings drawn across the mousse with, I imagined, the tines of a small fork. Later, I carefully wrapped the stool in a napkin and brought it to our hotel. My hunger for fantasy prevailed over my appetite.
 We were not in Switzerland for happy reasons. My father, following a car crash in Spain, had been transferred to the intensive-care unit at a hospital in Zurich. After long mornings at my father's bedside, my mother and I arrived at Confiserie Sprungli weary and afraid. She bore the mature burden of knowledge. I, however, was able, for an hour or so, to lose myself in the dream of my chocolate piano. How could tragedy occur in the face of such delicious perfection?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Sally Jenkins: The NBA indictments are not what they seem.
 	What Trump could learn from Ulysses S. Grant
 	Nancy Walecki: My quest to find the East Wing rubble
 	The company making a mockery of state gambling bans
 	Why the Gaza peace deal is like an Anglican wedding
 	The age of de-skilling




Culture Break


Kino Lorber / Everett Collection



Watch. Riefenstahl, a new documentary (available to rent on Prime Video and Apple TV+), examines how Leni Riefenstahl made films for the Nazi government--but it insists that she didn't know about the atrocities it committed, Sally Jenkins writes.

Explore. Mark Asch explores what Hollywood gets wrong about Bruce Springsteen, and how the new biopic (out now in theaters) robs his music of its mythic American qualities.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Today I'm mourning the drummer Jack DeJohnette, who has died at 83. You can hear his playing on recordings by some of the greatest jazz groups of the past 60 years--Charles Lloyd's crossover quartet, Miles Davis's Bitches Brew band, and Keith Jarrett's long-standing trio--as well as on a string of top-notch releases as bandleader. Seeing DeJohnette's name on an album guarantees that what you're about to hear will swing or rock, and often both. Francis Davis wrote in The Atlantic in 2000 that DeJohnette was a "drummer who can light a fire under a soloist." But DeJohnette was also a skilled piano player, and I'll leave you with his ethereal keyboard work on John Coltrane's ballad "After the Rain."

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Seven Heist Movies for Your Weekend

These films won't swindle you out of a good time.

by Stephanie Bai

Sun, 26 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.


Glass-cutting power tools, priceless crown jewels, and two scooters to escape on. The story of the thieves who targeted the Louvre last weekend could have been ripped from a movie. For anybody feeling inspired (ideally not to commit a robbery of their own), The Atlantic's writers and editors have recommended seven heist films that won't swindle you out of a good time.



Inside Man (streaming on Netflix)

Besides being an excellent genre film, Inside Man is a testament to Spike Lee's range. The plot follows a Dog Day Afternoon-style hostage situation, a sometimes-thrilling, sometimes-goofy detente between bank robbers and police officers that is miles away, conceptually, from the barbed cultural critique of Do the Right Thing or the biographical sweep of Malcolm X. Race certainly figures into Inside Man, and the screenplay (written by Russell Gewirtz) contains moments of social commentary, some less subtle than others--but by the mid-2000s, Spike Lee had nothing left to prove on that front. And what a cast! Jodie Foster, Christopher Plummer, Willem Dafoe, Chiwetel Ejiofor, Clive Owen, and, of course Denzel Washington, who outshines all of the rest. In a just world, we'd get a blockbuster this good every year.

-- Will Gottsegen, staff writer

***

To Catch a Thief (streaming on MGM+ and Paramount+)

If you watched footage of that ladder truck pulling up to the Louvre and thought, Hmm ... needs more glamour, here is your perfectly feline fix. I will confess that the heists at the center of Alfred Hitchcock's 1955 film are not themselves that sophisticated, but the movie is really more preoccupied with how good Cary Grant looks in a tuxedo anyhow; it is very French in that way.

Grant is a retired burglar who's pulled back into the game when a copycat frames him. He joins bejeweled mother-and-daughter tourists (played by Jessie Royce Landis and Grace Kelly, respectively) ostensibly to smoke out the real culprit but mostly to flirt a lot with both of them.

To Catch a Thief may fail as a thriller, but can you really hold that against a film that unfolds along the French Riviera? Only the south of France produces those turquoises and fuchsias, and only Technicolor captures them. The setting outsparkles even Grant. It's a fabulous place to spend a few hours planning what you'd wear to a robbery.

-- Drew Goins, senior editor

***

Ocean's Eleven (available to rent on YouTube, Prime Video, and Apple TV+)

Ocean's Eleven makes crime look like choreography: a heist unfolding exactly as it should, with just enough chaos to keep it interesting. Less than a day after walking out of prison, Danny Ocean (George Clooney) is already scheming to rob three Las Vegas casinos in one night. He has three rules: don't hurt anyone, don't steal from people who don't deserve it, and play like you have nothing to lose.

I'm not usually one for suspense (I'm the kind of person who checks how a movie ends while I'm still watching it), but this is the one heist film I can sit through. It's not stressful to watch--just satisfying, clever, and fun. Not only is it a classic, but it also never feels dated; no matter how many times I've seen it, the cast always clicks, and the humor still lands. By the end, you'll probably catch yourself wishing you could join the crew--not for the money or the win, but for the satisfaction of pulling off something that elegant.

-- Rafaela Jinich, assistant editor

***

The Good Thief (streaming on the Roku Channel)

On its face, Neil Jordan's remake of a 1956 French caper seems like a poor man's Ocean's Eleven. (It doesn't help that the only streaming version I could find looks like it was bootlegged with a camcorder.) Nick Nolte plays Bob, a charming heroin addict and aging thief attempting one last score: robbing the vault in a Monte Carlo casino on the eve of the Grand Prix, the busiest night of the year. It's just the type of impossible heist a man out of chances would try, which is what Bob lets the authorities think and Jordan lets the viewers think while they are both up to something else.

Modern heist movies tend to feature genius thieves masterminding Rube Goldberg-esque plans that defy physics, logic, and credulity. But in The Good Thief's winsome third act, Bob and his ragtag crew improvise their way through a scheme that hinges on the film's true subject: luck. Luck may not be fair, but it is occasionally democratic and can find even a down-and-out junkie gambler if he puts on a tuxedo nice enough to fool security.

-- Evan McMurry, senior editor

***

Baby Driver (streaming on Prime Video)

Some may classify the getaway driver as the most boring person on a crew of hardened criminals: no shoot-outs, no lifelike masks, no rappelling skills required. But the director Edgar Wright made sure the same couldn't be said about the protagonist of Baby Driver. Miles, also known as "Baby" (Ansel Elgort), has tinnitus, and music helps him drown out the ringing. The songs he listens to score his high-octane escapes after a robbery goes down; he evades a fleet of cop cars on the highway to the frenetic beat of "Bellbottoms," and embarks on a parkour-style speed run through a mall to "Hocus Pocus." I can't promise that it's a relaxing watch, but this twist on the heist genre is worth a couple of hours of your evening. Plus, you may even leave with a new song stuck in your head.

-- Stephanie Bai, associate editor

***

The Mastermind (out now in theaters)

In the opening scene of Kelly Reichardt's latest film, a man pilfers a small object from a local museum to practice for a larger burglary he has planned--but this isn't exactly a heist movie. The Mastermind, which I recently reviewed, follows J. B. (Josh O'Connor), a father of two and an amateur thief in 1970 Massachusetts, whose M.O. amounts to glancing around to make sure the guards aren't paying attention. But his more ambitious scheme, to steal four Arthur Dove paintings with a few accomplices, soon goes sideways after he speeds off with the art in his trunk. For much of The Mastermind's run time, Reichardt examines how J. B.'s poorly conceived plan upends his life. There are no heist-movie hallmarks--no scenes of him carefully assembling a crew, no voice-overs outlining the master plan. Reichardt, it turns out, is the one doing the double-crossing. Yet the film's small-scale, low-stakes drama fuels its appeal. Reichardt roots around in her protagonist's mind to understand why he'd so casually risk losing his comfortable middle-class life for a few pieces of art.

-- Shirley Li, staff writer

***

Fantastic Mr. Fox (streaming on Disney+)

The object of theft in Fantastic Mr. Fox is not money or jewels--it's food and drink from three oafish farmers. As someone who finds many heist movies for grown-ups complicated and hard to follow, I love the simplicity of this movie about a patriarch fox who wants to feed his family and friends and bring some excitement into his middle-age era. The action scenes are lively and suspenseful, but the real joy of the movie is its meticulously constructed visual world and the sweet, melancholic portrayal of family life.

-- Eleanor Barkhorn, senior editor





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	Pete Hegseth is the Pentagon's holy warrior.
 	"My car is becoming a brick."
 	The parental-happiness fallacy




The Week Ahead

	The Running Ground, a memoir by Nicholas Thompson on family, personal growth, and lessons he learned through a lifelong habit of running (out Tuesday)
 	Season 4 of The Witcher, following a monster hunter embroiled in a bloody and magical battle (out Thursday on Netflix
 	Anniversary, a thriller about a tight-knit family whose unity shatters as a movement called "The Change" takes hold of the nation (out Wednesday in theaters)




Essay


Photo-illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Emma McIntyre / Getty.



What an Iranian Filmmaker Learned In Prison

By 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 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.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	When one word changes an entire film
 	It's not enough to read Orwell.
 	The great ghosting paradox
 	The unexpected profundity of a movie about bird-watching
 	Sabrina Carpenter knows what she's doing.
 	Dear James: My stepson's biological dad is a terrible human
 	A novel that understands where romance is going
 	The worst art thief in America






Catch Up on The Atlantic 

	A "death train" is haunting South Florida.
 	George Packer: Why the "No Kings" protest moved me
 	A tool that crushes creativity




Photo Album


Indian traders perform rituals during Chopda Pujan, a prayer ceremony dedicated to the worship of account books, during Diwali at a Swaminarayan temple in India. (Ajit Solanki / AP)



During 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.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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How Wedding Sprawl Affects the Guests

In striving to keep up with societal expectations, couples can end up putting financial strain on others.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 25 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.


Why have Americans clung so hard to the dream of a fancy wedding? Hanna Rosin asked Xochitl Gonzalez, our staff writer who used to be a luxury-wedding planner, this question on the Radio Atlantic podcast in 2023. "We've let go of so many 'middle-class American aspirations,' but we haven't been able to let go of the wedding," Xochitl noted. "People have given up on college, and I don't think that they want to give up on weddings."

Social media has expanded the expectations of weddings and the thrill of being the center of attention for a day. And as couples strive to keep up with cultural perceptions and their friends' lives, they can end up putting financial and logistical strain on their guests and their bridal parties (in what my colleague Annie Joy Williams recently called bridesmaid inflation). Today's newsletter explores wedding sprawl and all the people it can affect.

On Wedding Sprawl

Bridesmaid Inflation

By Annie Joy Williams

Why are we making those we love most suffer for our weddings?

Read the article.

The Fake Poor Bride

By Xochitl Gonzalez

Confessions of a wedding planner (From 2023)

Read the article.

Why Can't We Quit Weddings?

By Hanna Rosin

Marriages aren't what they used to be. So why are weddings ever more wedding-like and deluxe?

Listen.



Still Curious?

	It's time to stop inviting plus ones to weddings: Extra guests are expensive, Faith Hill wrote last year. What if we did away with them?
 	A wedding reveals how much help is really available to you: Big life moments offer permission to ask for assistance. You should seize it, Julie Beck writes.




Other Diversions

	The thrill of a great sports book
 	Caity Weaver: The Louvre heist is terrific
 	What Hollywood gets wrong about Springsteen
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Trump Grants Clemency to One of the World's Richest Men

The recent pardon is an overture to an industry that has made the president millions.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 24 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.


Updated at 11:15 a.m. on October 26, 2025


In "Federalist No. 74," Alexander Hamilton envisioned the presidential pardon as a "benign prerogative," an act of mercy important enough to supersede all other laws. But clemency hasn't always been used that way; sometimes, presidents like to get something out of it too (Bill Clinton, for example, was widely criticized for pardoning a fugitive whose ex-wife had donated to the Clinton Presidential Center). During both of his terms, President Donald Trump has marshaled that power for extreme ends, reserving pardons mostly for those in his political orbit, and rewarding loyalty and personal remuneration on an unprecedented scale.

This week's pardon of Changpeng Zhao, perhaps the single richest person in the cryptocurrency industry, marks an escalation of that strategy. In 2023, Zhao pled guilty to violating anti-money-laundering laws during his tenure as CEO of Binance, the largest crypto exchange in the world. In a settlement with the Treasury Department, Binance agreed to completely exit the U.S. market. The company was also slapped with a $4.3 billion penalty, and Zhao was sentenced to four months in prison. Former Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen described Binance's oversights as "willful failures" that allowed transactions involving cybercriminals, child abusers, and terrorist groups (among them al-Qaeda and the Islamic State) on the platform. Although Zhao has been out of prison for more than a year, he has been restricted from running the company.

Zhao's newfound freedom is likely more than a happy coincidence. Binance reportedly helped create the code behind the stablecoin issued by World Liberty Financial, the crypto start-up that counts Trump's three sons as co-founders. And in May, an Emirati-backed firm invested $2 billion into Binance using that stablecoin--a deal that exponentially increased the coin's market capitalization. Although the White House has described the transaction as "totally unrelated to any government business," the new relationship between Binance and World Liberty Financial could generate tens of millions of dollars a year for the Trump family and their business partners.

Zhao was not shy about his wish for clemency. This year, he embarked on a monthslong effort to lobby the White House for a pardon, working hard to ingratiate himself with Trump's circle. In February, he hired Teresa Goody Guillen, a lawyer at BakerHostetler, who also represents World Liberty Financial and its CEO, Zach Witkoff. The New York Times reported that BakerHostetler works with a firm owned by the lobbyist Ches McDowell, a hunting buddy of Donald Trump Jr.'s; McDowell also reportedly lobbied for Zhao's pardon. Cultivating the right friends seems to have paid off, even if the president seemed unable to recall Zhao's name in a press briefing yesterday. (Trump called him "the crypto person," and added that he was "recommended by a lot of people.")

Zhao's path to clemency is yet another instance of Trump reshaping the function of the pardon. Lee Kovarsky, a professor at the University of Texas School of Law, told me that Trump's recent pardons tend to fall into one of two buckets. The first one encompasses overtures to Trump-affiliated groups, including political factions or particular industries that the president wants to keep happy. Trump's pardon of Ross Ulbricht, who founded the Silk Road and was serving life in prison for overseeing a criminal enterprise, was the fulfillment of a promise he'd made to the crypto community before his second election. The second bucket, Kovarsky explained, is based on "venality"--the willingness "to pardon people that make large financial donations either to him directly or to aligned entities." One possible example is Paul Walczak, the convicted tax cheat who was pardoned in April, three weeks after his mother attended a $1 million-per-head Trump fundraiser at Mar-a-Lago.

Zhao's pardon is seemingly both a gesture toward a Trump-inclined industry and a response to the Trumps' substantial profit from the May deal. Although Zhao's future involvement with Binance's business operations is at this point unclear, he has promised to "help make America the Capital of Crypto," a clear echo of Trump's own goal. And the president has little reason to slow Binance's growth through regulation. Already, pundits are suggesting that his administration could unwind the penalties on the company and clear the way for its reentry into the U.S. market.

"Trump wants everybody to see what the returns on loyalty are," Kovarsky said. This year, Trump has already granted clemency to former Representative George Santos (whose convictions include fraud and identity theft) and to the January 6 rioters, some of whom ended up breaking the law again after their release. "He is not the first president to issue clemency for personal reasons, but presidential administrations usually carefully administer commutations and pardons, in part to avoid recidivism," my colleague David A. Graham noted in April. "The Trump White House, however, has shown little regard for the process."

If history is any indication, Trump will keep using the presidential pardon to serve his own interests. By making clear that clemency has a price, he is charting a possible path to mercy for those who can afford it. Forget benign prerogatives--how about a check instead?

Related:

	The pardon-to-prison pipeline
 	Trump's pardons are sending a crystal-clear message.




Today's News

	President Donald Trump announced that an anonymous private donor has given $130 million to the U.S. government to help pay troops during the shutdown. The move is a possible violation of the Antideficiency Act, which bars federal agencies from spending money beyond congressional appropriations and from accepting voluntary services.
 	Yesterday, Trump halted trade negotiations with Canada owing to an Ontario anti-tariff advertisement that invoked Ronald Reagan.
 	New York Attorney General Letitia James pled not guilty in the federal mortgage-fraud case that Trump pushed the Justice Department to bring forward.




Dispatches

	Books Briefing: Maya Chung writes on the thrill of a great sports book.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Tortured to death in Alabama
 	Sports can't survive prop bets.
 	Bridesmaid inflation




Evening Read


Wikipedia Commons



Why Guillermo del Toro Made Frankenstein

By Guillermo del Toro

To learn what we fear is to learn who we are. Horror defines our boundaries and illuminates our souls. In that, it is no different, or less controversial, than humor, and no less intimate than sex. Our rejection or acceptance of a particular type of horror fiction can be as rarefied or kinky as any other phobia or fetish. Horror is made of such base material--so easily rejected or dismissed--that it may be hard to accept my postulate that within the genre lies one of the last refuges of spirituality in our materialistic world.
 Through the ages, most storytellers have had to resort to the fantastic in order to elevate their discourse to the level of parable. At a primal level, we crave parables, because they allow us to grasp impossibly large concepts and to understand our universe without and within. These tales can make flesh what would otherwise be metaphor or allegory. The horror tale in particular becomes imprinted in us at an emotional level: Shiver by shiver, we gain insight.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


MUBI / Everett Collection



Watch. The Mastermind (in theaters) is far more successful as a character study than as a heist movie, Shirley Li writes.

Read. John Updike's private correspondence was extremely John Updike. The Atlantic's executive editor, Adrienne LaFrance, reads the author's newly published Selected Letters and reminds us that no writer works alone.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

Thank you for sending in so many thoughtful responses after Tuesday's newsletter about the Amazon Web Services outage. One theme among them that I didn't address in the story: Students were widely affected when the education software Canvas went down. Other people--including the director of a nonprofit that focuses on horse care, who was unable to get supplies from Amazon for approved grant applicants--had trouble buying things online. Another reader was "saved from buying unnecessary stuff," which: so true. We appreciate you all writing in!

-- Will



This article has been updated to clarify the value of World Liberty Financial's stablecoin.
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More Than the East Wing Got Demolished This Week

Summarily smashing part of the White House without telling people threatens the fundamental idea of the republic.

by Jake Lundberg

Fri, 24 Oct 2025




Late on August 24, 1814, a troop of about 150 British sailors and marines arrived at the White House. They did not come as honored guests, though they would treat themselves as such. James and Dolley Madison, the official residents, had fled earlier amid preparations for an event in the formal dining room. The table was already set, the food prepared, and the British helped themselves to a sumptuous feast, toasting the future King George IV and commenting on the fine Madeira. When they were done, the men moved to the Madisons' private rooms. A bit scruffy from the campaign to reach Washington, one exchanged his dirty shirt for a fresh one from James's wardrobe. The admiral in charge took a cushion from a chair of Dolley's to carry with him as a reminder of her "seat." When they were done, they torched the curtains, beds, and piled effects. The White House burned into the night. In the morning, a heavy rain fell on the charred shell of the original structure.

This week's demolition of the East Wing of the White House was not undertaken by a hostile foreign power, but it did come to many people as more of a surprise than the 1814 burning did. (The British, at least, had warned that they were coming.) Most learned of the East Wing's fate via the stunning images of heavy machinery reducing it to rubble, followed by off-the-cuff confirmations from within the administration. The first proposed plan of a ballroom meant to stand near the existing structure had been scrapped, and with it, so was the East Wing.

The White House, as the administration's defenders of the project are keen to point out, has never been fixed in time. It has changed and grown with the presidents who have lived there-- a living organism changing along with the nature of the presidency and the meaning of the republic. But summarily smashing part of it without telling people threatens the fundamental idea of the republic--government by the people and for the people, conducted in public view. The British burned the Capitol before going to the White House. Now Congress is closed for business, ceding much of its power to the executive it was meant to contain.

That ongoing conversation about what a republic should look like began with the capital city itself. In the years just after the ratification of the Constitution, a French engineer and Continental Army veteran named Pierre Charles L'Enfant brought with him the architectural grandeur and monarchical sensibilities of his home continent. His plan for the new federal city that would become Washington was breathtaking in scale: broad avenues radiating from monumental squares, a landscape designed to "give an idea of the greatness of the empire" and to "engrave in every mind that sense of respect that is due to a place which is the seat of a supreme sovereignty." Although L'Enfant's design is lost, we know that the "presidential palace" he imagined was five times the size of what became the White House.

Not everyone approved. Thomas Jefferson, himself an amateur architect and a student of classical form, saw danger in such magnificence. In an essay from the 1780s on architecture, he had warned against what he called "barbarous ornaments"; he preferred the construction of "sufficiently chaste" buildings. The new nation, he believed, should build not like a monarchy but like a republic: modestly and rationally.

The executive residence that was eventually built, and that Jefferson would occupy, reflected that compromise. The Irish-born architect James Hoban designed the basic structure: the stately but restrained residence modeled in part on an 18th-century Georgian townhouse in Dublin. The sensibilities of the place implied permanence but also fit within the broader classical ideals that Jefferson had emphasized: order, proportion, and discipline. These were the conditions in which virtue--the animating quality of republican government--would thrive.

As the White House (it would be called that informally after its sandstone surface was whitewashed in 1798, and then officially after 1901) evolved, debates over its proper form continued to unfold. Alterations great and small seemed to tilt the balance back and forth between grandeur and restraint. Even Jefferson, who took the concept of republican simplicity to extremes, often entertaining in ratty slippers and a robe, was attacked when he added colonnades to connect the main house with its service buildings. His opponents, the same Federalists who had favored the courtly, elaborate style of the Washington and Adams administrations, accused him of betraying his own principles.

In 1840, Representative Charles Ogle mocked Martin Van Buren's alleged introduction of "spoons of gold" and gilded touches, which, he said, turned household decor and furnishings into a parable of decadence and excess. Theodore Roosevelt's 1902 renovation reversed the trend, stripping away the Victorian ornament that had crept in. Almost half a century later, when structural decay forced Harry Truman to rebuild the White House from the inside out, the work was done with scrupulous deference to what the building represented. Working closely with Congress, Truman oversaw a publicly accountable restoration while offering citizens the chance to purchase individual bricks from the demolition for $1.

The demolition of the East Wing steps outside the long-standing framework that has governed changes to the building. In balancing the ideas of grandeur and restraint, the White House has been the site of a running conversation about what the presidency should say to the people it serves. Donald Trump's project is proceeding without public notice, and the new ballroom--nearly double the size of the main residence, and running to $300 million, by Trump's newest estimation--is being paid for not by Congress but by "many generous Patriots, Great American Companies, and, yours truly," as Trump put it. In its scale and placement, the addition leaves the site unbalanced: a structure now thrown off center, its sense of proportion lost. Draped in oversize classical garb, it borrows the forms of tradition but not its discipline.

Just before she left the White House in August 1814, Dolley Madison ordered Gilbert Stuart's portrait of George Washington to be removed from its frame and taken from the house. When she returned after the war, she helped rally sentiment for keeping the capital in Washington, her presence lending continuity to the broken city.

More than a century later, long after Dolley Madison left for good and the East Wing was built under Franklin D. Roosevelt, that side of the house became the seat of the first ladies. It became the center of social and ceremonial life, an essential counterpart to the political and administrative workings of the West Wing. During Trump's first term, the East Wing stood largely dormant. With it gone, Trump commented that "it was never thought of as being much," revealing less about the building than about his indifference to its history.

The president's administration has said that the renovations will make it easier to host state dinners and large events. In the ballroom that will rise where the rubble now sits, tables will be set and sumptuous feasts will be offered. But who, and what, will be toasted there?
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The Thrill of a Great Sports Book

Reading about athletic feats can make watching them even better.

by Maya Chung

Fri, 24 Oct 2025




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


Alone on the court, tennis players can seem uniquely vulnerable. When you watch team sports, so many moving parts can catch your eye, and the emotions of individual players are subsumed by the sheer number of stories on the field. The singles tennis player is on their own, a performer thrust into the spotlight each time the ball comes their way. Even an actor onstage usually works in concert with cast mates to pull off a successful show, but a tennis player's fortunes are also partly in their opponent's hands--and you can watch this drama play out on their faces. As John McPhee wrote in Levels of the Game, his classic 1969 account of a U.S. Open semifinals match between Arthur Ashe and Clark Graebner, "Confidence goes back and forth across a tennis net much like the ball itself."

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	Why Guillermo del Toro made Frankenstein
 	The risk of financial--and moral--collapse
 	The great ghosting paradox
 	A novel that understands where romance is going
 	Philip Pullman's anti-escapist fantasy


The first game of the World Series is tonight, and to mark the occasion, Will Leitch recommended a list of books for The Atlantic that will make you a better sports fan. One of them is the tennis player Andre Agassi's memoir, Open, widely considered to be "the best athletic autobiography out there." Open is a "raw, honest" chronicle, Leitch writes, of the complicated, often bitter feelings the eight-time Grand Slam champion had about the sport that was making him millions. I immediately thought of McPhee's very different, though equally revealing, tennis book.

Sports can ignite in spectators a mix of reactions: adrenalized excitement, deep investment, single-minded aspiration. But, as Leitch writes, "as tempting as it is to just shut your brain off, sports are always layered with meaning, and their influence extends far beyond their emotional appeal." Looming over McPhee's story, though unstated in the text, is the fact that Martin Luther King Jr. had been assassinated only months before Ashe, a Black man from Richmond, Virginia, and Graebner, a white midwesterner, met on the court. Very few Black tennis players were well known at the time, and none were nearly as good as Ashe, so he told McPhee that he'd become "a sociological phenomenon."

Some people were blatantly racist toward Ashe; others demanded that he prioritize what they believed a prominent Black figure should do to advance Black liberation. (Another book on Leitch's list, Harry Edwards's The Revolt of the Black Athlete, examines the Summer Olympics that same year--and the unforgettable moment when the medal winners Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their fists in the Black Power salute on the podium.) McPhee's book takes long breaks from his play-by-play narration of the Ashe-Graebner match to provide detailed portraits of the players and their motivations. Because they were so well matched athletically, McPhee writes, the match was "primarily a psychological struggle."

Levels of the Game captures the timeless suspense of watching two greats play; it also reminds the reader that what happens on the court matters in the wider world. Ashe won the match and went on to become the first--and still the only--Black man to win the U.S. Open. That tournament's biggest matches are played, every summer, in Arthur Ashe Stadium.






Seven Books That Will Make You a Better Sports Fan

By Will Leitch

Read the full article.





What to Read

Party of Two, by Jasmine Guillory

Picking a favorite book by Guillory is like picking a favorite cookie. They're all sweetly satisfying; it just depends on what flavor you're in the mood for. Perhaps you're interested in a fake-dating ruse that turns into real love. Maybe you want two rivals to realize how thin the line is between hate and love. In Party of Two--the fifth novel in a series featuring the same group of friends--the protagonist, Olivia, has to navigate the spotlight that comes with dating a senator without dulling her own ambitions. What makes Guillory's characters shine is their passion: for their work (some, including Olivia, are lawyers, as the author herself once was), for improving their communities, and for the simpler pleasures in life, which here mostly take the form of good food. Olivia and Max meet at a hotel bar, where she's enjoying an ice-cold martini with her Caesar salad and fries. They strike up a conversation about dessert. Later, he sends a cake to ask her on a date. The whole book offers a feast for both the heart and the stomach.  -- Karen Ostergren

From our list: Eight romance novels for romance skeptics





Out Next Week

? The Devil Is a Southpaw, by Brandon Hobson

? The Great Contradiction, by Joseph J. Ellis


? Unbearable, by Irin Carmon




Your Weekend Read


Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Unexpected Profundity of a Movie About Bird-Watching

By Tyler Austin Harper

Birding is not the only hobby with an app problem. So many leisure pursuits now have their own gamified digital platforms: Untappd for beer enthusiasts. Strava for runners. Ravelry for knitters. Fishbrain for fishermen. Beli for foodies. Goodreads and Letterboxd for bookworms and movie buffs. The list goes on. Some have anointed these sorts of hobby apps a new, "kinder" frontier for social media: Sharing your knitting patterns is certainly more wholesome than bare-knuckle political fighting on X. But like all online social networks, these apps--many of which include leaderboards, progress bars, and achievement badges--have a corrosive side, one I've experienced myself as a runner. I used to log my runs, until I realized I was putting on my sneakers and getting out the door simply because I wanted to see my stats go up. I found that the apps made me more focused on narrow metrics, such as my VO2 max or total weekly miles, than the pleasure derived from the hobby itself.

Read the full article.





When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Today's <em>Atlantic</em> Trivia, Week 4

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

by Drew Goins

Fri, 24 Oct 2025




Updated with new questions at 2:15 p.m. ET on October 24, 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.

Friday, October 24, 2025

	What now-famous work of art was little known to the general public until it was stolen from the Louvre in 1911?
 -- From Caity Weaver's "The Louvre Heist Is Terrific" 
 	What tropical animal comes in a two-toed and a three-toed variety?
 -- From Alan Taylor's Photos of the Week
 	What actor is known for his intense "identity diffusion" approach to playing such characters as Roy Cohn and Kendall Roy?
 -- From David Sims's "[REDACTED] Is Ready to Let Go, Just a Little Bit"




And by the way, did you know that after robbers pulled off a heist of the Pierre hotel in Manhattan in 1972, stealing millions in jewels and cash, they gave each of the hotel-employee hostages $20 as hush money?

It's not much compared with, say, a diamond popped off the Baroness Langer von Langendorff's necklace. But back then, the shrimp cocktail, steak, and chocolate souffle that 20 bucks got you at the Pierre would have been plenty to keep witnesses' mouths too full to talk.

Have a great weekend!



Answers: 

	Mona Lisa. A robbery was the best press that the da Vinci masterwork could have asked for, Caity writes, and the jewels purloined from the Louvre on Sunday are likewise now more famous than they would have been "had they remained on view at the Louvre for 5,000 years." The whole heist is a delight, she argues. Read more.
 	Sloth. One of the cuddly animals (the two-toed kind) is pictured clutching an even cuddlier plush-toy sloth (the three-toed kind) in Alan's roundup of this week's best images--which also include a car race and a cow race. See more.
 	Jeremy Strong. The Succession star finally got a chance to chill in his portrayal of Bruce Springsteen's longtime manager in the biopic Springsteen: Deliver Me From Nowhere, David writes. Strong told David that his job "for a better part of a year" was just to listen to the Boss. 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.



Thursday, October 23, 2025

	In the first volume of Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials trilogy, the protagonist is able to read an "alethiometer"--a magical device that, per the book's title, is a type of what more common tool?
 -- From Lev Grossman's "Philip Pullman's Anti-Escapist Fantasy"
 	What disparaging (and rhyming) nickname for televisions that first appeared in the 1950s combines a dated slang word for "fool" with a word for one of early TVs' technical elements?
 -- From Ian Bogost's "You're Getting 'Screen Time' Wrong"
 	To prove to his wife, Penelope, after years of travel that he was the man he had once been, what hero of Greek myth had to use his old bow to shoot an arrow through a dozen perforated axe heads?
 -- From Nicholas Thompson's "Why I Run"




And by the way, did you know that there is a volcano whose caldera perennially bubbles with lava and whose vent spews gold into the air? It exists not in Pullman's fantasy world, but somewhere possibly even wilder: Antarctica.

Mount Erebus has been lava-filled since at least 1972, and each day it blows out about 80 grams of gold flecks, worth thousands of dollars. Nice work if you can get it--just don't forget your mittens.



Answers: 

	Compass. With the final book of Pullman's follow-up trilogy out today--three decades after The Golden Compass was first published--Grossman reviews the new book and looks back on the universe Pullman built. It's a manual not for escaping to another world, he writes, but learning to love this one. Read more.
 	Boob tube. We've been fretting about "screen time" for decades, Bogost says, but now it's no longer a discrete chunk to minimize; it's the reality we live in. It is always already screen time. Read more.
 	Odysseus. What archery did for the man of many devices, running did for Nicholas, he writes in an excerpt from his memoir. After a bout with cancer, he needed a marathon to prove himself to himself, and it's still what is keeping his life on track. Read more.




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: ?



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.




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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This Is the Shutdown That Doesn't End

It just goes on and on, my friends.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 23 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.


Gather 'round and let me tell you a fantastical tale of the past, when government shutdowns were highly unusual. They didn't even occur until the 1980s, and none lasted for more than three days until 1995. We're now in the sixth shutdown since the start of the Clinton administration. Today is the 23rd day since the government ran out of funding, still short of the 35-day record set during the first Trump presidency, and although there are sporadic signs of movement in Washington, this shutdown looks like it could go on for a very long time.

A closed government seems to suit Donald Trump just fine, and he shows no concern for whether Congress authorizes him to do what he wants. The Republicans who control Congress take their cues from him, and Democrats see little incentive to reopen the government, which they argue would legitimize the president's actions. Typically, this is where I'd deploy a journalistic cliche and call it a "gridlock," but that implies that anyone is really trying to get free of it.

Past shutdowns have been dominant news stories, but this one feels secondary at best. It is nowhere on the front page of The New York Times today, appears in a single sentence on page 1 of The Wall Street Journal, and is addressed tangentially in a story about Obamacare on A1 of The Washington Post. As the former Democratic-messaging maven Dan Pfeiffer notes, this trend mirrors reader interest more broadly. One reason is the glut of other big stories: the tenuous Gaza peace deal, ICE raids in major American cities, "No Kings" marches, extrajudicial attacks on purported drug boats, Trump's shocking demolition of the White House's entire East Wing. A second reason is jaundice. At some point, shutdowns start to become routine.

But an important third reason is that it feels like the government has largely been functioning--or not functioning--this way for a good chunk of Trump's second term. Trump has asserted the authority to make war without Congress's say-so, to impound funds appropriated by Congress, and to move money around as he sees fit. Meanwhile, the frequency of shutdowns has given administrations lots of experience in keeping just enough of the government running that average citizens don't feel too much discomfort. Trump is selectively determining who feels the damage of the shutdown and who doesn't, repurposing funds to cover the salaries of troops, FBI agents, immigration agents, and other federal law-enforcement officers. The real pain has so far been felt by government workers, whom the top Trump aide Russell Vought has said he wants to put "in trauma" anyway.

In the past, Republicans have shut down the government, and Democrats have been eager to reopen it. The record-setting 2018-19 shutdown pitted Republicans in Congress against the White House and ended once Democrats took control of the House in January 2019. But this time around, the Democratic Party incited the closure. The reasons were much the same as those that led the GOP to block funding in the past: Its base was demanding gestures of resistance. But congressional Democrats have also made the valid point that they don't trust any deal they might cut with Trump unless it has strong guardrails--especially when he can easily accept a funding agreement that requires 60 Senate votes, then turn around and ask Republicans to rescind funding with a simple majority. Democrats have also rallied around popular health-insurance subsidies that are set to expire, and that Republican leaders are not acting to extend.

Democrats have also calculated that Trump and Republicans will take more of the political blowback, which public-opinion polling confirms. Even though Democrats started this, the GOP hasn't had much luck shifting blame onto them: Trump, usually so eager to trumpet his dealmaking, can't be bothered to show much interest in ending the shutdown. (During a lunch with Republican senators this week, Trump reportedly barely   mentioned the closure.) And when the White House does intervene, it is to claim that major federally funded projects in blue states have been "terminated," or to post a weird AI video of Vought as the Grim Reaper. Trump's obvious relish makes it hard for him to pretend that he wants to reopen the government, and it lends credence to Democrats' talking points.

Trump has attempted to get out of this political bind by trying to ensure that heavily Democratic jurisdictions bear the most pain, but as my colleague Annie Lowrey reports today, some of the worst damage of the shutdown is happening in red states. If the Trump administration stopped using workarounds and loopholes to mitigate the shutdown's effects across the whole country, that would put more pressure on Democrats--but it might also court voter backlash against Trump, or harm the economy in a way that hurts his agenda.

The pain to the American economy, to American citizens seeking services, and to federal workers is real--and growing worse by the day--but also diffuse enough that no one in power is willing to blink. The result is a perverse circumstance, different from previous shutdowns, where both parties see political upside in extending the closure. The Trump economic adviser Kevin Hassett predicted that a deal might be struck this week, which, given his track record with forecasts, is grounds for deep pessimism. Even the optimistic scenarios would see the shutdown extending until November 1. In the meantime, the country is left with a government that can't fully staff national parks or Social Security offices but has no problem tearing down public property with impunity.

Related:

	Trump's partisan redistribution of wealth
 	Trump is trying-and failing--to shield MAGA from the shutdown.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's partisan redistribution of wealth
 	You're getting "screen time" wrong.
 	The appeal of the campus right






Today's News

	Federal prosecutors charged more than 30 people--including current and former NBA players--in two cases: one involving illegal sports gambling and the other involving poker rigging. FBI Director Kash Patel said the schemes involved "tens of millions of dollars" in theft, fraud, and robbery.
 	The U.S. Treasury Department imposed sanctions yesterday on Russia's two largest oil companies, following recent Russian attacks that killed at least seven people in Ukraine. The sanctions block the companies from U.S. financial systems.
 	President Donald Trump pardoned Changpeng Zhao, the founder of the Binance cryptocurrency exchange, who served a four-month prison sentence after pleading guilty to enabling money laundering. The Biden administration pursued the case, resulting in Binance paying more than $4 billion in fines.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Ike Edeani.



Why I Run

By Nicholas Thompson

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.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	China gets tough on Trump.
 	Jack Posobiec is MAGA's most important influencer.
 	Radio Atlantic: This movie makes nuclear war feel disturbingly possible.
 	John McWhorter: "My students use AI. So what?"
 	Arthur C. Brooks: What true wealth looks like
 	Jeremy Strong is ready to let go, just a little bit.




Culture Break


Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



Watch. Listers (streaming on YouTube) is an unexpectedly profound movie about bird-watching, Tyler Austin Harper writes.

Read. Philip Pullman, the author of The Golden Compass, writes fiction that tells us how to love this world. It isn't easy, Lev Grossman 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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