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The Early Days of American Imperialism

Trump has upended the national tradition of claiming, however hypocritically, that foreign intervention is not about power or profit.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




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

Exactly 39 years after Julia Ward Howe's "Battle Hymn of the Republic" was first published in The Atlantic, Mark Twain scratched out a new version. "Battle Hymn," which Twain considered "beautiful and sublime," was in need of revision. In 1901, the United States was entering the third year of a war to establish colonial rule in the Philippines, and Howe's rousing vision of a sacred national struggle didn't quite fit the moment. "Mine eyes have seen the orgy of the launching of the Sword," Twain began. "He is searching out the hoardings where the stranger's wealth is stored." The rest of the verses deal in similar substitutions: a bandit gospel for a fiery gospel; instead of truth and God, lust and greed go marching on.

Twain's satire worked because it exposed the hypocrisies of America's first embrace of an overseas empire at the turn of the 20th century. Advocates of intervention spoke confidently of spreading democracy; Twain and other anti-imperialists answered by holding those professed ideals up against the anti-democratic reality of conquest and violence. This pattern of argument would persist through the Iraq War. The guiding questions were always around what we really believed we were doing in other countries--spreading democracy, or simply exploiting people and advancing our interests? With this weekend's ouster of Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela, America has crossed into a new era, in which leaders no longer bother with the pretense.

Twain and the anti-imperialists were processing what seemed like a profound turn in American history. Prior conquest of North America was the real beginning of American imperialism, and the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy in 1893 anticipated advances in the Pacific. But the Spanish-American War of 1898--what the Atlantic editor Walter Hines Page deemed "a necessary act of surgery for the health of civilization"--commenced a new phase of overseas empire. The United States made Cuba something of a protectorate, formally annexed Hawaii, and added Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines as part of the Spanish-American War peace treaty.

For the champions of empire, 1898 presented a kind of deliverance. Americans would take their rightful place on the global stage alongside the Europeans, bringing democracy, civilization, commerce, and Christianity with them. White American men, thought to have become feminized and overcivilized by domestic comforts, could redeem themselves in the process of occupying their new colonial possessions. American workers of all kinds would be rescued from what many believed to be the dangers of excessive production, with ready markets for their goods beyond American borders. God "has marked us as his chosen people, henceforth to lead in the regeneration of the world," Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana boasted. "We are trustees of the world's progress, guardians of its righteous peace."

The reality on the ground did not match the rhetoric, particularly in the Philippines. Purchased for $20 million from Spain in the peace proceedings, the archipelago promised access to the Chinese market--and a laboratory for a benevolent theory of American empire. "If we can benefit those remote peoples," President William McKinley had asked, "who will object?" But his promise that "our priceless principles undergo no change under a tropical sun" did not survive the Pacific crossing. American forces worked to crush something they knew well--a popular uprising against colonial rule. The methods the army employed were brutal, including a water torture and rounding suspected rural insurgents into concentration camps--a tactic practiced by the Spanish in Cuba that had helped galvanize American support for war there.

Twain was horrified by the violence, but he was particularly enraged about the redemptive rhetoric that cloaked it. "We have gone there to conquer, not to redeem," he told a reporter in 1900. His many subsequent published writings opposing American imperialism (as well as his version of the "Battle Hymn," which he did not publish but was found written into a book he owned) were works of bitter satire highlighting the disconnect between the reality of conquest and the language of redemption. In "To the Person Sitting in Darkness," Twain extracted what he called "the Actual Thing"--war, violence, greed exploitation--from the "outside cover" of the "Blessings of Civilization." The United States had become "yet another Civilized Power, with its banner of the Prince of Peace in one hand and its loot-basket and its butcher-knife in the other."

The anti-imperialist movement that Twain joined was a motley gathering of both moral idealists and virulent racists who scorned even association with nonwhite people, much less their elevation. But insofar as Twain's satire worked, it did so because it presumed that American ideals mattered--and that their violation did too. Even those who were less concerned about the violence or the fate of nonwhite people could note the disconnect between America as an anticolonial nation practicing colonialism. During the 1900 presidential election, Democratic candidate William Jennings Bryan responded to Republican censure of his anti-imperial stance with the suggestion that they extend their censure to Patrick Henry, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln.

Neither Twain nor Jennings Bryan stopped the drift toward overseas intervention that had begun in 1898. Theodore Roosevelt, elevated to the vice presidency by the spectacle of his famous charge up San Juan Hill in Cuba, would tender an even more forceful expression of American power after he became president. Such expressions would only grow through the remainder of the century. But even the most strident interventionists felt compelled to temper their justifications with the language of anti-imperialism. "We don't seek empires," Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said a few months into the second Iraq War. "We're not imperialistic. We never have been."

President Trump and his administration have upended this American tradition of claiming, however hypocritically, that foreign intervention is not about power or profit. In the days since Maduro's capture, the president has repeatedly bragged about being "in charge" of Venezuela, and suggested that the U.S. might run the country for years. He has openly explained that his priority is taking control of the country's oil business to make the U.S. wealthier (a plan that's not economically sound, as my colleague Jonathan Chait points out). Earlier this week, the State Department's social-media account shared a post reading "THIS IS OUR HEMISPHERE," while Representative Andy Ogles, a Tennessee Republican, repeated the boast in a television interview on Wednesday: "We are the dominant predator force in the Western hemisphere."

The absence of urgency to empower the democratic opposition, or even to pay lip service to the goal of restoring liberal democracy within the country, marks a new form of American intervention abroad. To this administration, the show of force is a good in itself--no pandering to ideals required. With America's goals so clearly laid out, it's not clear what good satire might do, or how much use Mark Twain might be now. The administration's posturing suggests that even the oil might be beside the point. The most valuable resource has perhaps already been extracted: the spectacle of power itself.
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Trump's Slippery Definition of 'Patriots' and 'Terrorists'

The president has odd ideas about who constitutes an enemy of the state.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




On January 6, Donald Trump's administration published an apologia for the Trump supporters whom he incited to storm the Capitol five years earlier. The next day, Stephen Miller, in response to news that an ICE agent had shot and killed a woman in Minneapolis, lambasted the Democratic Party on X for "inciting a violent insurrection."

The juxtaposition of the January 6 anniversary and the shooting of Renee Nicole Good in Minnesota the next day is a coincidence of timing. But the echo of language between that which the Trump administration has attacked (alleged violence against federal law-enforcement officers) and that which it has defended (actual violence against federal law-enforcement officers) is striking.

President Trump's long-standing view has become official policy: His supporters are definitionally "patriotic" and therefore entitled to take any actions on his behalf, regardless of how violent or illegal they may be. His opponents are definitionally terrorists, and therefore constitute legitimate targets of state violence. This is how an organized mass attack to overthrow the government becomes "peaceful" and "patriotic," while a single woman attempting to flee ICE agents constitutes a violent attempt to overthrow the government.

Adam Serwer: First the shooting. Then the lies.

It is possible that the ICE officer who shot Good feared that she intended to drive her car into him. But video documentation shows that she was turning her car away from the officer when he shot her. Although it remains unclear whether her car grazed him, videos show the officer running down the street to check on Good, then walking away unaided. As for Good, her ex-husband has told Minnesota Public Radio that she was not a political activist--she had never protested anything, to his knowledge--and that she had merely been caught in the vicinity of the ICE raid after dropping off her 6-year-old at school.

The Trump administration, however, immediately circulated a fantasy version of what happened.

In a message on Truth Social, Trump recited what has become the new MAGA talking points. The president called Good part of a "Radical Left Movement of Violence and Hate" and charged that she "violently, willfully, and viciously ran over the ICE Officer." He added, "It is hard to believe he is alive."

Vice President J. D. Vance insisted that the officer was "defending his life against a deranged leftist who tried to run him over." The Homeland Security Department described the shooter as bravely saving "his own life, as well as the lives of his fellow officers" from "an anti-ICE rioter" engaged in "an act of domestic terrorism."

Read: Lethal force on a frozen street 

What's notable about these hysterical claims is how far they go beyond the simplest possible defense. The administration is not merely insisting that the ICE officer believed Good's car might strike him, an argument that might have reframed the shooting as a tragic error. Instead, they have presented the shooting as absolutely necessary--an act of patriotism, even--and its victim as an unhinged would-be murderer posing a threat to the republic.

This account is especially jarring when read in contrast with the White House's stream of lies about January 6. (National Review's Noah Rothman has written an excellent point-by-point refutation.) The administration's revisionist history not only says that the insurrection was just a peaceful march that went awry because of mistakes made by the Capitol Police; it also says that Ashli Babbitt, an actual rioter who attempted to breach a barricaded room protecting members of Congress, was "Murdered in Cold Blood" by a Capitol Police officer.

There is no objective standard of conduct that could possibly explain why beating police officers is peaceful but attempting to flee from them is terrorism. This is not an oversight, but the essence of Trumpism. This administration believes that it is entitled to do as it pleases. Its perceived enemies are entitled to nothing.
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How Sweetgreen Became Millennial Cringe

The salad chain is in free fall, along with a certain kind of optimism.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Last spring, Sweetgreen did something shocking, at least insofar as the menu adjustments of a fast-casual salad chain can be described that way: It added fries. In interviews, the company's "chief concept officer," Nicolas Jammet, paid lip service to "reevaluating and redefining fast food," but I suspect that Sweetgreen was also "reevaluating and redefining" how to make money in a world that appeared poised to move on from buying what the company was trying to sell.

In the first two months of last year, Sweetgreen's stock price had declined more than 30 percent. The company had already made significant changes, dropping seed oils, adding "protein plates," and hiring a bunch of robots in an apparent effort to cater to the early 2020s' three defining dining trends: the MAHA movement, the protein fixation, and the push to cut costs by eliminating human labor. But not even air-fried potatoes could stop Sweetgreen's free fall. In August, with operational losses reaching $26.4 million, the chain fired workers, and also the fries. As the year ended, Nathaniel Ru, who co-founded the company in 2007, stepped down from his role. Today, a share of Sweetgreen stock costs less than $8. In late 2024, it was more than $43.

This is remarkable because, for a golden decade or so, Sweetgreen was the future of lunch. Americans, especially ones who were youngish and worked on computers, were toting green paper bags around coastal cities (and later, smaller towns and non-coastal cities) en masse. Silicon Valley was injecting capital into a restaurant as though it were a software start-up.

Sweetgreen's early success was not a fluke. As a restaurant, it truly did do something incredible. The company put high-quality organic produce in interesting combinations, incorporating fresh herbs and global ingredients, and going heavy on crunch and citrus. It sourced from small farms that it listed proudly on chalkboards inside each store, appealing squarely to a cohort who knew they really should be shopping at the farmers' market, even if they usually got their groceries from Instacart, guiltily. And Sweetgreen was an early adopter of online ordering, allowing its customers to waste less time waiting in line. When a Sweetgreen opened in my city, in 2016, replacing a restaurant that had been serving hamburgers for 65 years, I was excited about it the same way I was excited when fiber internet came to my neighborhood: Finally, a better way to live.

In all this, the chain was achingly of its era, when high functioning in the office (productivity) and on the cellular level (health) became irretrievably intertwined. The widespread adoption of smartphones invented new categories of aspiration, new ways to sell things, new expectations that workers be available and productive, including during lunch hour. The wellness influencer--a figure whose job title did not exist just a few years earlier--suddenly started to seem like one of the more powerful figures in American life. Millennials graduated, grew up, got jobs, and emerged as not just a chronological category but a marketing segment.

Read: The sad ballad of salad

Around this time, a number of venture-backed start-ups appeared to sell them new versions of stuff they already used. The stuff was legitimately nicer, but only a little; the real innovation was in how it was sold. Largely, this meant minimalist packaging that was purpose-built to look good on a small screen, and marketing copy that made canny nods to responsibility but also fun, using a corporate voice that sounded like a real person's, even if that person was sort of embarrassing and obsessed with the grind ("you're going to guac this week. #monday ?," read the caption on an Instagram post from Sweetgreen in 2015). In short order, many Americans swapped out their YMCA stationary-bike classes for SoulCycle; their yellow cabs for rideshares; their generic workout gear for color-blocked, cellphone-pocketed leggings made out of, like, recycled water bottles.

And these same Americans abandoned the salad bar--for decades, a depressing fixture of the workday lunch--in favor of Sweetgreen. It was a healthy, efficient meal for healthy, efficient people (at least aspirationally), a power lunch for those who didn't have assistants or expense accounts but who were nonetheless determined to feel in control, possibly formidable. Especially after 2018--when the company began installing shelves in office lobbies and WeWork cafeterias, from which workers could retrieve a preordered salad without leaving the building--it just became a default, a nearly frictionless calorie-delivery vehicle for people whose bosses were definitely paying attention to whether their little Slack bubble was green or not.

Sweetgreen was what you ate while listening to, if not the Hamilton soundtrack, then a self-improvement podcast at 1.5 speed, ripping through emails or shopping online before dutifully composting your beautifully designed, biodegradable bowl. It was the perfect fuel for the grinning strivers of the long 2010s, when a better world was possible, and in fact something you could buy. When a dear friend of mine got married, what she wanted to eat more than anything else while being poked and prettied in the hotel suite was Sweetgreen. It was the most reliable, most delicious, least risky meal either of us could think to pick up at an exceptionally frenetic moment. But it also made sense, spiritually, on a day that often requires total command over both one's appearance and a large number of spreadsheets--a day that is a public declaration of hope for the future, and, in some ways, the first day of your adult life.

Read: The golden age of the fried-chicken sandwich

Sweetgreen sold salad, which you eat, but it also sold moral superiority, which you build an identity around. (By 2016, BuzzFeed was posting lists about "21 Truths for Everyone Obsessed With Sweetgreen.") The company capitalized on this to sell not just lunch but a lifestyle brand. It staged an annual music festival; collaborated with cool fashion people on limited-edition housewares and accessories; sold branded Nalgenes and expensive, earth-toned sweatshirts in its capacious webstore; posted its playlists to Spotify. Imagine anyone willingly re-creating the sonic ambience inside their local McDonald's at home and you will realize how unique Sweetgreen is, or was, among casual-restaurant chains.

Although McDonald's and its ilk got big by serving as broad an audience as possible, Sweetgreen derived much of its cachet from projecting a level of elitism. This, as it turns out, is not the secret to market dominance. Sweetgreen has always been relatively expensive, and it has gotten more so: In 2014, a kale Caesar with chicken was $8.85; this week, in some locations, it's more than $14.75, which is almost $2 higher than can be explained by inflation alone. Maybe more important is the impression that it's expensive. Today's consumers are highly price-sensitive, Jonathan Maze, the editor in chief of the trade publication Restaurant Business, told me, and "Sweetgreen has had a reputation as an expensive place to eat for what you're getting."

There's also the issue that many Americans don't like salad quite enough to actually want it regularly. In a 2024 YouGov poll, 40 percent of respondents said they ate salad more than once a week, which might seem like a lot until you remember that some of them were surely lying, and you consider how many more people prefer food that isn't chopped-up raw vegetables: Last year, the nation's top five quick-service restaurants were, in order, McDonald's, Starbucks, Chick-fil-A, Taco Bell, and Wendy's. "It's really difficult to convince a large number of people that salad is something they're going to eat on a frequent enough basis to support a chain like that," Maze said. Many years ago, he was driving his then-10-year-old son and a friend home from baseball practice, and the friend was excitedly talking about eating Chipotle for dinner. The memory has, clearly, stuck with him: "Can I realistically imagine my son's 10-year-old friend bragging about going to Sweetgreen?" He cannot. I can't either.

Read: America is done pretending about meat

Sweetgreen went public in 2021, and it has not been consistently profitable since. No amount of savvy marketing could make the salad-haters change their minds. But then the people who used to like Sweetgreen also started abandoning it. In the third quarter of last year, the average Sweetgreen store's sales declined almost 10 percent; the drop was most significant in Los Angeles and the Northeast, two of the company's core markets. (I asked Maze where those customers were going instead, and he said maybe Raising Cane's, which specializes in chicken fingers.)

Some of this can be explained by prices, but plenty of other restaurants have raised their prices and not seen sales fall off a cliff. I think Sweetgreen didn't change so much as the world around it did. A $15 salad was never really an investment in one's health, but it certainly doesn't feel like that in this economy--and besides, that moment has passed. The optimism of the previous era has given way to something more nihilistic. The people who were once going to guac this week are now quiet quitting and scarfing tallow. The "power" in Millennial power lunch has, largely, been replaced by impotence and apathy. WeWork went bankrupt; Hamilton became cringe; trying so hard to do the right things all the time started to feel pointless and naive. When I told a friend and fellow former Sweetgreen enthusiast about this story, he said, "What's the point of eating a salad when we're all going to die?" He was joking, kind of.
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I Tried to Be the Government. It Did Not Go Well.

My five-month quest to monitor the weather, track inflation, and inspect milk for harmful microorganisms

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




People look at you differently when you carry a Geiger counter. Or, at least, when you carry a Geiger counter and exclaim things like "Much less radiation here than you might expect!" But how else are you to know that the radiation in your food is at acceptable levels?

They have government inspectors for this, you might say. It is their job.

That was before Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency started hacking away at our bureaucracy. Before the federal government was shut down for much of the fall. And before I bought a Geiger counter to do my own food inspections.

For a while--maybe since 1883, when the Pendleton Act created a merit-based civil service of experts--we, as a nation, thought to ourselves: Life is too short for everyone to inspect their own food. Let the government handle this. But then along came the Trump administration to wonder: What if we didn't?

FDA inspections at foreign food manufacturers are at historic lows because of staffing cuts, according to ProPublica. My Geiger counter cost $22.79. I thought it would give me a sense of agency and reassurance in this era of dismantlement. Instead, buying the Geiger counter was the first step toward losing my mind.

While the Trump administration conducted a sweeping experiment in government erosion, I started an experiment of my own. As each government function was targeted for cuts--or an official suggested that it was standing between me and my freedom--I put it on my to-do list, as a way to feel like I was doing something other than fretting about what was not being done.

About 300,000 civil servants--roughly 10 percent of the federal workforce--left their job between January and late November last year, according to the Office of Personnel Management. In February 2025, hundreds of weather forecasters and other employees of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration were canned. In June, the National Science Foundation was told it had to leave its headquarters. In the fall, during the shutdown, about 1,400 nuclear-security employees were furloughed, and the ranks of air-traffic controllers continued to dwindle.

There is a concept called "mental load"--the weight of knowing all the Things That Need to Get Done Around the House. Someone has to know when to do laundry, take out the trash, buy groceries, locate the winter clothes, cook dinner, set a budget, vacuum, etc. This is the kind of labor that, if not properly divided, ruins marriages and drives people to the brink.

Now multiply that mental load by 343 million. That's the number of people in the house of America. You can't worry only about buying the groceries; you must also worry about whether those groceries are radioactive. You don't just have to make sure the kids are dressed for the weather; you must also forecast the weather. It's not enough to merely buy eggs; you must also know how much eggs should cost, and what they cost last week, because the economy sort of depends on it.

What became a five-month quest to assume government responsibilities took me from the overgrown fields of Antietam to the cramped basket of a hot-air balloon about 1,400 feet over Ohio; from a biology lab at Johns Hopkins University, where I beheaded flies, to a farmstead in Maryland, where I inspected the fly-bothered udder of a cow named Melissa.

And the potential duties kept piling up as I learned about each round of cuts. Since I started typing this paragraph, Donald Trump has fired many of the people who surveil infectious diseases; before I finish typing this paragraph, he may have hired them back. I hope so! I would do almost anything for a good story, but perhaps I should draw the line at "monitor Ebola."

John F. Kennedy famously implored us: "Ask not what your country can do for you--ask what you can do for your country." Well, I asked! And the answer is: lots of things. If you don't mind doing them wrong.

1. I FORECAST THE WEATHER

I have just driven six and a half hours to Ohio in order to forecast my own weather. From a hot-air balloon.

"Anyone that tells you they're not afraid of heights is either lying or insane," Tim the balloon pilot is telling me. It is 5 p.m. on a clear Tuesday in September, and we are getting ready, in a field outside Columbus, to go up and find weather. Tim has a trim white beard and a confident demeanor that I find reassuring. There are two kinds of balloonists, Tim tells me: old ones and bold ones. He is the former.

Weather forecasting is among the legion of chores that the government does, or used to do more thoroughly, through NOAA, whose budget the Trump administration attempted to slash--a scenario that would "stop all progress" in U.S. forecasting, as James Franklin, a former branch chief at the National Hurricane Center, told USA Today.

In the founding days of the country, individuals collected weather data alone, without the aid of computers, weather balloons, or modeling. George Washington kept a fairly detailed weather diary. Behold his entry for April 14, 1787: "Mercury at 62 in the Morning--74 at Noon and 68 at Night. Cloudy in the Morning with a few drops of rain." But while journaling is fine if you want to know what the weather was, most people want to know what the weather will be. For that, you need other people.

The advent of the telegraph allowed weather watchers to share observations and data across great distances, in almost real time. This launched the era of forecasts--or, as the pioneering meteorologist Cleveland Abbe called them, "probabilities." Cleveland left his home base of Cincinnati (just to confuse you!) to work for an arm of the federal government that would later become the National Weather Service.

"The nation has had few more useful servants than Cleveland Abbe," the meteorologist Thomas Corwin Mendenhall wrote around 1919, praising his storm warnings, which saved millions of dollars' worth of property every year.

Human observation and telegraph chitchat were eventually supplanted by radiosondes, which are sensor packages launched by balloon twice a day, all across the country, to determine wind direction, temperature, pressure, and so on. After DOGE cuts in February, several sites pared back to one launch a day; the Alaskan cities of Kotzebue (along the western coast) and St. Paul (out in the Bering Sea) stopped launches altogether.

I had asked Keith Seitter, a senior policy fellow at the American Meteorological Society, how I could forecast weather myself, without using government models. He made the mistake of suggesting that weather generally travels west to east at a rate of 20 to 30 miles an hour. I latched on to this. Could I simply find a city that is about 500 miles west and drive there to get tomorrow's weather today?

Well, sure, Keith said, but that seems like a big waste of time.

Please! I have two children under the age of 4. I have nothing but time.

I Googled my way to Tim and his hot-air-balloon company in Columbus. It had a single review on Yelp, from 2012, but that review was five stars: "Tim is a great pilot." Good enough for me!

I meet Tim and his crew in a parking lot near a golf course. We pile into his balloon van, with the balloon basket attached to the back, and drive to our takeoff point. The basket is stunningly small--more like a double-wide grocery cart. We arrive at 5:37 p.m., just as the sun is starting to slide toward the horizon.

The Geiger count in Ohio is a tiny bit lower than in Washington, D.C., if you were wondering. But my instrument now is a combination thermometer-barometer-anemometer that I bought for $22.89.

Tim reassures me that "the vast majority of people in a balloon don't realize any sensation of height issues," because "balloons use natural forces." I thought gravity was a natural force? I am becoming agitated. Tim, in our initial call, described some balloon landings as "sporty," an adjective I do not like having applied to my physical safety.

Listen. I am actually very afraid of heights. I always forget this until I am irretrievably committed to a course of action that will take me to the top of a height, and then, as I am borne ineluctably to the top of that height, I think, Oh, right. I am terrified of these.

I hoist myself over the edge of the basket. My palms are sweating. Suddenly everything around us becomes very small. There is a miniature tractor doing neat laps around a miniature field. A hawk is ... below us?

"Very high was a mistake" is what my notes say at this point.





The author goes to Ohio to look for tomorrow's weather today. (Maddie McGarvey for The Atlantic)



My phone has acquired a thin film of sweat, maybe from condensation? 29.06 on the barometer. 85.3 degrees Fahrenheit. It is eerily quiet except for the periodic firing of the propane tank, which sounds like someone is grilling very urgently right in my ear. 28.26, 87.3 F. The temperature is suddenly much cooler: 47.3 degrees, although it doesn't feel like that at all.

Then I realize that I have been reading the dew point instead of the temperature.

When I switch to the actual temperature, I realize a second problem: Whenever Tim fires the burner, the basket of the balloon becomes hot. It is like being aloft with a small campfire. Now, instead of telling me that it is 52.9 degrees, my thermometer informs me that it is 91.2 degrees! It is a beautiful, still, cloudless evening. If only Cleveland Abbe could see me now! He would probably say something like "What a senseless waste of astonishingly futuristic equipment."




We drift over more fields and hummers, which is what some balloonists call power lines. Below us: trees, fields, houses, old junked cars, the occasional dog.

Our descent is not at all sporty, although I hold my breath as we approach the hummers. Tim has done this 1,600 times, and thus we do not fly into a power line, or you would not be reading this. It turns out that in this business, you just sort of ... land in people's yards? Members of the balloon crew have had guns pulled on them before, and dogs unleashed.

Improbably, the yard we land in belongs to a proud Atlantic subscriber named Deborah, who is apparently a competitive pinball player. I try to explain why we landed in her yard, making Deborah the first of many strangers to be confused by my project. Deborah is nonetheless so excited by my affiliation with The Atlantic that she asks for a hug. For a subscriber, anything!

On the ground it is 7:18 p.m., somewhere between 78.3 and 80.8 degrees. I cannot stress enough how lovely this weather is. Clear and crisp and the perfect temperature, the kind of fall day you order from an L.L. Bean catalog.

The next day, I begin my easy, convenient, six-plus-hour drive home to see my weather.

I close in on D.C. and notice it is raining. The sky is gray. Gray gray gray.

This is not my weather! I did not drive all the way from Ohio to bring this! I DON'T KNOW THIS WEATHER!

A friend whose hobby is meteorology informs me that current pressure systems are making the weather travel from east to west today. Whoops.

There is a certain indignity in having done this astoundingly inefficient thing and not even gotten the weather right at the end of it. So for my next government function, I will try something that involves no data collection. The only thing at stake? The safety of myself and my family.

2. I INSPECT MY OWN MILK

We currently do not have a Senate-confirmed surgeon general, who is supposed to be the "nation's doctor." But the president's nominee for the role, Casey Means, has offered food-related advice for cutting the government out of your life. She is more of a doctor than I am (in that she finished medical school) but less of a doctor than you might want the nation's doctor to be (in that she didn't complete her residency and decided to get really into "good energy"). The week after the 2024 election, Means said something interesting about raw milk, in the context of burdensome government regulation, on Real Time With Bill Maher.

"I want to be able to form a relationship with a local farmer," Means said, "understand his integrity, look him in the eyes, pet his cow, and then understand if I can drink his milk."

Thus, I am at a farm in southern Maryland to do just that. The difficulty with raw milk is that it isn't always legal to sell for human consumption. Fortunately, this farm sells allegedly delicious "pet milk" (wink, wink). It also gives its cows operatic names, such as Tosca, Traviata, and Renee Fleming. I have asked for permission to put Casey Means's vision into practice here.

A farmer named Brian takes me to the cows, past the egg layers and the meat chickens, bivouacked in what he tells me are excellent conditions in a nearby field. ("Raise me this way and you can slaughter me too!" Farmer Brian says.)

In preparation for this visit, I spoke with a veterinarian, who told me how to assess the health of a cow. The vet said that I should be able to see some of the cow's 13 sets of ribs, but not too many. The cow should not be oddly hunched. Its udder should be long and pendulous.

Brian introduces me to Melissa, who is named for a singer.

"Etheridge?" I ask.

Brian laughs. No further information on Melissa's surname is forthcoming.

Melissa just stands there, covered in flies.

"Flies help clean them up," Farmer Brian tells me. Is this true? I add it to a growing list of Things I Am Not Sure Are Facts.

It used to be that milk only came raw, and everyone had to decide for themselves whether to drink it. The penalty for drinking subpar milk was that you died. In the 19th century, this happened fairly often, especially to American children. Then we discovered that diseases were caused by microorganisms. Tuberculosis, scarlet and typhoid fevers, diphtheria, brucellosis--all of these could be transmitted by milk.

At the urging of President Theodore Roosevelt, fresh off the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, a commission of public-health officers put out a 751-page report tracing recent outbreaks to contaminated milk. Milk was a wonderful environment for germs to grow in. Some of them could join your gut microbiome as helpful allies; others could give you deadly diarrhea. Instead of rolling the dice, the report made the case for pasteurizing milk--that is, heating it--to kill harmful microorganisms.

Making milk safe to drink was one of the greatest public-health breakthroughs in history. "For every 2 billion servings of pasteurized milk or milk products consumed in the U.S., only about one person gets sick," the FDA reports.

I've been especially leery of diseases lately. FoodNet--the CDC's Foodborne Diseases Active Surveillance Network--is scaling back the germs it tracks, from eight to two (salmonella and one type of E. coli ). I guess we want listeria to come as more of a surprise. And now followers of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement are encouraging us to drink the kind of milk that we stopped drinking around 1924 because it was too risky.

Anyway, back to Melissa. She has horns. This is good, Farmer Brian says, because "horns are the antennae, and all the cosmic energy comes down in through the horns." I add this to my list of Things I Am Not Sure Are Facts.





The author acquaints herself with farm life in Maryland. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



How long does this milk keep? "It doesn't go bad," Farmer Brian says. This feels famously untrue of milk. "If you're on the standard American diet, it will give you the runs," Farmer Brian admits.

I tentatively ask why this milk seems so much more shelf-stable than the milk I myself have been producing for my infant, which can last in the refrigerator for only four days. Brian seems puzzled by this, and hands me 13 pamphlets, including "Cod Liver Oil: Our Number One Superfood" and "After Raw Breast Milk, What's Best?" They do not answer my question.

I pause in the farm's gift shop, which has folk-music CDs, hats made out of alpaca wool, and books explaining why COVID was not caused by a virus ("are electro-smog, toxic living conditions, and 5G actually to blame?"). I had better buy some milk, I guess.

I bring the milk home and stare at it. It is in a plastic jug, with a label that says NOT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION. I am starting to miss the government. It used to be that when I brought milk home, I could drink it. Now I have to do all of this research.

I leave the milk on the counter overnight. My husband wants to throw it out, on the grounds that it is confusing and growing stinky, but I explain that I am writing about it, and that we do not throw out the U.S. economy and politics (what he writes about) because they are confusing and growing stinky.

To make myself more comfortable with the milk on my counter, I read studies. The more I read, the more I am discouraged. A study from 2017 says that 96 percent of illnesses caused by contaminated dairy came from raw milk and cheese. I don't like those odds.

I enjoyed petting Melissa and looking Farmer Brian in the eyes. But I don't think that gave me the information I needed to understand whether I could drink the milk. What I should have done was scan the milk for microorganisms or simply boil it. In the time it has taken to figure this out, the milk has turned a cloudy yellow and formed three distinct strata.

Months later, I still have not thrown it away, or opened it. I am hoping that if I procrastinate long enough, it will simply become cheese.

3. I COLLECT CONSUMER PRICES

I'm darting through grocery stores across D.C., trying to get someone to help me nail down the price of eggs over time. I have to get better at economic-data collection quickly, because the Trump administration is targeting the Bureau of Labor Statistics. You might wail something like: Who cares about the most bureaucratic-sounding bureau, at a time like this?

I do. I am becoming more of the government, every day, and it is going great.

The BLS is an attempt, through relentless data collection, to get everyone a nice set of shared facts about the economy and the workforce. Are there enough jobs to go around? The BLS puts out a monthly jobs report (though it missed October because of the shutdown). How far does your paycheck go? The BLS tabulates the Consumer Price Index, which identifies All the Things That People Buy and then figures out if they cost more or less than they used to. In essence--since 1884, when it was the Bureau of Labor--the BLS takes pictures of the economy for us.

But the pictures have not been very flattering lately, and so the Trump administration has responded by trying to smash the camera. After the July jobs report did not have enough jobs, the president fired the BLS commissioner. Trump's 2026 budget proposes an 8 percent cut to the BLS budget. And DOGE's hacking at the BLS may have contributed to a suspension of data collection in three cities: Buffalo, New York; Provo, Utah; and Lincoln, Nebraska.

To collect my own economic data, I need to become a "first-rate noticer," says Jay Mousa, a former associate commissioner for the BLS office of field operations. That is part of what BLS field economists do. They are an army of perceptive extroverts who go from place to place, look around, talk with people, and find out what they are paying or charging for goods and services.

Mousa suggests that I go from store to store and find out the price of an item, now and in the past. Finding out the current price seems doable. But the past price? I could ask employees, he suggests. Perfect! I will use my thing-noticing, people-coaxing skills, just like a real BLS field economist.

Glancing at the dozens of items priced by the BLS in its list of average retail prices, I select eggs (one dozen, large, grade A). Eggs feel very present. They were the thing, during the 2024 election cycle, that people said cost too much, and now look where the country is.

I begin at a Safeway, asking a cashier what eggs cost now and what they cost earlier in the month. The clerk reports that eggs cost $4.99 a dozen, and remembers that they used to be a lot more expensive, like nine-something dollars. I feel awkward enough about this exchange that I buy the eggs. Did I collect data, or did I just go grocery shopping?

At Trader Joe's, I stare at a sample cup of butternut-squash mac and cheese before knocking it back like a shot. Then I notice that I am being offered a fork. First-rate noticing! A cardboard gargoyle peers down at me from the corner of the store. "That is a gargoyle," I say, trying to ease myself into conversation with the employee who offered me the mac and cheese.

"It's cardboard," the employee says. "It has been there five years."

I ask him about the historic price of eggs and he says that the cost has gone down--eggs that are $2.99 were $3.99 a mere two days ago! A secret weekend egg deal? Like a real field economist might find? He doesn't know. I leave the store with two specific numbers and without buying anything, which I consider a double win. Plus, I have data on the longevity of the cardboard gargoyle, just in case.

"I can't help but notice we are in a Whole Foods," I tell a Whole Foods employee who--perhaps having noticed me walking around with no shopping cart and a Geiger counter--has asked if I need help. "Is there any way of finding out what eggs used to cost in the past?"

He tells me that they have roughly doubled in price--eggs that are now $9 a carton were once $5; those that are now $4 were once $2.

These are the peaks of my data collection. At Giant, I am informed that eggs used to cost triple what they cost now. At Rodman's, when I ask what eggs used to cost, all I get is the assurance that eggs are expensive everywhere. At Target, an employee responds to my inquiry about the historic price of eggs by asking if I want to go to the egg aisle and see for myself. "No," I say, "I meant in the past." I complete the rest of my self-checkout in silence.

I need something to show for this effort. So I make a table using the data that I collected for a dozen large eggs, grade A.




This takes me only three hours. Should I be averaging the variables? That feels like a thing I can do. Can you average a number ending in ish ?

Maybe it's better not to collect too much economic data. Maybe doing so would frighten the economy. Maybe I'd better do something that can only help the economy: basic scientific research, which can ripple into world-changing breakthroughs. Did you know that studying the venom of gila monsters--decades ago, at a Veterans Affairs medical center--yielded a treatment for type 2 diabetes that, in the past few years, has spawned a weight-loss revolution?

And so I drive to Johns Hopkins University, where I hear they do a lot of science.

4. I DO MY OWN RESEARCH

I have just destroyed eight human retinal organoids with my subpar pipetting.

Allie--a grad student in Professor Bob's biology lab here at Johns Hopkins--is being very nice about it, but I feel terrible. She needs these retinas so she can study how different photoreceptors are made.

Johns Hopkins, "America's first research university," receives a lot of government funding. Or, at least, it used to. Something like $3 billion in grants were cut last year across the National Science Foundation and the NIH. When USAID was dismantled, Johns Hopkins lost $800 million in grants, leading to the elimination of more than 2,200 jobs around the world.

In Professor Bob's lab, grad students are trying to figure out how genes are expressed and how that affects an organism's physiology. Flies are helping them understand this by dying in large quantities. These are special flies whose genotype we know a lot about, and they live in jars full of a special sugary food, which they consume contentedly for their entire life (about 45 days).

They (the researchers, not the flies) suggest that I start small. My task will be to help flip the flies--move them from one jar full of a dense sugary substance to another jar--without releasing too many. Then I get to sex the flies, and then, with a microscope and forceps, I get to behead them. This is the closest I will ever get to being a praying mantis. The grad students report that informing people of the sex of nearby flies is a fun trick they perform at parties. (Gen Z needs to drink more.)

The percentage of the federal budget that goes to general science and basic research is not huge--about 0.2 percent--unless you consider the F-35 fighter jet a form of science. But the return is astounding. Google's beginnings can be traced to a federal grant for digital libraries. Now look at the company, helping to keep the entire economy afloat--and leading me to Tim the balloon pilot!

"Without scientific progress," the eminent engineer Vannevar Bush (also an eminent Atlantic writer) once wrote, "no amount of achievement in other directions can insure our health, prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern world." He submitted a report to Harry Truman in 1945 to argue for creating an agency that could support and fund basic research around the country. His brainchild, the National Science Foundation, was born in 1950. Dedicated support for scientific research has given us GPS (where would we be without it?), cancer-research funding that's helped save millions of lives (something we used to agree was an obvious good), and the atomic bomb (a parenthetical aside is the wrong venue to sum up my feelings about the atomic bomb).

So those are the stakes. Just millions of lives, the entire economy, and, of course, our health, prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern world.

I have to focus! My next task is to help grow human retinal organoids, for study. Grad Student Allie does this by starting out with a set of stem cells and then using chemicals to insist that those cells become retinas. She shows me the ones she has been working on, all in various stages of development. The newest ones resemble leaves with little nibbles around the edges; the more mature ones have become blobs with little meatballs attached; later, she removes the meatballs and, presto, a retina. To me, this is functionally witchcraft.


At Johns Hopkins, the author does not really know what she's looking at. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)






I do my best to help her in the earlier stages of retina development, by extracting waste from vials with growing retinas and then pipetting in pink liquid (food? Do baby retinas eat?).

I extract something that I hope is waste and gently squirt it into a waste container. Whatever it is, I guess it's waste now. Then I use the pipette to draw up a quantity of pink liquid and squirt it into the tube. I do this slowly and carefully, in the same way that I drive slowly and carefully: in little, jagged bursts of speed, interrupted by long pauses. This is not ideal pipetting. Bubbles form. Retinas are destroyed.

Allie is very kind, despite the devastation I have wrought. I won't be able to replicate this at home, anyway. I don't have any stem cells--unless some are growing between the yellow strata in my jug of raw milk that might soon become cheese?

5. I BEGIN TO LOSE MY MIND

I am starting to unravel a little bit. Becoming aware of all of these things I did not formerly think about has only made me aware of even more things.

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting took a hit--perhaps I should make children's programming?

Cuts to the IRS? I've got to audit things! Does anyone know a billionaire willing to share his tax records with me?

The U.S. Geological Survey's budget might be cut by almost 40 percent. WHERE IS THE OCEAN? GET ME A MEASURING TAPE!

Did I mention that the first hot-air-balloon ride I booked--before I found Tim in Columbus--charged my credit card twice and sent me to a Cincinnati rendezvous point where no one showed up? No balloon, no balloon pilot, nothing! Does the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau investigate balloon fraud? If it does, it probably won't for much longer. Trump is trying to shut down the bureau.

Bridge inspectors at the Department of Transportation are still on the job, but maybe I should familiarize myself with the varieties of truss.

Who's watching all of the airplanes? I play the simple games for aspiring air-traffic controllers that NASA (not the FAA, curiously) hosts on its website. These games offer all the fun of basic trigonometry, plus an ominous announcement, if you get the math wrong, reading, "SEPARATION LOST"--an aviation reference for occasioning a mid-air collision.

All the while, I have my Geiger counter, which is now a dear old friend, having stuck with me through it all. But what happens if I find actual radioactive material? My knowledgeable friends suggest vitrification, which can turn liquid waste into solid waste, because solid waste is much easier to deal with than liquid waste (as a parent of two young children, I can confirm). Unfortunately I do not have good vitrifying equipment in my kitchen.

I catch my husband Googling what price divorce, but he assures me it is just to help with my BLS research. Also, I made the mistake of telling my 3-year-old that I stepped in cow dung at the farm, and now every time she gets into the car, she claims that it "smells poopy."

I'm tired of asking what I can do for my country! I'll just go for a soothing walk.

But taking a soothing walk reminds me that the National Park Service, too, is suffering cuts; 24 percent of its permanent workforce is gone. But I don't know how to help. I thought that maybe I could clean toilets on the National Mall; an internal NPS spreadsheet listed Areas Where It Was Stretched Thin, including bathroom maintenance. But when I poke my head in the stalls, the bathrooms around the Washington Monument seem just fine. Maybe everything's just fine!

I think about offering my interpretive services at the World War I Memorial, but the plaques there imply that every day at 5 p.m., the actor Gary Sinise sends a bugler to play taps, and I don't want to compete with Gary Sinise's bugler.

I read in the same NPS spreadsheet that the Antietam battlefield has curbed its mowing and is "less-than-manicured," which "may be viewed negatively by visitors." Perhaps this is how I can help. I will go to the place that saw the bloodiest day of the Civil War and see what needs doing. Maybe I can tidy up? And maybe I can finally feel like I'm doing something for my country.

6. I DO YARD WORK AT ANTIETAM

I am scrabbling in the dirt with my bare hands in Antietam National Battlefield, trying to clear a walking path around a felled tree. "I don't think I'm helping!" I say, for the fifth or sixth time, to the photographer who is documenting my civic-minded humiliation. I am sweating. There is dirt under my nails and dirt in my boots. I have moved what feels like a lot of dirt around, but also I have not moved enough dirt around. The path is still blocked.

It is October. It is lovely in the autumn way of clear water moving over rocks as leaves fall. Antietam is the name of a creek, and something about the creek's scale feels wrong, given what happened here 164 years ago. Too small, somehow. Suspiciously still.

I don't know what else to do, in this current chapter of American turmoil, so I am doing this: clearing a path, because there ought to be a path here.

This task would be easy for a person with the right equipment. It would take an hour for someone with a chainsaw. But I am trying my best, and my best is no good at all.

"You have perhaps believed Government jobs to be 'soft' and 'easy,' " Horace M. Albright, the superintendent of Yellowstone, wrote to park-ranger applicants in the summer of 1926. "Most of them are not, and certainly there are no such jobs in the National Park Service."

The hard work of the park rangers at Antietam is to protect this place of history for visitors in the future. Antietam was brutal, with thousands of casualties--among them, arguably, slavery. After the battle, Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, declaring the end of slavery in the Confederate states. The bloodshed at Antietam helped extend the promises of the Declaration of Independence to more people.

The site needs to be preserved. It needs to be kept sightly. It needs ... to be mowed.

I see some unkempt grass near a few cannons and get my friend Dave's hand mower out of my trunk. The moment when you push a hand mower around Antietam is a moment when you must ask yourself questions, such as: How did I get here? How did we get here?


The author, at Antietam National Battlefield, thinks big thoughts while doing small things. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



How I got here: a five-month experiment in self-government as an individual.

How we got here: a 250-year experiment in self-government as a group.

I push the mower forward, and think about truths that are self-evident. The world is full of threats to life and liberty, before you even start thinking about the pursuit of happiness. If you want to have life, that means you want to be able to buy a sandwich, take a bite out of it, and not die. You want your children to drink milk and not die. If a big storm is coming, you want to know about it so you can evacuate if you need to. Where there is nuclear waste, you want it put away properly. You want to increase your sum total of knowledge about the human body and the world, so that you can prevent disease, or cure it. And, ideally, you want passionate citizens to handle the specialized stuff--people who love flies, or dew points, or the price of eggs, or making sure airplanes don't hit each other.

If there were a big button that said, "Hey, push this button and somebody else will handle all the hard, technical stuff, and in exchange you will pay a percentage of your annual income, but don't worry: We will have a team of people to make sure that you pay the right amount; also, there will be large, beautiful places where you can go for walks and learn about nature and history. And all the time you save will be your own!," I would absolutely push that button.

But for now, I push the mower.

People have tried to walk away from the federal government before. To break it up. And on this hill that I am mowing, some men died saying, "No. You don't get to do that. You're in this with us."

When I think of civil servants in this current uncivil moment--the air-traffic controllers who worked during the shutdown; the NOAA weather chasers flying into a hurricane to measure it, paycheck or no paycheck; the Park Service employees scrambling to keep bathrooms clean despite the cuts to their ranks--I will now think of Antietam.

I asked what I could do for my country and the answer was: alone, not much. Indeed, many things are weird at best, or destructive at worst, when you try to do them yourself. But if enough people get together and commit to doing them, you've got yourself a government.

Together, it's doable.

Alone, I give up!

Time to drive home from Antietam. Having mowed slightly, and been humbled greatly, I declare my experiment in self-government to be over. Save for one final task.

I've got a glass of cheese to drink.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "I'm Not From the Government but I'm Here to Help."
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First the Shooting. Then the Lies.

The Trump administration has perfected the smear campaign.

by Adam Serwer

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




There's a lot we don't know about the shooting of Renee Nicole Good, who was killed yesterday by federal immigration agents deployed to Minnesota. But in the chaotic aftermath of the shooting, one thing became immediately clear: The Trump administration was lying about what happened.

Shortly after news began circulating about the shooting, the Department of Homeland Security spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin said in a statement on X that "rioters began blocking ICE officers and one of these violent rioters weaponized her vehicle, attempting to run over our law enforcement officers in an attempt to kill them--an act of domestic terrorism." DHS Secretary Kristi Noem and the White House adviser Stephen Miller also described the incident as "domestic terrorism," while President Donald Trump posted on his social network that Good "ran over the ICE Officer."

Videos of the incident, taken by bystanders, show almost every element of McLaughlin's statement to be false. There were no riots at the scene, and no rioters. The vehicle appears to be driving away from the armed federal agents, not toward them, and no one was run over. And there is no evidence that terrorism of any kind was involved. After the shooting, federal agents then reportedly prevented a bystander who identified himself as a physician from tending to Good. "They are already trying to spin this as an action of self-defense," Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey told reporters. "Having seen the video of myself, I want to tell everybody directly, that is bullshit."

Read: Lethal force on a frozen street

A perverse absurdity of American law and culture, however, is that agents of the state empowered to use lethal force are rarely held to high standards for doing so. Good's reasons for being in the neighborhood are not publicly known yet. What the witness sees, though, is simple: A scared woman is shot dead by an armed agent of the state. The Trump administration's position is also simple: She deserved it. "Do you think this officer was wrong in defending his life against a deranged leftist who tried to run him over?" Vice President J. D. Vance posted.

Administration officials' indifference to facts, to due process, to the dignity of the deceased, and to basic human decency is remarkable. They could have pleaded for patience and said the incident would be investigated--the standard response in such circumstances. They could have even done so while defending the federal agents they have deployed to terrorize areas they perceive as Democratic Party enclaves. Instead, they proceeded to make ostentatiously dishonest statements that they knew would be contradicted by the video evidence available to anyone with eyes to see it. The federal government now speaks with the voice of the right-wing smear machine: partisan, dishonest, and devoted to vilifying Trump's perceived enemies rather than informing the public. Good's mother, partner, and children have to cope not only with their unfathomable loss, but with a campaign designed to justify her killing. Their own lives will be subject to invasive scrutiny by the government and its allies, in a search for any derogatory information about Good that might somehow be used to justify her killing. For some, that won't even be necessary. "I do not feel bad for the woman that was involved," the Republican lawmaker Randy Fine told the right-wing network Newsmax.

As my colleague Quinta Jurecic has reported, the Trump administration has made a point of following through on absurd accusations by filing absurd charges. The most relevant example here is that of Marimar Martinez, who survived being shot multiple times by a federal agent in Chicago; DHS claimed that she, too, had rammed them with her car. The agent later bragged to his buddies about his eagle-eyed gunning-down of Martinez, who was  unarmed and hadn't committed a crime. The charges against her were dropped.

The New York Times reported that the death of Good was the ninth shooting by an ICE officer since September, all of which officials called self-defense. In at least one of those incidents--the fatal shooting of Silverio Villegas-Gonzalez, a Mexican immigrant--there was video evidence that contradicted DHS's account. The administration has also charged Newark Mayor Ras Baraka with trespassing and Representative LaMonica McIver with assault, falsely accusing them of storming an ICE facility, when video of the encounter shows nothing of the kind. Baraka is now suing for defamation. Another supposed menace to society was accused of assault for scraping the knuckles of an FBI agent during a scuffle--the grand jury refused to indict over this harrowing example of anti-hand crime. In every one of these incidents, the administration lied about both the events and the civilians involved in them, in an attempt to justify the use of force or subsequent prosecution.

David A. Graham: A deadly shooting in Minnesota

The Trump administration has repeatedly targeted small and politically disempowered populations--Haitians, Somalis, trans people--in order to justify abuses of power. But its abuses of power are not limited to those communities. What the government can do to the most vulnerable among us, it can also do to you.

The blatant lies about Minneapolis serve several purposes. They perpetuate the false narrative that federal agents are in constant peril and therefore justified in using lethal force at the slightest hint of danger. They assure federal agents that they can harm or even kill American citizens with impunity, and warn those who might be moved to protest Trump's immigration policies of the same thing. Perhaps most grim, they communicate to the public that if you happen to be killed by a federal agent, your government will bear false witness to the world that you were a terrorist.

This approach, of course, is quite familiar to communities that have been dealing with police abuses for as long as there have been professional police forces. In 2000, then-New York City Mayor and future Trump adviser Rudy Giuliani justified the killing of the Haitian American Patrick Dorismond by police by quipping that he was "no altar boy." Embarrassingly for Giuliani, whose capacity for shame was overestimated even then, it turned out that Dorismond had literally been an altar boy. Dorismond's mother responded to the campaign to justify her son's killing with an observation that continues to haunt me decades later.

"They kill," Dorismond said, "and after that, they kill him the other way--with the mouth."

Taking Good's life wasn't enough. The moment she died, it became imperative for the administration to also destroy her memory.
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What Having a Fake Disease Taught Me About Health Care

Medical schools are training students in a form of care that the system can't--or won't--provide.

by David H. Freedman

Thu, 08 Jan 2026






Every few weeks I turn up in a hospital gown at a medical exam room in Massachusetts and describe a set of symptoms that I don't really have. Students listen to my complaints of stomach pain, a bad cough, severe fatigue, rectal bleeding, shortness of breath, a bum knee, HIV infection, even stab wounds; on one occasion I simply shouted incoherently for several minutes, as if I'd had a stroke. Then the students do their best to help.

I have been given nearly 100 ultrasounds in just the past year, and referred to behavioral counseling dozens of times. I have been consoled for my woes, thanked for my forthrightness, congratulated for my efforts to improve my diet. I have received apologies when they need to lower my gown, press on my abdomen, or touch me with a cold stethoscope. Our encounters, which sometimes run as long as 40 minutes, end with the students giving me their diagnoses; detailing every test, treatment, and drug they want me to have; and then answering all of my questions without ever looking at their watch. Before leaving, they commend me for coming in and promise to check back in on me. It's a shame I have to feign an illness to get that kind of care.

I learned about fake medical care four years ago when my son, an M.D.-Ph.D. student, mentioned that he was being graded on his skill at treating "standardized patients": people who are paid to role-play illness. I'm fascinated by the practice of medicine, so I found this notion irresistible. I applied for a job in the standardized-patient program at the University of Massachusetts, and after two full days of training, plus a lot of reading and videos, I was ready to get started.

The practice of faking medical encounters for the sake of education dates back to 1963 at the University of Southern California, but UMass developed one of the first formalized programs in 1982 and has been a model since. Such programs are now, well, standard: According to a count published in a 2023 review of the practice, 187 of the 195 accredited medical schools in the U.S. describe the use of standardized patients on their websites.

Each specific case that an SP might inhabit--and there are hundreds--comes with a minimum of two hours of additional training in person or via Zoom, along with more reading. We're buried in a blizzard of unique details to memorize about the patients we portray. By the time I'm ready for my fake exam, I can rattle off what vaccinations I've had, how long I've worked at my job, whether I've had my tonsils out, when my mother died, how much weight I've gained or lost in recent months, which vitamins I take, how much coffee I drink, how chatty I tend to be, and whether I've traveled recently (and might have parasites!).

There's no script for my encounters, because you never know what the students might ask, say, and do. So I improvise most of my responses, in keeping with the facts I've been given. What do I usually eat for breakfast? What do they make at the factory where I work? What sexual acts do my partner and I engage in? My ad-libs are acceptable, according to the grades I get from staff members who occasionally observe the encounters via camera. But many of my colleagues are professional actors, and their performances are superb. We sometimes work in pairs, and more than once I've found myself deeply moved--even to the verge of tears--by my partner's fake suffering.

Of course, we SPs are not the only ones faking it in these sessions; the students are playing along, too. We score them on as many as 50 different elements, including their tone of voice (was it friendly but professional?), their body language (did they lean in to show engagement?), and their facility at palpating our spleens (did they dig in firmly in the right spot?). Most important, we are meant to check that they are learning empathy. Numerous studies have shown that more empathetic care is correlated with better clinical outcomes, perhaps because it makes patients more inclined to share their full medical history, and more likely to stick with whatever treatment has been recommended. In one survey, orthopedic-surgery patients reported that a doctor's empathy was more central to their satisfaction than the time it took to get an appointment, how long they were stuck in the waiting room, or even what sort of treatment they ended up receiving.

It may not even matter if the doctor's kindness is sincere, as long as it sounds that way to patients. Dave Hatem, an internist and professor emeritus at UMass who has helped oversee the school's SP curriculum, told me that even just the act of trying to say empathetic things is valuable for students. "If you get the right words to come out of your mouth, and you do it often enough, then you get to the point where you really mean it," he said.

Most of the medical students who examine me do seem genuine in their concern. I suspect that if it were up to them, they'd practice medicine this way for the whole of their careers. But however much they might want to provide the superb treatment that I experience as a standardized patient, the health-care system won't let them.



Elaine Thompson is a recent graduate of Emory University's medical school, where she learned to provide the same sort of long, thoughtful, whole-person interactions that I get from students. For the past three years, she has been an ear, nose, and throat resident at Johns Hopkins Medicine, one of the best medical centers in the world. Her real-life patient encounters now last for an average of 10 minutes.

"You quickly learn as a resident that the job is to move things along," Thompson told me. "I'm still curious about my patients as people and want to learn about their families, but if it's not relevant to their current problem, then asking about it opens a door that will add time to the visit." So much for chatting to put them at ease, soliciting a full narrative of their symptoms, hearing all their concerns, asking about their job, uncovering anxieties, addressing financial and social challenges, and encouraging their questions. (In an emailed statement, a spokesperson for Johns Hopkins Medicine said that it is committed to delivering "patient-centered training" and "whole person care.")

Read: Learning empathy from the dead

The same is true for Emily Chin, who received her medical degree from UMass in 2023 and is now an ob-gyn resident at UC San Francisco. She told me that she got the message about keeping visits short early on from senior residents, who made a point of tracking the length of her encounters. "I'd just have time to check the cervix, do a quick ultrasound, and then make a decision about admitting or discharging the patient," she said. Another source of pressure is the knowledge that spending any extra time with a patient means that dozens of other patients will be waiting longer to be seen: "You see the patients piling up in the waiting room, and you see the schedule screen going red." (UCSF's vice dean for education, Karen Hauer, did not object to this characterization, but noted that the school advises its residents on how to establish patient rapport when time is short.)

Residents also learn that time is money. Hospitals and practices view a doctor's interactions with a patient in terms of "revenue value units." Reimbursement for seeing a patient whose high cholesterol leads to a prescription for a statin might bring $60 into the hospital or clinic. Reimbursement for extra time spent discussing the patient's fears of side effects and concerns about affording the drug's co-pay or making dietary changes brings in $0. "That doesn't exactly encourage providing the most empathetic, patient-centered care," a UMass Memorial Health resident named Hans Erickson told me.

The residents I spoke with worried that these time pressures were only going to get worse when they finished residency and became full-fledged doctors. In light of those constraints, does it still make sense to emphasize highly empathetic care for students? I asked that question of Melissa Fischer, the physician who directs the SP program and other simulation training at UMass. Fischer argues that the lessons we impart to students can survive the crush of residency, even if they have to be applied in abbreviated ways. "That interest in building connections to patients stays," she said. "They just have to find faster ways to build them."

Read: How to teach doctors empathy

Lisa Howley, an educational psychologist who serves as the senior director for transforming medical education at the Association of American Medical Colleges, told me that training up a generation of more empathetic medical students will make the health-care system better. "We think of young medical learners as agents of potential change," she told me. "They'll see the gaps and weaknesses, and they'll look for ways to make improvements." Besides, what would be the benefit of forcing medical students to learn about patient encounters in the hectic, abbreviated format they'll confront as residents? "It doesn't make sense to apply those pressures early in their education," she said. After all, we don't teach student pilots how to fly a plane while trying to make up for time lost to flight delays or dealing with unruly passengers.

All of the residents I spoke with said they look for ways to connect with patients despite the harsh realities of the system. "The desire to get to know the patient as a whole person doesn't go away; it's just a matter of finding ways to bring it to the surface as a stressed resident," Erickson said. Chin put it this way: "It's not that it's challenging to keep up empathy, it's that it's hard to be empathetic all the time."

At the end of my fake encounters, I try to be encouraging. I tell the students how I, as a patient, felt treated by them, and then I challenge them to give ideas for how they might improve. Sometimes, when one of them has done a bang-up job of making me feel heard, I tell them that I hope they'll be able to sustain that level of engagement when they're a practicing doctor--and I always get the sense that the students hope so too.
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Change May Be Coming to Iran

Trump's ouster of Venezuela's president has the Islamic Republic on edge and the opposition energized.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Few world capitals have been as shaken by the dramatic ouster of Nicolas Maduro as faraway Tehran. Anti-Americanism has united Iran and Venezuela in a tight alliance for more than two decades. As recently as 2022, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei welcomed Maduro to Tehran, praising the Venezuelan strongman's "resistance" against America and his "anti-Zionist positions," adding: "No two countries are as close as we are."

Khamenei also promised that Iran would "come to the aid of its friends when they are faced with danger." But when American troops rousted Maduro and his wife from bed early on the morning of January 3, neither Khamenei nor his more powerful allies in Moscow and Beijing came to the rescue.

By now, Khamenei has gotten used to losing friends. He appeared helpless to protect his main regional ally, Syria's Bashar al-Assad, from being overthrown a year ago. Israeli strikes have decimated the so-called Axis of Resistance, a coalition of anti-Israel Arab militias backed by Iran. Khamenei has now also lost an alliance first forged with Maduro's predecessor, Hugo Chavez, who christened it the Axis of Unity. A former Iranian official quipped on X that Iran had to accept Hezbollah's disarmament next: Donald Trump's "new order is not that hard to understand!"

The blow couldn't come at a worse time for Iran's dictator. Khamenei's regime faces a new round of street protests and a deepening economic crisis. Iran's 12-day war with Israel and America ended inconclusively last year; the possibility of renewed attacks is never far from mind. The U.S. president has already compared the success of the operation in Caracas to last year's bombing of Iran. And if that were not ominous enough, Maduro's capture took place on the sixth anniversary of the Trump-ordered killing of Qassem Soleimani, Khamenei's top general.

Read: A high-seas gambit that humiliates Putin

And so the regime reacted with evident panic. Reports on Iran's state broadcaster insisted for hours that the United States might be lying about capturing Maduro. Once that line became impossible to sustain, a well-known former member of parliament blustered that Maduro would return to power "as a national hero" and that America's "revolutionary youth would send Trump to the dustbin of history." Ahmad Vahidi, the newly appointed deputy commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, said that the operation signaled "America's collapse and decline."

Be that as it may, Khamenei's partner in resistance had been spirited to a New York courtroom, and Russia and China, the great-power allies supposedly backing both Caracas and Tehran, had sat the whole episode out. What lesson was the Iranian regime to draw? One Guards-linked analyst concluded that international law was an illusion, and that Iran needed "military and economic power" to survive. Commentators in more reformist-leaning outlets countered that what Iran actually needed was a government with popular legitimacy.

Certainly the news from Caracas has emboldened the Iranian regime's opponents. On social media, many Iranians joked about being jealous of Venezuelans. A journalist at a reformist daily taunted the rulers in Tehran: "If you don't leave power with the vote of the people, you will have to do so by a larger foreign force." A left-leaning dissident in Tehran simply posted, "Congratulations Venezuela."

The implicit premise of these reactions is that Trump could be contemplating as bold an action in Tehran as he undertook in Caracas. One former U.S. official I spoke with was skeptical that the Trump administration has any interest in decapitating the Iranian regime. "Venezuela is a core U.S. interest in a way that Iran isn't," Alan Eyre, who was the Persian-language spokesperson for the State Department under President Barack Obama and is now a diplomatic fellow at the Middle East Institute, told me. "I think this administration is focused elsewhere, and is by and large content to leave Iran to Israel, unless and until Israeli actions in Iran threaten to further destabilize the region."

Still, the chatter about regime change--whether affected by the U.S. and Israel or by protesters pressing against a weakened power structure--has been growing louder, and one figure has moved inescapably to its center. Former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, from his American exile, has declared himself Iran's transitional leader, and many Iranian protesters have chanted support for him in recent days. Pahlavi has told The Wall Street Journal that he doesn't advocate military strikes on Iran. But he didn't oppose the American and Israeli attacks over the summer, and some of those close to him, including his wife, Yasmine Pahlavi, openly backed them.

Is there a conceivable future in which an American-military intervention installs Pahlavi in power? Venezuela doesn't offer a very promising precedent. Control in Caracas has passed not to the popular democratic opposition leader, Maria Corina Machado, but to Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, whom U.S. officials reportedly chose to lead the country weeks ago. One can easily imagine that in Iran, too, Washington would bypass exiled oppositionists in favor of a pliant strongman. And Pahlavi is a divisive figure, with less sway among Iranian-regime critics than Machado has with their Venezuelan counterparts. In fact, Ali Javanmardi, Trump's appointee to head the Voice of America's Persian-language service, claimed on air on Sunday that Trump had "concluded that the opposition groups can't come to a consensus and thus can't be defined as the alternative" to the regime. Javanmardi added that the U.S. State Department believes that "the alternative is inside Iran."

Inside Iran, the protest movement appears to be growing, and Khamenei, besieged by his people and surrounded on all sides by foreign adversaries, must know that his days are numbered. No matter who comes out on top when he's gone, the core structures and central policies of his regime are bound to change. How and by whom the Islamic Republic will be dismantled, and what will succeed it, are the questions that remain.
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The Maduro Indictment Appears Legally Solid

Although the former Venezuelan leader has a number of options for challenging his prosecution, none of them is a sure bet.

by Quinta Jurecic

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Hours after U.S. forces seized Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, from their home in Caracas, Attorney General Pam Bondi announced on X that Maduro would soon "face the full wrath of American justice on American soil in American courts." Bondi's wording aside--typically lawyers understand the legal system as dispensing impartial justice, not "wrath"--the post underscores the administration's claim that the Venezuelan invasion was justified because the United States was arresting a criminal defendant who has been charged with drug trafficking.

The indictment is relatively straightforward--especially when compared with Maduro's rendition--and appears legally sound. Although Maduro has a number of options for challenging his prosecution, none of them is a sure bet. Critics of President Donald Trump who have grown used to federal courts checking his worst impulses may find themselves disappointed as the case against Maduro proceeds.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: 'Have fun in jail'

In significant part, the charging document repeats the allegations already set out by the government in a 2020 indictment against the Venezuelan leader, accusing Maduro of involvement in a cocaine-trafficking network stretching across the Western Hemisphere. The specific charges are the same: conspiring to import cocaine into the United States and to collaborate with narco-terrorist organizations to do so. On top of that are also two gun charges. It may sound odd that the United States can charge a foreign leader for possessing machine guns in his own country, but this sort of charge--a gun offense layered on top of an allegation of drug trafficking or violence--is, in contexts not involving heads of sovereign nations, a fairly common tool of federal prosecutors in international drug cases. To the extent that such a tactic seems like an overly broad use of prosecutorial power, that's a reflection of the expansiveness of U.S. law and the Justice Department's choice to treat Maduro like an everyday defendant.

The Justice Department has made a few tweaks since 2020, providing more detail on Maduro's seizure of power after he lost Venezuela's 2018 election and adding his wife and son to the list of defendants. Whereas the 2020 indictment focuses on Maduro's alleged collaboration with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, the Colombian guerrilla group known as FARC, the 2025 version adds a handful of other cartels and drug-trafficking groups to the mix. Newly woven into the indictment is the alleged role of the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua, whose supposed presence in the U.S. the administration has previously used as a paper-thin excuse to ship Venezuelan migrants to a nightmarish prison in El Salvador.

The government's claims about Tren de Aragua are probably the most eyebrow-raising aspect of the indictment. "I don't think of them as major transnational drug trafficker," Will Freeman, a fellow for Latin American studies at the Council on Foreign Relations, told me. "It seems a bit surprising." A critical reader could find other quirks--such as the absence of any mention of fentanyl trafficking, despite the administration's previous insistence on blaming Maduro for the drug's abuse by Americans. (Illicit fentanyl largely arrives in the U.S. from China.) But that is a problem for the administration's public rhetoric, not the viability of the indictment.

Overall, though, the allegations against Maduro seem to more or less line up with what's already known about the Venezuelan regime's enmeshment with organized crime. The Trump administration's reliance on the 2020 indictment is telling here. Those charges were filed by a Justice Department not yet deeply corrupted by the sort of aggressive political interference that has marked the president's second term thus far, and by federal prosecutors whose Manhattan office was famous for its independence.

Although the indictment seems relatively unscathed by Trump's signature recklessness, the same cannot be said of the circumstances of Maduro's capture. Sending military forces into another country's capital to seize its leader, unprovoked, is forbidden by the United Nations Charter, which prohibits states from using force against one another. The U.S. ambassador to the UN, Mike Waltz, has pointed to the charter's exception for self-defense but failed to explain how the Venezuela operation could possibly fall into that category. What's more, in the absence of congressional authorization--which Trump didn't have--such an adventure is also likely illegal under all but the most extreme understandings of U.S. law. The administration's arguments to the contrary depend on an overstretched reading of presidential powers that has been questioned even by advocates of strong executive authority. And while Vice President J. D. Vance pointed to the indictment against Maduro as a justification, the existence of criminal charges against a person does not provide the government with carte blanche to arrest a defendant in any way it likes.

But the dubious nature of his arrival in the U.S. may not help Maduro much in court. The Supreme Court has established repeatedly that even if someone is "kidnapped in the foreign country and brought by force against his will" to the United States, the government can nevertheless try that person in criminal court. In the early 1990s, the Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega failed to derail his drug-trafficking trial on those grounds after the United States captured and deposed him during the 1989 invasion of Panama.

Eventually, Noriega would be convicted by a South Florida jury and sentenced to 40 years in prison, of which he served 17 before being released and extradited to France for further criminal proceedings. He was the first foreign head of state to be captured by U.S. forces and tried in an American court. Maduro is the second, and Noriega's other legal arguments offer a preview of what options might be available to Maduro's defense team.

George Packer: Iraq was bad. This is absurd.

"I consider myself a prisoner of war," Maduro said in court on Monday. Noriega also made this argument. It failed to win him his freedom, but it did allow him to wear his military uniform in court and secured him better prison conditions. Like Noriega, Maduro might also challenge the U.S. government's ability to bring charges regarding conduct that took place outside the United States. In Noriega's case, this, too, failed.

Maduro hinted at another potential argument when he insisted before Judge Alvin Hellerstein that he was "still president of my country." This echoes Noriega's claim that the United States lacked the authority to put him, as a foreign head of state, on trial and that international law likewise shielded him from criminal prosecution for any actions he had taken in his role as leader of Panama. But both the trial court and the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit rejected Noriega's claims. Maduro may well have a stronger argument: Noriega, unlike Maduro for Venezuela, never legally served as Panama's head of state under the country's constitution. Still, despite the protections offered by international law, U.S. courts have tended to defer to the executive branch when it comes to such immunity claims.

The Noriega precedent has been on the books for decades, but its revitalization makes for an odd spectacle in this particular political moment. Trump ordered the arrest of a foreign leader who will now likely stand trial in the U.S. despite the immunity long observed under international law. Thanks to the Supreme Court's 2024 ruling, though, Trump himself enjoys broad immunity from prosecution within the United States. The charges against Maduro may be legitimate, but the upcoming court proceedings--like the ongoing U.S. aggression toward Venezuela--will serve as yet another reminder of Trump's own power and impunity.
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A New Understanding of Human Beings' Most Basic Desire

The philosopher Rebecca Newberger Goldstein's latest book looks beyond happiness as the goal of a well-lived life.

by John Kaag

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Philosophers are generally expected to display wisdom and calm in the face of existential questions. I am just not one of those philosophers. I spent 30 years racing away from these thoughts by running and swimming obsessively, pretending that I had no physical limits. Certain evasions are bound to fail: At 40, I suffered a cardiac arrest after an ill-advised treadmill workout. The sheer physicality of the event--the stopped heart, the failing body, the onerous recovery--threw into sharp relief a question that had always lurked beneath the surface: Does my life have a purpose? Or, put another way, how can I justify my existence? This dilemma gnaws at us in times of crisis and whispers to us in quiet moments of self-reflection. Rebecca Newberger Goldstein's new book, The Mattering Instinct, helped me understand this feeling, to see it not as a personal quirk or a philosophical indulgence but as a fundamental aspect of what it means to be human.

We are, Goldstein asserts, "creatures of matter who long to matter." This phrase captures the central paradox of the human condition: We are physical beings governed by the indifferent laws of nature, yet we are consumed by an obsession with our own significance. Her book is about, as she puts it, "a missing piece in the puzzle of understanding ourselves, one another, and our troubled times." Goldstein, a philosopher and novelist known for her ability to bridge the worlds of science and the humanities, undertakes an ambitious project. She seeks to trace the origin of this profound desire and redefine what it means for a human life to flourish. She comes to a somewhat-surprising conclusion: that happiness isn't always attainable or even desirable, but that anyone can achieve a good life by working to create order out of nature's chaos.

Goldstein's analysis hinges on an unexpected concept: the second law of thermodynamics. This is the principle of entropy, the inexorable tendency of any closed system to slide from order into chaos. Entropy is why houses fall into ruin, relationships fray, and bodies age. Life, in this framework, becomes a temporary act of defiance. Every living thing, Goldstein writes, is an intricate, energy-driven project engaged in a "ceaseless struggle against entropy."

Using the "mattering map"--a classification system Goldstein first developed in her 1983 novel, The  Mind-Body Problem--she explains that this struggle manifests in different ways in different types of people. These types include the "heroic striver," who believes the meaning of life is found in the next A+; the "transcender," who seeks fulfillment in a relationship with the divine;  the "competitor," who is motivated by defeating others; and the "socializer," who seeks to matter by mattering to others.  I am--for better and occasionally for much worse--a heroic striver, which probably explains why I almost killed myself on that treadmill.

We each resist entropy in our own way, but in every case we are enacting a primitive, biological imperative that Goldstein refers to as self-mattering. Every organism is metabolically programmed to prioritize its own survival. "Biology's response to the supreme law of physics," she writes, "is what makes self-mattering deeper than any instinct, making it, rather, the organizing principle behind all the instincts." If our genes could speak, "they would make for the best of self-esteem coaches," she imagines. They would "incessantly and urgently exhort the organism forward," saying, "You are special, oh so special." This universal drive is the raw material of our story, as Goldstein tells it, but it is not the finished product. The uniquely human drama begins when people start to reflect back on this instinct.

Read: What a cranky new book about progress gets right

This is the book's central transformation. According to Goldstein, the leap from being simply a living thing to being a human occurs through the act of self-reflection, which turns us into what she dubs Homo iustificans--the creature who needs a reason. People's capacity to "step back and survey themselves," as the philosopher Thomas Nagel wrote, reveals a stark dissonance between our biological drive to survive and the fact that every life ends in death anyway. This realization gives rise to what Goldstein calls "the mother of all mattering questions--Do I matter?" The biological sense of importance is no longer enough. Instead, "We need to convince ourselves that our own self-mattering is warranted," she writes. "We long to demonstrate that the reason we subjectively feel that we matter is that we objectively do." That desire is what Goldstein defines as the "mattering instinct."

Here, Goldstein makes a pivotal philosophical claim: Our inherent human dignity lies not in some immutable essence like a soul or a divine image, but in this very struggle. Recasting the story of Eden--a world without entropy--she argues that the expulsion from paradise was not a fall but a step into humanity, the moment we became "values-seeking creatures." Goldstein isn't the first philosopher to argue that we are driven by the quest to justify our existence, but she sees it as an overriding instinct, even when our attempts are flawed or lead us astray.

With this "mattering instinct" established as humans' core driver, Goldstein redefines the goal of a well-lived life. She asks readers to look beyond what she considers a modern obsession with happiness, which she characterizes as a fleeting emotion, a mere "surge of neurotransmitters." The true aim, she argues, is the richer, classical concept of "eudaimonia"--a deep and reflective sense that one's life is being lived well. She borrows from Aristotle to underscore the point: Eudaimonia "is not found in amusement; for it would be absurd if the end were amusement, and our lifelong efforts and suffering aimed at amusing ourselves." This thriving rests, instead, in feeling that our life is significant both to ourselves and to others.

Crucially, this state of flourishing can, and often does, coexist with great suffering. To illustrate this, Goldstein turns to figures such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, who experienced constant mental anguish yet who exclaimed on his deathbed, "Tell them I've had a wonderful life." This, Goldstein contends, was a statement not about happiness but about eudaimonia. His life, for all its misery, had been ferociously engaged in a mattering project: He developed what is arguably the most rigorous philosophical system of the 20th century, the goal of which was to understand the limits of language and thought. This heroic undertaking, which brought him no small amount of distress, gave Wittgenstein's life coherence and purpose.

Similarly, Goldstein examines the American philosopher William James, who had an existential crisis in his youth. In a thinly veiled anonymous account, James described the moment his sense of self collapsed: "Suddenly there fell upon me without any warning, just as if it came out of darkness, a horrible fear of existence," he described it. "It was as if something hitherto solid within my breast gave way entirely, and I became a mass of quivering fear." James's recovery came from a decision to believe in his own "individual reality and creative power"--which contributed greatly to the field of empirical psychology, expanded American pragmatism, and reshaped theology in the 20th century. Both men struggled mightily in service of a project that made their lives feel not just bearable, but meaningful.

Of course, certain mattering projects are ill-conceived from the start, as Goldstein shows through the story of the former white supremacist Frank Meeink. According to his book, Autobiography of a Recovering Skinhead, after severe emotional and physical abuse during his childhood left him feeling worthless, Meeink was desperate never to be a victim again. He found a perverse sense of belonging and destiny in the neo-Nazi skinhead movement, which convinced him that he was, as he put it, a "warrior" and that being white was "all that mattered," turning his extreme self-doubt into destructive power. Later, while in prison, Meeink grew close with Black inmates. After his release, a Jewish employer showed him unconditional respect and helped replace his hate with constructive self-worth. Transformed by these experiences, Meeink ultimately channeled his need to matter into a heroic project: dedicating his life to fighting extremism.

Read: To get happier, make yourself smaller

If the mattering instinct originates in life's resistance to entropy, then this same principle can help provide a standard for what Goldstein calls "getting mattering right." A flourishing, morally good life, she proposes, is counter-entropic: It increases "the spread of flourishing, knowledge, love, joyfulness, peace, kindness, comity, beauty." A life lived wrongly is one that aligns with entropy, increasing the world's sum of chaos, cruelty, and dissolution. "People's effects on entropy," she states plainly, "provide the best overarching means I know to assess their lives."

Nowhere is this vision more powerfully embodied than in the subject of the book's final portrait: Lou Xiaoying, an impoverished Chinese woman who survived by scavenging through rubbish and died around 2012. Over the course of her 88 years, she found and raised more than 30 abandoned baby girls left to die in dumpsters and on roadsides. As her adopted daughter Juju recalls, "If she had the strength enough to collect garbage, then how could she not recycle something as important as human lives?" Lou Xiaoying's existence was one of almost uninterrupted  hardship, yet Juju describes her as happy, fulfilled by a purpose that was profoundly counter-entropic. She created life, connection, and love where society had left only waste and decay.

The Mattering Instinct is a testament to the idea that humans find purpose when, as the poet Rumi wrote, we "let the beauty we love be what we do." In a world fractured by competing claims on what's important, Goldstein offers a vision that is both intellectually resonant and humane, reminding us that the struggle to justify our existence is the very thing that makes our existence matter.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/01/the-mattering-instinct-rebecca-newberger-goldstein-book-review/685536/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A High-Seas Gambit Humiliates Putin

Trump has pushed Russia out of Latin America and seized tankers while conceding nothing in Europe.

by Simon Shuster

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Over the past two weeks, Russian authorities tried hard to protect an oil tanker that the Americans wanted to seize. On Christmas Eve, Moscow permitted the ship to fly the Russian tricolor, a symbolic warning for U.S. forces to keep their distance. The Russian foreign ministry then issued a demand for the Americans to leave the ship alone, and the Russian navy provided an escort, which reportedly included a submarine. None of it did any good.

Yesterday, as President Vladimir Putin celebrated Orthodox Christmas on a military base near Moscow, U.S. troops descended from helicopters onto the deck of the tanker, dealing the Kremlin a humiliation such as it has seldom faced on the high seas. Some Russian commentators called the raid an act of war, though the official response from Moscow sounded a lot more cautious: The foreign ministry urged the United States to respect the rights of the Russian citizens on board and to "put no obstacles for their soonest return to the motherland."

The standoff, reminiscent of the tensest moments of the Cold War, deepened the dilemma Putin faces. The Trump administration kicked off the year with a series of belligerent moves, first sending troops into Caracas to arrest Nicolas Maduro, the leader of Venezuela, then threatening a takeover of Greenland. Putin kept silent as the U.S. brought Maduro, his ally, to New York to face charges of trafficking drugs. While the Russian foreign ministry called on the U.S. to avoid "any further escalation," some analysts speculated that the U.S. moves against Venezuela might offer benefits for Putin, heralding an era of great-power politics in which the U.S., Russia, and China carve up the world into their spheres of influence. But the American seizure of the tanker, known as the Marinera, was a reminder that between Moscow and Washington, a vast power differential remains.

The U.S. under Donald Trump has aggressively pushed Russia out of Latin America while giving no apparent ground in Europe. That dynamic could change if Trump makes good on his threats to take Greenland from Denmark, a NATO ally. Several European leaders, including Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen, have warned that such a move could spell the end of NATO, granting Putin his long-held wish to dismantle the alliance. In a post on social media yesterday, Trump sought to give his European allies at least a modicum of reassurance. "We will always be there for NATO," Trump said. The United States under his leadership, he added, is the "only Nation that China and Russia fear and respect."

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

Among Russian pundits and propaganda outlets, reactions to the Marinera's fate reflected a mix of outrage and defeatism, as they realized that the U.S. has no intention of treating Moscow as an equal. "No one is carving up anything with us," Dmitry Agranovsky, a Russian TV commentator, wrote on social media. "We are just the next in line."

Some of the most influential military bloggers in Russia demanded an aggressive response from the Russian navy. "The Americans are not afraid of Russia," wrote Alexei Dzermant, a political observer in neighboring Belarus, a Russian ally. "There obviously won't be any trade of Venezuela for Ukraine."

The idea for such a trade came up during the first Trump administration. Fiona Hill, who oversaw White House policy toward Moscow at the time, told Congress in 2019 that the Russians wanted to "make some very strange swap arrangement between Venezuela and Ukraine," effectively suggesting that both of the nuclear superpowers should give each other free rein in their respective neighborhoods.

Hill recalled Russian diplomats and state media discussing the return of the Monroe Doctrine, a 19th-century policy in which the U.S. resisted European influence over the Western Hemisphere while staying out of Europe's affairs. In the spring of 2019, Hill traveled to Moscow on behalf of the White House to reject the notion of swapping Ukraine for Venezuela.

The idea surfaced again this week, when Trump touted the U.S. raid against Maduro as part of a new Monroe Doctrine--or as he called it, the "Donroe Doctrine"--that would shape his approach to international affairs. "American dominance in the Western Hemisphere will never be questioned again," Trump said in his announcement of Maduro's arrest, on January 3.

Watching from Moscow, some members of the Russian political elite offered grudging praise for Trump while calling on the Kremlin to move with similar boldness. "Trump is showing us how we need to act," the imperialist ideologue Aleksandr Dugin wrote on social media. "Right now, all of Russia is asking: Why do we not act this way toward our enemies?"

Dmitry Medvedev, the Putin acolyte and former president who now sits on the Kremlin's security council, expressed much the same view in an interview with the state-run news agency Tass. He praised Trump and his team for "rigidly defending his country's national interests, both political (with Latin America being the backyard of the United States) and economic (give us your oil and other natural resources)." In an apparent reference to the invasion of Ukraine, Medvedev added that the U.S. now has "nothing to reproach our country for."

But the White House has shown none of the reciprocity Moscow seems to expect from what it sees as its fellow superpower. In the afterglow of the U.S. raid on Caracas, the Trump administration seems intent on asserting its claim to being the world's preeminent decider, capable of imposing its will far beyond the Western Hemisphere. If the seizure of Russia's ship in the North Atlantic did not make that clear enough, Pete Hegseth, the U.S. defense secretary, stated yesterday that the blockade of Venezuelan oil would be enforced "anywhere in the world."

That kind of muscle flexing has long infuriated Putin. For nearly two decades, he has made it his mission to push back against what he describes as the hegemonic power of the United States. He first articulated this mission in a 2007 speech in Munich, when he declared that Russia would no longer tolerate the U.S. habit of using its military to get what it wanted. He has railed against American-led interventions in the Balkans, Iraq, and Afghanistan, calling them examples of an unbridled and intolerable "hyper-use of force."

In 2011, when the U.S. and several of its European allies began a bombing campaign against the forces of Muammar Qaddafi in Libya, Putin lashed out. "What troubles me is not the fact of the military intervention itself," he said. "I am concerned by the ease with which decisions to use force are taken in international affairs." In his memoir, The Back Channel, the former diplomat and CIA director William Burns recalls how the death of Qaddafi affected Putin, who would replay footage of the Libyan dictator being dragged from a drainpipe and beaten by insurgents.

Afterward, the Russian president became far more aggressive in trying to counter U.S.-military interventions. He sent warplanes in 2015 to defend his ally Bashar al-Assad, in Syria, from a coalition of insurgent groups and revolutionary forces, some of them backed by the United States. Putin's defense minister at the time, Sergei Shoigu, later mused that the Russian intervention in Syria had dissuaded the U.S. from seeking to overthrow regimes it didn't like, thus "breaking the chain of color revolutions," such as the popular uprisings in Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and elsewhere.

But the start of the Russian assault on Ukraine in 2022 forced Putin to scale back his global ambitions. He could not stop Islamist rebels from overthrowing Assad in 2024 and evicting Russia from its naval base in Syria. He offered little help to his allies in Iran last year when they came under attack from U.S. and Israeli warplanes. And he did nothing to save his ally in Caracas when Maduro's turn came to face an American attack this weekend. The weapons that Venezuela had purchased from Russia over the years failed to shoot down a single American helicopter during the operation to detain the Venezuelan leader. "Seems those Russian air defenses didn't quite work so well, did they?" Hegseth said in a taunting speech on Monday.

It remains to be seen how Russia might answer this latest round of American insults, but Putin's options are severely limited by the demands of the war he started in Ukraine. The federal budget for the next three years envisions significant tax hikes to finance Russia's enormous military spending (about 8 percent of GDP), and it will be sustainable only if the price of oil, Russia's most important export, stays at an average of $70 a barrel.

Last month, the price of Russian crude sank to about half that level, and it could drop even lower if the U.S. manages to tap Venezuela's oil reserves. One of Russia's most influential billionaires, Oleg Deripaska, warned of the consequences after the U.S. swept into Caracas. "If our American 'partners' get the oil fields of Venezuela," he wrote on social media, "they will control more than half of the world's supplies of oil. And it looks like they plan to make sure that the price of our oil does not go higher than $50 per barrel." At that level, Deripaska warned, it will be difficult for Putin's version of state capitalism to make ends meet.

Read: The 'America First' president takes on the world

After the American move to seize Russian oil tankers, the Kremlin's business model looks even shakier. Russia has relied on a "shadow fleet" of tankers to transport its oil to clients in China, India, and Turkey in circumvention of Western sanctions on its energy industry. The seizure of the Marinera suggests that this loophole will continue to tighten, leaving Putin less room to maneuver on the global stage, or even to finance his nearly four-year-old war in Ukraine. Yesterday morning, the U.S. seized another oil tanker close to Venezuela, suggesting that its campaign against the Russian shadow fleet is just beginning.
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The Common Friendship Behavior That Has Become Strangely Fraught

A theme keeps popping up in relationship advice: Don't vent so much.

by Julie Beck

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




A boogeyman haunts the realm of friendship advice: the friend who vents too much. Although people have surely been complaining since the dawn of language, and getting annoyed at one another about it for nearly as long, venting about how much other people are venting has lately gotten very loud. Etiquette books, advice columns, and talking-head TikToks have taken up the issue of over-venting. Complaining too much sometimes gets framed as not just irritating but "toxic," and sharing problems is sometimes described as "trauma dumping." Those on the receiving end of complaints bemoan their status as the "therapist friend." The message is: Vent with caution.

Therapists and researchers I spoke with have also noticed a heightened anxiety among their patients and research subjects about venting. "It's a real-life thing," Peter Mallory, a sociologist at St. Francis Xavier University, told me. He said that when he interviews people about their friendships, he frequently hears them "talking about the burdens of other people coming to them when they need emotional support." In turn, some people seem to be holding back from their friends for fear of burdening them. Blake Blankenbecler, a therapist in Charlotte, North Carolina, told me that she hears both sentiments from her clients: "I don't want to be too much and My friend is too much right now."

Some conflict within friendships over venting seems inevitable. Venting is complex; it can bring people closer, but it can also be emotionally draining. The impulse to conceal struggles from friends, or to resist listening to a friend's complaints, however, is misguided: If people avoid sharing problems with one another, their relationships risk becoming less rich--and less rewarding.



The idea of venting was popularized by Sigmund Freud and his colleague Josef Breuer, who believed that catharsis of suppressed emotions was key to treating hysteria and neurosis. Freud wrote of "giving vent to the torments of the secret." Anger was not the only emotion he thought needed release, but the idea of venting your frustration lest you explode has had real staying power. It still fuels a lot of conventional wisdom about how to deal with negative emotions, including tips to scream into a pillow, "let it out," or "get something off your chest." (And this concept of catharsis informed much of what we know as talk therapy today.)

Research, however, has shown that venting does not reduce anger but can actually fuel it--which may be why some people go so far as to say that you should never vent at all, to anyone. The self-help author and podcaster Mel Robbins has called venting a "trap" and instead recommends her "Let Them Theory," which, as I understand it, advises people to just accept however others are acting and try not to be upset about it. Mark Manson, the author of The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, advocated against venting for other reasons: "Complaining is how weak people try to connect," he said in a social-media video last year.

Read: That's it. You're dead to me.

Still, venting can make people feel better, even if it doesn't make them less enraged, because it has a social purpose. "We vent to connect, feel validated, etc and maybe even more energized to deal with the conflict," Jennifer Parlamis, a social psychologist at the University of San Francisco, told me in an email. "You feel better because you received social support but you are not less angry." That support from another person can make the difference between a successful vent session and a dud. In one study, Parlamis found that whether venters came away from an interaction with their moods improved depended on how the listener responded.

Venting can also bring people closer, much like sharing secrets can build intimacy. One way this happens, according to research by Jaimie Arona Krems, a social psychologist at UCLA, is when one friend vents to another about someone else. This kind of venting makes the listener likely to prefer the venter over the person being vented about. So it's a way of solidifying a relationship, if a somewhat-manipulative way.

Despite the social benefits of venting, people can easily overdo it. Online, people frequently complain about friends' constant negativity bringing them down. They aren't wrong to worry about this; emotions are contagious. Complaining can lead to what is called "co-rumination," or excessive dwelling on a problem in discussion--you can get caught up in a friend's thought spiral and their emotions. Co-rumination is linked to depressive symptoms but also to higher-quality friendships, presumably because co-ruminators have people they trust to discuss problems with them. An interviewee in one of Mallory's studies summed up the tension between the advantages and drawbacks of venting. At one point, she talked about the importance of friends sharing issues and giving one another advice: "For me, friendship means counseling," she said. But later, she also said that she felt emotionally burned-out by paying attention to friends' problems. Contradictorily, she saw "counseling her friends as both intimacy-building and a risk to her own wellbeing," the researchers wrote.



Anti-venting partisans have some ideas for what people should do instead of complaining to their friends: journaling--or better yet, if you can afford it, going to therapy and paying someone to listen. (Reminders that "friends are not your therapists" abound on social media.) For those who do choose to vent to a friend, advice-givers suggest scheduling a time to talk about a tricky topic, so your friend isn't blindsided; setting a timer for how long you're going to complain; or--and this one comes up again and again--asking your friend for permission to vent before doing so.

This guidance implies that minimizing venting is almost a matter of etiquette, that asking for too much of others' emotional energy is impolite. The advice also urges friends to behave in ways that are oddly formal. As Mallory pointed out, planning time to complain to a friend sounds "almost like booking an appointment with your therapist"--ironic, considering the imperative to not treat friends like therapists. These tips also focus on controlling and containing the mess of emotions that can come along with venting; yet the nature of both emotions and relationships is messy and unpredictable. "The most sustainable friendships," Blankenbecler said, "value and create space for there to be some friction from time to time."

Read: A wedding reveals how much help is available to you

And confining all of your venting to a journal or a therapist's office could come at a real cost to relationships. If you never complain to your friends, Danielle Bayard Jackson, a friendship coach and the author of Fighting for Our Friendships, told me, you lose opportunities to signal trust, get "perspective from a person who knows and loves you," and build intimacy. Jackson said that after she started going to therapy, she did ask for less from her friends. "It directly changed how I approached my friends," she said. Her reach-outs for emotional support became "less frequent and intense." She said that both therapy and prayer offered her help that her friends couldn't. Still, Jackson didn't stop complaining to her friends entirely. "Taking it totally off the table," she said, "just feels kind of antithetical to friendship itself."

That is what the venting debate is really about: friendship itself, and how friends should be. Should friendship be a haven from mess, or a safe space for it? Should friends support or avoid burdening one another? And, as Jackson put it, "what do you believe your friends owe you?" I don't believe that friends owe one another unlimited time or energy. But they do owe one another, at least, compassion, reciprocity, and the generosity to not assume that a friend's problems are only burdens.
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An Underappreciated Variable in Sports Success

Sometimes athletes just get lucky.

by Alex Hutchinson

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Chief among the burdens weighing upon the weary sports parent--worse than the endless commutes, the exorbitant fees, the obnoxious parents on the other team--is the sense that your every decision has the power to make or break your child's future. Should your 11-year-old show up to her elementary-school holiday concert, even if it means missing a practice with the elite soccer team to which you've pledged 100 percent attendance? What if this turns out to be the fork in the road that consigns her to the athletic scrap heap?

These are heavy decisions--at least they are for me, a soccer dad who happens to have spent years writing about the science of athletic success. Making it to the pros, the conventional wisdom says, is a consequence of talent and hard work. Best-selling books have bickered over the precise ratio--whether, say, 10,000 hours of practice trumps having the so-called sports gene. But the bottom line is that you need a sufficient combination of both. If you're talented enough and do the work, you'll make it. If not--well, decisions (and holiday concerts) have consequences.

Rationally, stressing out over missing a single practice is ridiculous. Believing that it matters, though, can be strangely reassuring, because of the suggestion that the future is under your control. Forecasting athletic careers is an imperfect science: Not every top draft pick pans out; not every star was a top draft pick. Unexpected injuries aside, the imprecision of our predictions is usually seen as a measurement problem. If we could only figure out which factors mattered most--how to quantify talent, which types of practice best develop it--we would be able to plot athletic trajectories with confidence.

Unless, of course, this tidy relationship between cause and effect is an illusion. What if the real prerequisite for athletic stardom is that you have to get lucky?

Joseph Baker, a scientist at the University of Toronto's Sport Insight Lab, thinks that the way talent development is usually framed leaves out this crucial ingredient. Baker is a prominent figure in the academic world of "optimal human development," who moonlights as a consultant for organizations such as the Texas Rangers. He's also a longtime skeptic of the usual stories we tell ourselves about athletic talent. The most prominent is that early performance is the best predictor of later performance. In reality,  many cases of early success just mean an athlete was born in the first months of the year, went through puberty at a young age, or had rich and highly enthusiastic parents.

This critique of talent is not entirely new. It's been almost two decades since Malcolm Gladwell's Outliers spurred a cohort of hyper-ambitious soon-to-be parents to begin plotting January birth dates (or at least to tell people they were considering it). Over time, the debate about what factors actually matter has devolved into a game of whack-a-mole. If physical development isn't the best predictor of long-term success, then it must be reaction time, or visual acuity, or hours of deliberate practice. The default assumption is that there must be something that reveals the presence of future athletic greatness.

Baker's perspective changed, he told me, when he read Success and Luck, a 2016 book by the former Cornell University economics professor Robert H. Frank. Frank describes a hypothetical sports tournament whose outcome depends 49 percent on talent, 49 percent on effort, and 2 percent on luck. In mathematical simulations where as many as 100,000 competitors are randomly assigned values for each of these traits, it turns out that the winner is rarely the person with the highest combination of talent and effort. Instead, it will be someone who ranks relatively highly on those measures and also gets lucky.

This turns out to be something like a law of nature: It has been replicated and extended by others since Frank's book came out. Among the most influential models is "Talent Versus Luck," created by the Italian theoretical physicist Andrea Rapisarda and his colleagues, which simulates career trajectories over dozens of years and reaches the same conclusion. This model earned a 2022 Ig Nobel Prize "for explaining, mathematically, why success most often goes not to the most talented people, but instead to the luckiest."

To Baker, these models suggest that it's not just hard to reliably predict athletic futures; it's impossible. He cites examples including a youth-soccer player for Northampton Town who missed a text message from the team's manager telling him that he'd been dropped from the roster for an upcoming game. He showed up for the bus, went along for the ride, subbed in when another player got injured, impressed the manager, earned a spot for the rest of the season, and went on to play in the Premier League. Luck takes many forms, such as genetics, family resources, and what sports happen to be popular at a given place at a given time. But sometimes, it's simply random chance: a gust of wind or an errant bounce or a missed text.

It's easy to see how luck shapes individual moments in sport--how it changes the course of a game, a series, even an entire season. But what's harder to accept is that luck might also play a role in longer arcs--not just what happens in games but who appears on the court in the first place. The more you reckon with this, the more disorienting it can be, as things start to feel ever more arbitrary and unfair. As Michael Mauboussin, an investor who writes about luck in his 2012 book, The Success Equation, put it to me: "Talking about luck really quickly spills into the philosophical stuff."

You might think that the growing professionalization of youth sports offers an escape from this randomness--that by driving to this many practices and paying for that many coaches, you're ensuring the cream will rise to the top. But the opposite is actually true, according to Mauboussin. In The Success Equation, he describes what he calls the "paradox of skill." Now that every soccer hopeful is exhaustively trained from a young age, an army of relatively homogeneous talent is vying for the same prizes. "Everyone's so good that luck becomes more important in determining outcomes," Mauboussin said.

Baker and one of his colleagues at the University of Toronto, Kathryn Johnston, recently published a paper on the role of luck in athletic development in the journal Sports Medicine-Open. I felt a curious sense of relief when I read it. My daughters, who are 9 and 11, both play competitive soccer on teams requiring a level of commitment that I had naively thought went out of style with the fall of the Soviet Union. Seeing the evidence that future athletic success is not entirely predictable felt like a license for parents to loosen up a bit--to choose the holiday concert over the soccer practice without worrying about the long-term ramifications.

Linda Flanagan, the author of the 2022 book Take Back the Game and a frequent critic of today's youth-sports culture, doesn't share my optimism. She has no trouble believing that luck is involved with athletic success, but she doesn't think that acknowledging this fact will change parental behavior. "Hell, they might double down on the investment in time and money, thinking that they need to give their child more chances to get lucky and impress the right coach," she told me.

But that sort of luck--getting a job on your hundredth interview because the interviewer went to the same high school as you did, say--arguably is more about hustle than it is about serendipity. So is showing up to every soccer practice. Mauboussin's definition of luck is narrower: It's the factors you can't control. No matter how much luck you try to "create" for yourself or your kids, some irreducible randomness might still make or break you.

To Baker, the takeaways from recognizing the role of luck are less about individual parents and more about how sports are organized. His advice to teams and governing bodies: "If there's any way possible for you to avoid a selection, don't select." Keep as many athletes as you can in the system for as long as you can, and don't allocate all of your resources to a chosen (and presumably lucky) few. When real-world constraints eventually and inevitably do require you to select--when you're anointing these lucky few as your future stars, and casting out those who perhaps sang in one too many holiday concerts--try to leave the door open for future decisions and revisions. After all, Baker says, no matter how carefully you've weighed your predictions, "you're probably wrong."
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Iraq Was Bad. This Is Absurd.

Trump is doing improv in Venezuela.

by George Packer

Thu, 08 Jan 2026


Jesus Vargas / Getty



Two decades ago, Richard N. Haass, a senior foreign-policy official in the George W. Bush administration, confessed that he would go to his grave not knowing why the United States had invaded Iraq. "A decision was not made," Haass told me. "A decision happened, and you can't say when or how." I thought of this astonishing remark after Saturday's military action in Caracas. President Donald Trump and his advisers have thrown out numerous justifications for seizing the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro and his wife and bringing them to New York for trial. None of them makes sense.

Maduro ruled Venezuela viciously and illegitimately, but Trump has no qualms about doing business with the vicious and illegitimate--he prefers them to democratically elected leaders. Secretary of State Marco Rubio told skeptics in Congress that the operation wasn't an act of war at all, but a simple arrest based on Maduro's indictment for drug trafficking. Then why, at the end of last year, did Trump pardon Juan Orlando Hernandez, the ex-president of Honduras who had been convicted of the same crime by an American court and sentenced to 45 years in prison?

If narco-terrorism is a threat to U.S. security, Venezuela is a relatively small player in the global narcotics trade; the chief drug it exports, cocaine, is not a mass killer of Americans like fentanyl is, and the probable destination of the alleged drug boats that U.S. forces have been bombing off the Venezuelan coast was Europe. If Trump wants to deport 600,000 Venezuelan migrants from the U.S., the political chaos left by a decapitated regime could increase the exodus to this country. If his concern was the intolerable oppression of the Venezuelan people, he would have demanded the release of political prisoners and planned for a democratic future rather than kept their tormentors in power. As for the oil that Trump craves, America doesn't need Venezuela's reserves, and tapping them would require years of investment in the country's decayed infrastructure. In a New York Times report, Trump officials cited Maduro's public dance moves to a techno remix as a final provocation.

Bush apparently decided to invade Iraq before he had settled on a specific cause. He wanted to assert American power after September 11, and a preventive war gave him a way. "Fuck Saddam," he told a group of senators a full year before the invasion. "We're taking him out." The tragicomic improv act following the raid on Caracas suggests that Trump attacked Venezuela for the same reason: because he could. This is more often the case than we'd like to think. It would be comforting to believe that geopolitics is a nefarious conspiracy plotted by rational actors pursuing rational interests in a windowless room--but in the long history of human folly, we seldom know why events of the most momentous consequence even happened. "Foreign policy makes no sense," the late foreign-policy expert Leslie Gelb liked to say.

The specter of Iraq hangs over Venezuela like a warning light. Trump seems to have taken Operation Iraqi Freedom as a guide to how not to conduct Operation Absolute Resolve: no year-long propaganda campaign to gin up public support; no congressional authorization; no speeches and votes at the United Nations; no coalition of the willing or of any other kind; no American troops on the ground for more than a few hours; no talk of human rights, elections, and postwar reconstruction; no change of regime at all. Iraq was a disaster in part because the Bush administration, wanting regime change without nation building, substituted wishful thinking for post-invasion planning. Now we might learn that wishful thinking is better than no thinking at all. The Trump administration appears to be making up the future of Venezuela on the fly.

The embrace of unilateralism, preemption, and torture in Iraq seemed to mark the start of a new era in U.S. foreign policy--endless, unrestrained war. A mountain of books, articles, and speeches declared America alone. But from the vantage point of the Trump era, we can see that Iraq was instead the last American war of the 80-year postwar period. Its architects might have been eager to break all constraints on their way to catastrophe, but Iraq was a final burst of hubris in an era still characterized by internationalism and democracy. Concepts such as humanitarian intervention and transitional justice were manipulated and abused by the Bush administration, but it wasn't free to discard them. It felt compelled to hold several elections that were bound to give power to Iraqis who were aligned with America's enemy, Iran.

In the 2002 National Security Strategy, Bush declared: "Today, the United States enjoys a position of unparalleled military strength and great economic and political influence. In keeping with our heritage and principles, we do not use our strength to press for unilateral advantage. We seek instead to create a balance of power that favors human freedom." Trump's version of the same document, released in November, has nothing to say about any universal values, including freedom. It's all about unilateral advantage, with a crudely transactional view of America's relation to the rest of the world. It's a clean break from the postwar years of internationalism that, although flawed, prevented another world war and created unprecedented conditions of freedom and prosperity, first in the West, then in the former colonial world.

Bush was guilty of being arrogant, reckless, naive, and incapable of self-judgment, but he believed in an American mission with enough zeal to start a foolish war on its behalf that did irreversible damage to the mission. To critics on both the right and the left, the post-9/11 "forever wars" in Iraq and Afghanistan brought disrepute to the entire project of an American-led liberal international order. The left wanted America to be more like Norway, peaceful and humanitarian. The right wanted America to be a stronghold of isolation. But Trump has shown that neither of these was on the menu of a superpower. The likeliest alternative to Pax Americana is naked imperialism.

Just as Bush's messianic National Security Strategy foretold the Iraq War, the crude cynicism of Trump's produced the raid in Caracas, where it is facing its first practical test. Since Saturday's military action, Trump and his aides have been spouting threats about the United States military dominating the Western Hemisphere wherever the president wants. What began in Venezuela might well be repeated in Greenland, Cuba, Panama, or even Canada. What the U.S. can do it is free to do. Force is its own justification. Trump's strategy recalls the era before World War II--one of dollar diplomacy and gunboat imperialism, spheres of dominion, puppet dictators, resource grabs, annexations, and the threat of larger wars among great powers. Only now those nations are armed with nuclear weapons, and America in 2026 is incomparably stronger than America was in 1926, and Calvin Coolidge was no Trump.

The clearest expression of Trump's thought here, as always, comes from the mouth of Stephen Miller, the president's deputy chief of staff and his homeland-security adviser. Miller is more coherent than the president, less self-seeking than the vice president, and more openly hateful than any member of the Cabinet and Congress. He's a genuine ideologue with no conventional political ambitions, and his words make it impossible not to think of the 1930s: "America is for Americans and Americans only!" "At scale, migrants and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors, of their broken homelands." "The Democrat Party is not a political party. It is a domestic extremist organization." "We will prevail over the forces of wickedness and evil. They cannot imagine what they have awakened."

With Venezuela, Miller is taking a public role in foreign policy. Like the rest of the leadership circle, he seems unworried by the prospect of civil war, insurgency, or prolonged chaos in post-Maduro Venezuela, indifferent to the fate of Venezuelans under the regime left in power by Trump and untroubled by the possibility of an American quagmire. He seems to have limitless faith in the ability of U.S. warships to work the administration's will on another country and people. On Monday, Miller explained to CNN's Jake Tapper why Venezuela is going to be run by Trump: "You can talk all you want about international niceties and everything else, but we live in a world, in the real world, Jake, that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power. These are the iron laws of the world that have existed since the beginning of time."

It's a kind of candor that makes me miss the old American hypocrisy.
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'Aren't We Supposed to Be the Good Guys Here?'

Senator Mark Kelly says that taking Greenland "would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country."

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




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

Democratic Senator Mark Kelly is fluent in insult, particularly when it comes to Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth: "unqualified," like "a 12-year-old playing army." In November, Kelly and five other Democratic lawmakers--all of them military or intelligence veterans--released a video telling current service members, "Our laws are clear. You can refuse illegal orders."

President Donald Trump was predictably furious, writing on Truth Social, "SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH." This week, Hegseth announced that his department had initiated proceedings to demote Kelly and reduce his pension pay.

Senator Kelly joined Radio Atlantic to discuss the implications of this brand of revenge: If the president can punish a sitting senator for making a video he doesn't like, what could that mean for the average dissenting American? Or the average service member if asked to do something they don't believe is lawful? Kelly elaborated on the personal reprisal but seemed equally exercised about the plight of the whole world.

This week, the White House pointedly said that using the military to take Greenland is an option. "That  would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country," Kelly said.  "For us to threaten them, especially with force. That we're just gonna take your stuff; we're gonna take your territory. I mean, is that who we've become? That's Russia. We are not that kind of a nation."

This week on Radio Atlantic, we talk to Kelly about Hegseth, Greenland, Venezuela, the evolving role of the military under Trump, and the 15th anniversary of the shooting of his wife, the former congresswoman Gabby Giffords.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Democratic Senator Mark Kelly can be blunt, particularly on subjects he knows about. He served decades in the Navy, flying dozens of combat missions. Also, he's an astronaut. So he has had a lot to say over the last few months about how the Trump administration has been using the military, at home and abroad--little of it positive.
 
 [Music]

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. We could start in a lot of different places with Mark Kelly on the subject of [Donald] Trump and the U.S. military: appointing Pete Hegseth as the defense secretary, actions in Venezuela. But we'll start with this week's news: the Trump administration saying that using the military to take Greenland is an option.

Senator Mark Kelly: It  would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country.
 For us to threaten them, especially with force, that we're just gonna take your stuff; we're gonna take your territory--is that who we've become? That's Russia. We are not that kind of a nation.


Rosin: Kelly had his own personal run-in with the U.S. military this week--or at least with Hegseth. It concerned a video that Kelly made, along with five other Democratic lawmakers who had also served in the military or the intelligence community.

They released it a couple of months ago, and its intended audience was people who are currently serving.

Kelly (from the lawmakers' video): (Music plays.) This administration is pitting our uniformed military--
 Senator Elissa Slotkin: --and intelligence-community professionals--
 Representative Chris Deluzio: --against American citizens.
 Kelly: Like us, you all swore an oath--


Rosin: The video came out two months into the U.S. military's strikes on alleged drug boats, strikes that many have called illegal.

In the video, Kelly and others say that "threats to our Constitution aren't just coming from abroad, but from right here at home."

Kelly: Our laws are clear: You can refuse illegal orders.
 Slotkin: You can refuse illegal orders--


Rosin: Well, someone did not like the sound of that.

[Music]

News anchor: Now, that is the statement right there from the president. It says, in part, "It's called SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR AT THE HIGHEST LEVEL. Each one of these traitors to our Country should be ARRESTED AND PUT ON TRIAL."
 Kelly issued a joint statement--


Rosin: On Truth Social, Trump kept posting and wrote, "SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH!"

Senator Kelly responded--

Kelly (from press conference): President Trump is trying to silence me, threatening to kill me for saying what is true. And he sent his secretary of defense after me.


Rosin: This week, Hegseth sent the details of the intended punishment. He announced that his department had initiated proceedings to reduce Kelly's retirement grade, which could mean a reduction in rank and pension pay. Echoing Trump, Hegseth called Kelly's remarks "seditious."

So I started my interview with Kelly by talking about that.

Rosin (in interview): There are people who can look at what the administration has done and say, What's the big deal? A senator made this video, the president didn't like it, and they're docking his pension pay. So why is it a big deal? What's unusual about this action?

Kelly: Well, first of all, he said I should be hanged, executed. If you're looking for evidence why we needed to put out that video, that's one valid point: We have a president who is rather unhinged and doesn't like people speaking out in a way that he does not agree.

And in this case, we were just reminding service members of what is lawful, telling them that they should not follow illegal orders. It's something we're all trained on. We may not be reminded of it frequently.

And we had some serious concerns about what this president might do. In 2016, he called for the U.S. military--as a candidate--he said the U.S. military should be killing the family members of terrorists. That means killing women and children who are not involved. How horrific is that? And then started talking about shooting U.S. citizens who were protesters in the legs, sending troops into U.S. cities, and using those cities for training for the U.S. military.

These are things that are dangerous. So we put this video out as a friendly reminder that you do not follow illegal orders. When the law and orders are in conflict, you stick with the law; it's a pretty simple message.

So getting to the point about demoting me, taking away part of my pension, I guess what they realize is they would not do well in front of a jury--because for a while there, they were threatening to court-martial me. They figured out that wasn't a good option because they probably knew they would lose. So this is an administrative option.

But I'm gonna fight this with everything I have because it's wrong. And,by the way, it sends a powerful and chilling message to retired service members, to ex-military, to people on active duty that you cannot say anything about this government.

Rosin: Or what? So that's why the average American should care?

Kelly: Absolutely. We all have First Amendment constitutional rights of not only freedom of speech, but freedom to speak out against the U.S. government and to its leadership. And they don't like that.

They're trying to send a message--this isn't just about me anymore. This is a message to the American people: Shut up, or there are consequences. And we cannot let that stand. So I'll fight this with everything I have.

Rosin: Now, you and your colleagues published that video back in November. The secretary announced this reprisal against you two days after the U.S. bombed Venezuela, captured [Nicolas] Maduro. Do you think there's any message in the timing of that?

Kelly: Well, here's something interesting on timing, right--this wasn't just about the video. If you read their censure letter to me, they go all the way back to June and said there were things that I said that they didn't like.

They are pointing to my criticism of them for firing admirals and generals, and here's why I was critical: They fired people that I confirmed, and they fired them because of the color of their skin or because they were women. That's pretty clear to people, and I criticized Pete Hegseth and the administration over that. They point to that as a reason why I am now censured and I should be demoted--because I said something.

They also pointed to the fact that I said I will always stand up for the Constitution, as if that's an objectionable thing for them. So, yeah, this is not just about me anymore. This is about all of our rights under the Constitution.

Rosin: So you're a senator, and you have some power. I wanna put you in the mind of, say, when you were a younger person in the military. If you were young and in the military now, would you have refused any of the administration's orders?

Kelly: Well, it depends on what the order was, right? I flew 39 combat missions in the first Gulf War. I was almost shot down multiple times, had a missile blow up next to my airplane.

On two occasions, I was ordered to sink ships, and I knew at the time that that was the right thing to do. It was legal for me to go into Kuwait harbor and sink this Osa II missile patrol boat, or in the case of the second one, this Polnocny troop carrier that was Iraqi--they were both Iraqi ships; it was very clear. I had no question about that.

If, under different circumstances, I was given an order to do something that any reasonable person would understand as illegal, yeah, I would've said, I'm not gonna do that. That's what we're all trained to do.

Rosin: So what about what actually happened, which is the second shot against the Venezuelan boat that killed the two sailors? Is it clear that was an illegal order? Is that an order--

Kelly: So I saw that video. I've been in a brief in a classified setting on the details of that second strike on that first boat, and I still have a lot of questions.

It would be a positive thing for the American people to see that video and to get briefed on it by the United States military, because transparency of what our Department of Defense is doing is--I think it's something that is fundamental to the way we do things. Aren't we supposed to be the good guys here?

I continue to have questions about that decision to strike that boat a second time. When you look at the rules of warfare--one of the examples that is cited in the manual of war, the law of Armed conflict, is that, for shipwrecked crew members, that you have an obligation to rescue them. And in this circumstance, that did not happen.

Now, DOD gives their rationale for why they did not do that. And it is questionable at best.

Rosin: And do you know what, in the moment, you would've done, as a person who served for a long time? 'Cause it's different in retrospect, looking at it.

Kelly: It's always different, right? And for somebody who's been in that environment, where the bullets are flying and the missile's blowing up next to your airplane, it is dynamic; it is chaotic; you have to make decisions quickly.

What myself and my colleagues were talking about were those obvious things, where a reasonable person in those circumstances would know that what you are asking to be done is unlawful--not the stuff that's, like, on the line.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So is there anything--

Kelly: Now, we all have the--

Rosin: --that you would count as clearly unlawful, of the many things that have happened over these last few months?

Kelly: I continue to have a lot of questions about how this Department of Defense, under the leadership of Pete Hegseth--and let me repeat something I've said multiple times: This guy is not qualified for this job. I did not vote for him.

We had to have the vice president come over to break a tie to get him across the finish line--by the way, after a lot of arm-twisting, I think that's very fair to say, by the White House of my Republican colleagues who were hesitant, very hesitant, for good reasons.

He shouldn't be anywhere near the front office of the Pentagon. I even question whether he should be in the building.

Rosin: You know what? I've heard you say he's unqualified a lot of times. Can I ask you something I'm really curious about? What is--

Kelly: Yeah.
 
 Rosin: Say you and your Navy people were talking about him. How would you talk about him--internally, privately? How would people describe someone like that who are military guys? What would they say about him?

Kelly: Well, he is a guy who served in multiple Guard units. I thank him for his service to this country. He doesn't have the experience to run an organization of this size. He doesn't have management experience at a high level. He doesn't have policy experience--creating policy.

It's hard to find somebody that checks all the boxes to be secretary of Defense 'cause it's, perhaps, after being president of the United States, the hardest job in the country. It's hard to find somebody that checks every box.

The problem with Pete Hegseth--he doesn't check any of the boxes, zero. I'm shocked that the president nominated him for this. Why would you put this guy in this job?

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back, what happens if the U.S. were to take Greenland by force? That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: I wanna talk to you about how this administration is using the military. This week, the White House put out a statement that, in the range of options to acquire Greenland, utilizing the military is an option. How concerned are you about these threats to Greenland?

Kelly: Months ago, I was not concerned at all. I thought it was just typical bluster from Donald Trump, wanting to show people he's a strong man, and he can do what he wants and take what he wants.

After seeing what happened in Venezuela and the latest comments not only by Donald Trump, but people in the administration, and now even some of my colleagues, talking about why Greenland should be under the control of the United States.

First of all, Denmark is a member of NATO and an ally of ours. If we have concerns about security in the Arctic, we currently have U.S. service members based in Greenland. One option for us would be to go to Denmark and say, Hey, we want to increase our posture on Greenland for security reasons, and negotiate some sort of a deal with them to make sure that our national-security needs are met--which, by the way, also helps Denmark and Greenland.

But for us to threaten them, especially with force, that we're just gonna take your stuff; we're gonna take your territory--is that who we've become? That's Russia. We are not that kind of a nation. This doesn't make any sense.

So to answer your question, yeah, right now, I'm really concerned--when you listen to Stephen Miller and what he has said about this issue. But now some of my Republican colleagues in the Senate start talking about how, Well, sure. Why not?

Well, I'll tell you why not: We're the United States of America. We follow the rules. We uphold a standard of morality and an ethical code, and we just don't go around and take other territories from other countries, or threaten to do that.

So, yeah, right now, I am rather concerned about where this is heading.

Rosin: Can you play the scenario out? What if we do go through with this, in the same way that the administration went through with Venezuela? Then what is happening (a) to the military and (b) to our standing in the world?

Kelly: Well, you're putting members of the military into an uncomfortable position, and we'll get into constitutional issues about what power the president has.

Certainly, the president has the ability at any moment to take action to protect U.S. territory and U.S. citizens and U.S. assets. Does that extend to just seizing territory from an ally? I don't think so. He should come to Congress if he wants to do that, and let's have a vote. Let's see how many of my Republican colleagues are gonna vote to allow the president of the United States to use military force against a NATO ally.

But I'll tell you what it would mean if we did this: It would mean NATO--which, I think it's fair to say, has been a driver of peace in the world since World War II--as an organization, that is done if the United States takes Greenland by force.

Well, this has huge consequences. And I doubt the president listens to The Atlantic podcast, but the message I would wanna send to him is: You are making a huge strategic mistake here that will reverberate in a negative way for the United States of America for decades if you try to take Greenland by force.

Rosin: And reverberate how?

Kelly: Well, taking that kind of action is possibly the justification that the People's Republic of China would need to go in there and say, Well, you took Greenland; we're gonna take Taiwan. They make a claim that Taiwan's part of the People's Republic of China--that's their claim--and they think that they need to bring it back into the fold. So if we go and use the military against Denmark in taking their territory of Greenland, I think that's a justification that the Chinese would like to have.

And how about Russia, by the way--hhas already attacked Ukraine. What if they say, Well, Kazakhstan, that was part of the Soviet Union before. And, oh, they also have a lot of oil and mineral wealth. Why can't we go and take Kazakhstan?

So you're creating an environment that puts us, strategically, in a very, very uncomfortable position, and it will last for decades.

Rosin: It sounds like worldwide chaos you're describing; it's more than uncomfortable.

Kelly: It would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country, to do something like that.

Rosin: The executive actions you're describing are unprecedented; the use of the military is dangerous--you've laid that out. And yet, very few people in Congress seem to be doing anything. What do you say to people who look at Congress and think they've given up; there's no resistance?

Kelly: Well, I'll say, Republicans in the United States Congress have given up and ceded all of their power to the White House, to the president, to the people around him, to Stephen Miller. They basically said, Here you go. We're not gonna stop you from doing anything.

The levers of power we have here in the United States Congress are substantial, but they reside with the majority, not with the minority, and Democrats are currently in the minority. So we win back the House or the Senate in November of 2026, and when we swear in a new Congress about a year--I actually think it's probably a year from today or a couple days ago--then we have the levers we would need to really put a check on the lawlessness of this president.

And it extends beyond the military. This guy is enriching himself and his family and his friends in a way we have never seen before, the corruption from Donald Trump and his family. In the last year, he has increased his wealth by--I don't think it's fair to say an order of magnitude, but he has--multiple times, through meme coins and stablecoins and deals with foreign nations and selling people a bunch of crap, like tennis shoes and gold watches.

This is something like we've never seen before--so when we win back the House and/or the Senate, we'll have the levers we need to do something about it.

Rosin: I'm taking it you don't have those gold Trump sneakers in your closet.

Kelly: I--

Rosin: (Laughs.) No.

Kelly: Nor will I ever have anything with the name of Donald Trump on it.

Rosin: I'll just ask you: Are you gonna run for president in 2028?

Kelly: I haven't made a decision.

Rosin: You haven't made a decision, okay. If you were gonna run for president, what would be a Democratic nominee's positioning that you think would be effective pushback to everything we've just described, which is big?

Kelly: One thing here is that this guy is trying to distract from all the problems that the American people have, right? This is a big distraction--and problems that he has personally. When was the last time somebody talked about all the [Jeffrey] Epstein information that DOJ has and when that's gonna be released, right? That's gone away. He has successfully moved that to the back burner for, I don't know, days or weeks.

But we need people in charge of this country that are gonna address the issues that the American people care about. That's the cost of their rent and their mortgage and their groceries and health care--he's destroyed health care for millions of Americans. My constituents, some of 'em who are paying hundreds of dollars now have to pay thousands of dollars to get health care off the exchange.

So we need leadership that are focused on the things that matter, and this president is causing these distractions that occupy a tremendous amount of his time and his effort and his staff, and he doesn't seem to care about the other stuff.

Rosin: I know you said many times you're not gonna let the administration distract you, stop you, but this week is the 15th anniversary of your wife Gabby Giffords's shooting. Your family knows better than most that it can be devastating to put yourself out there, and this moment feels way more dangerous than 15 years--

Kelly: Yeah, it could be deadly too.

Rosin: Yeah. So do you have real conversations about this?

Kelly: With my wife?

Rosin: Yeah.

Kelly: With Gabby? Sure. This is 15 years--we were just up in New York City the other day; we did Good Morning America. She's here now, in Washington; we'll be together for the 15th anniversary of when she was nearly assassinated and took a bullet into the left side of her head. Yeah, we realize that this is a dangerous business.

I used to fly the space shuttle, right? I thought I had the dangerous job--I flew in combat. It was my wife, Gabby, who nearly lost her life serving this country. But neither of us are quitters. We do not give up. Neither of us are gonna be intimidated.

Because of what Donald Trump has said about me and what Pete Hegseth continues to do in going after me, the threats against me, my life, have gone up significantly. You know who they've also gone up for is my wife, Gabby. She now gets death threats because of Donald Trump saying I should be hanged. This is somebody who went through hell.

Rosin: And she says, Keep going?

Kelly: Of course, she's gonna keep going. She's not backing down. She doesn't back down to anybody--

Rosin: But she tells you to keep going?

Kelly: Absolutely. One hundred percent.

Rosin: Well, Senator Kelly, good luck to both of you, and thank you for talking with me today.

Kelly: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend and fact-checked by Sam Fentress. Rob Smierciak engineered and composed original music. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of audio at The Atlantic, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you enjoy the show, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/Listener.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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An Act of Cosmic Sabotage

How Donald Trump tried to ground NASA's science missions

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 08 Jan 2026


A test model of the Perseverance rover, designed to explore the surface of Mars, sits in a garage at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, near Pasadena, California, in October.



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

On Mars, in the belly of a rover named Perseverance, a titanium tube holds a stone more precious than any diamond or ruby on Earth. The robot spotted it in 2024 along the banks of a Martian riverbed and zapped it with an ultraviolet laser. It contained ancient layers of mud, compressed into shale in the 3.5 billion years since the river last coursed across the red planet. Inside those layers, the rover found organic compounds. Its camera zoomed in and noticed leopard-like spots. Scientists had previously observed similar spotting patterns, but not on Mars. They'd seen them on Earth, in muds that once teemed with microbes.

The rover tucked a core sample about the size of a piece of chalk into a treasure chest in its chassis. There the rock will remain until a future robot parachutes down onto the Martian surface, grabs the chest, and launches it back to Earth. If scientists are able to inspect it in person, and they find that Mars was indeed once alive with microbes, we would know that life on our planet is no cosmic one-off. We would have reason to believe that it has emerged on many of the hundreds of billions of planets that exist in our galaxy alone. The cosmos that we look up into at night would no longer seem a cold void. It would shimmer with a new vitality.

Perseverance is among the latest in a lineage of interplanetary robotic explorers that NASA has built across almost 60 years, for about $60 billion. That's less than what Mark Zuckerberg spent on his struggling metaverse. At NASA, it paid for hundreds of spacecraft that have flown past all of the solar system's planets, dropped into orbit around most of them, and decelerated from flight speed to reach the surface of a few. These missions have disclosed the scientific qualities of other worlds, as well as the look and feel of them, to all humanity, and for posterity too.

Most of these missions, including nine of the 11 that have landed on Mars, were run out of NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, near Pasadena, California. The mission to retrieve the chest inside Perseverance was, until recently, the largest, most important project at JPL. About 1,000 people there were working on it. But it's no longer moving forward, and may never happen.

Last spring, President Donald Trump bluntly expressed his vision for science at NASA in his first budget request. Along with extensive layoffs, he called for 40 of the agency's 124 science missions, including Mars Sample Return, to be defunded, and for the surviving missions to make do with less. Among NASA scientists, the request was demoralizing; within months, its major science centers lost thousands of staffers to buyouts and cutbacks.

On a hot day in late October, I visited JPL's Mars Yard, an outdoor sandbox where rovers practice their off-world skills. The lab had just let 550 staffers go, its fourth force reduction in two years. One of Perseverance's test models sat back in the garage, resting in the shade, while its more nimble successor--a rover prototype with a llama-like neck--army-crawled over some boulders in the morning glare. A senior scientist at JPL had told me that he'd never seen the place so empty and lifeless, so drained of enthusiasm. But I was a guest in the Mars Yard, and my hosts were dutifully chipper, even when the little autonomous rover got stuck on a sand dune, even when they explained that it isn't currently slated to visit any other worlds.

Only the governments of rich countries send robotic explorers to other planets. And only the United States has sent them past the asteroid belt to Jupiter and beyond. For decades, this has been a part of America's global cultural role: to fling the most distant probes into the solar system, and to build the space telescopes that see the farthest into the cosmos. The U.S. has led an unprecedented age of cosmic discovery. Now Trump is trying to bring that age to an end, and right at the moment when answers to our most profound existential questions finally seem to be within reach.

The way David Grinspoon remembers it, the attack on NASA headquarters began with the plants. In February, a few weeks after Trump took office, Grinspoon, who was then a senior scientist at the agency, walked into a newly barren common area at headquarters in Washington, D.C. On the windowsill, the potted plants that had previously sat between models of NASA's signature spacecraft had been removed; he was told that the order to remove them had come down from the new administration. (A spokesperson from NASA said the plants were removed after the agency terminated a plant-watering contract "to save American taxpayers money.")

Grinspoon could live without the office greenery. Its confiscation was trivial, comic even. He'd been hired by NASA to lead strategy for the agency's astrobiology missions. He tried to stay focused on that, but he grew more alarmed a few weeks later, when the administration disbanded NASA's Office of the Chief Scientist, a team of six that advises agency leaders on scientific matters. DOGE officials started walking the halls. They snapped pictures of empty offices, as evidence that people weren't working. "That was infantilizing," Grinspoon told me. His colleagues put Post-it notes on their doors to let their new minders know when they went to a meeting, or to get coffee.


The interior of a chest designed to hold rock-core samples, similar to the one carried by Perseverance as it searches for signs of ancient life on Mars (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Many NASA staffers rank among the most talented people in their fields. At JPL, I met Havard Fjaer Grip, an engineer who helped develop a small helicopter that stowed away on the Perseverance rover. After the hawk-size chopper plopped out onto the Martian surface in 2021, Grip, who was also its chief pilot, got it airborne. It was built for only five flights but managed 72, and it flew all of them with a tiny swatch of fabric from the Wright brothers' Flyer 1 tucked under its solar panel. Grip led me to an 85-foot-tall steel cylinder, a simulator capable of generating harsh Martian conditions. Through its porthole window, I saw where he'd placed a new carbon-fiber rotor. He wanted to get it spinning at nearly the speed of sound. He hoped that it could power a larger chopper up and down the cliff faces of Mars.

Work like this requires world-class scientific infrastructure and skill. By April, Trump appeared to be trying to rid NASA of both. The White House had already offered government workers a blanket buyout. Janet Petro, whom Trump had appointed acting administrator of NASA, was openly encouraging staffers to take it. She began sending emails warning of impending layoffs.

Trump's budget request, released in May, called for a 47 percent cut in funding for the agency's science missions and deep reductions in staff at its major science centers, JPL and Goddard Space Flight Center. Congress hasn't passed this request, and as of this writing it seems likely to reject Trump's severe cuts. But during the crucial window when NASA's staff was considering buyouts, Petro indicated that the president's request would guide policy.

Every NASA science unit was told to draw up a new budget, Grinspoon said. It was like planning a strike on the fleet of spacecraft that the agency has spread across the solar system. If the cuts in the request were implemented, satellites that monitor the advance and retreat of Earth's glaciers, clouds, and forests would splash down into an undersea graveyard for spacecraft in the remote Pacific Ocean. A robot that is on its way to study a gigantic Earth-menacing asteroid would be abandoned mid-flight, as would other probes that have already arrived at the sun, Mars, and Jupiter. The first spacecraft to fly by Pluto is still sending data back from the Kuiper Belt's unexplored ice fields. It took almost 20 years to get out there, and the small team that runs it costs NASA almost nothing. It would be disbanded nonetheless, and contact with the probe would be forever lost. Future missions to Venus, Mars, and Uranus would also be scrapped.

A whole national endowment, funded by American taxpayers and built over decades, was at risk of being vaporized, with consequences that could linger for a generation or more. Among the "many levels of pain" that Grinspoon experienced, he found it hardest to cut back the programs that train young scientists to do the hyper-technical work of searching for life among the stars. "It's like eating your seed corn," he said.


The Mount Wilson Observatory, in Southern California, where Edwin Hubble first discovered galaxies beyond our own early in the 20th century. It is still in use by academic astronomers today. (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Trump seems to see NASA primarily as a means of ferrying astronauts to and from space. He made this view explicit in July when he asked Sean Duffy, his secretary of transportation, to succeed Petro as the agency's acting administrator. Human-spaceflight missions are useful to the president as nationalistic spectacles; he worries that the Chinese will land on the moon before Americans return there. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act increased funding for NASA's human-spaceflight centers (which, unlike the major science centers, are all in red states). But although crewed missions can inspire awe and are worth supporting, they provide far less scientific return than robotic probes or space telescopes, which are purpose-built to disclose new laws of the cosmos.

From the January/February 2015 issue: Charles Fishman on 5,200 days in space

By early summer, the people who work on NASA's science missions were decamping to private-sector jobs that pay more, but are perhaps less inspiring. Email send-offs for longtime employees dominated Grinspoon's inbox. He didn't blame his departing colleagues for taking the buyouts. The missions that they'd looked forward to working on were likely to be scratched. And they knew that they might not get the same severance if layoffs came. Grinspoon himself stayed until September, when his position was eliminated.

The eight-story clean room at Goddard Space Flight Center, in Greenbelt, Maryland, is a hallowed space. It was the main attraction on the tour that the center's most recent director, Makenzie Lystrup, used to give to visiting members of Congress, foreign heads of state, and other VIPs, before she abruptly resigned in July. In this enormous bay, NASA built the Hubble Space Telescope and the other orbital observatories that have brought the deep universe into the everyman's ken, revealing its endless fields of galaxies, its exploding stars, its black holes. No other kind of science mission can match the power of these space telescopes to unveil the universe.

The clean room's current resident, the Nancy Grace Roman Space Telescope, is currently scheduled to launch in late 2026. At regular intervals until then, vents will pump in blasts of pure nitrogen and compressed air, purging the bay of dust that might otherwise trickle into the telescope's exquisite cosmic eye. Scientists and engineers will file in, wearing white bunny suits and booties, to tend to America's next great observatory up close. Like Lystrup, some of them worry that it will be the country's last.

Americans have spent the past century and change building a series of colossal telescopes, each peering more deeply into the universe than the one before. Astronomers in London, Paris, and Berlin had surveyed large portions of the Milky Way during the 19th century, but they couldn't be sure that anything existed outside it until an American astronomer named Edwin Hubble came along. In 1919, Hubble, then 29 years old, began using a new telescope, financed by a robber baron and constructed on Mount Wilson, a pine-studded peak just east of Los Angeles. Its 9,000-pound mirror was larger than any in Europe, and Hubble used it to look closer at the blurry blobs of light that his peers were then seeing all across the sky. Many believed that these mysterious "nebulae" were small clouds of stars nested inside our galaxy. Hubble pointed the telescope at the largest of them, and for 45 minutes, he let its light pile up on a glass plate coated in a photosensitive emulsion.

Today, it is the most cherished plate in a collection of more than 250,000 kept in a vault guarded by thick steel doors at the Carnegie Observatories, in Pasadena. I recently watched a latex-gloved Carnegie staffer tremble as he removed it from an envelope. In the image of the nebula on its surface, Hubble had marked a star that he had never seen before. He would later notice it flashing repeatedly, like a firefly, in super-slow motion.

This rhythmic flashing allowed Hubble to calculate the star's distance from Earth, and he was jolted to find that it was not in our galaxy at all. The nebula hung in space an awesome distance beyond the Milky Way's far edge, a galaxy unto itself. We now call it Andromeda, and we know that it contains more than a trillion stars. In the years to come, Hubble would find evidence of a dozen other galaxies that surround us. He discovered the universe beyond the Milky Way.

But only its local regions. In 1998, more than 25 years before Lystrup became the director of Goddard, she visited its campus as an undergrad. She remembers touring the control room for the first major telescope that NASA had placed outside the distortion of Earth's atmosphere. By that time, the Hubble Space Telescope had been in orbit for less than a decade, yet it had already profoundly enlarged human vision. Like its namesake, the Hubble had run some long exposures in order to look deeper into our universe. During one 10-day stretch, it had stared directly at a single tiny pinhole of black sky and revealed it to be packed with thousands of galaxies. This image soon imprinted itself on the global collective consciousness. Ordinary people from nearly every country on Earth saw it, and came to understand something about the nature of existence at the largest scale.

In 2021, the James Webb Space Telescope launched, and once in space, it unfolded a gold-coated primary mirror nearly three times as large as the Hubble's. Astronomers have since used the Webb to see clear back to the beginning of time. They have watched the first galaxies forming. The Webb cost nearly $10 billion and took more than a decade to build. But once in orbit, telescopes are relatively cheap to maintain. After 36 years, the Hubble is still doing science. And if the Webb is allowed to continue operating, it, too, will be able to keep straining to see the first stars that flared into being after the Big Bang, until its fuel runs out around 2045.

When Lystrup received the first leaked version of Trump's budget request in April, she was shocked to see that he had zeroed out funding for the Roman. It was almost fully assembled in Goddard's clean room, nearly ready to launch. In Trump's final budget request, in June, the Roman was spared, but funding for the Webb was cut back severely, even though the telescope has a different function; the Roman's shallow widescreen vistas are meant to complement the Webb's deeper, narrow stares into the universe. According to a senior scientist who was closely involved with the Webb, the cut would put it on "life support." Without enough staff to help keep it stable and to calibrate its data, the vision of the world's most powerful telescope would be effectively blurred. And its lifespan would be shortened, perhaps by as much as a decade.

Trump took aim at another telescope too, perhaps the most ambitious in history. For decades, NASA has been working toward a giant instrument custom-made to look for life around the 100 nearest sunlike stars, including many that we could one day reach with a probe. The Habitable Worlds Observatory (HWO) would zoom in on the most Earthlike planets that orbit them. In their atmospheres, the telescope would look for the gas combinations that appear only when life has taken hold, be it microbial slime or coral reefs and rainforests, or something far stranger. To do all of this, in orbit, the HWO will need to achieve an unprecedented state of Zen stillness. NASA had hoped to get it into space in the late 2030s, but Trump's budget request called for an 81 percent reduction in its funding. That cut could push its launch, and any discoveries it makes, beyond the lifetimes of many people alive today.

Read: America is killing its chance to find alien life

As Lystrup looked over these and other budget details, she got a sense of what the administration wanted for Goddard. Among other things, its workforce was to be halved. After the request leaked, people there were openly crying in the halls. Lystrup was asked whether NASA was even going to do science anymore.


The control room at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, where staffers exchange messages with every American spacecraft beyond the moon (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



On June 16, Lystrup held an emotional town hall. She explained that the budget request had called for Goddard to become much smaller, almost immediately, with deeper cuts in the years to follow. "I think it is very clear that this administration is looking to significantly shrink the science organization at NASA," she said. The next day, she heard that leaders at NASA headquarters believed that she hadn't been sufficiently supportive of the president's budget. She heard that there was talk of retribution, and worried that she might be fired. An official in NASA leadership called and asked her to reflect on whether she'd spoken too frankly, in a way that might be interpreted as unaligned with the administration's goals. Lystrup did that, and concluded that Goddard's staff had deserved a frank account of what was happening. She decided to resign.

At the start of Lystrup's tenure, Goddard's workforce had been approximately 10,000. When she left, it was just 6,500. Most of the losses had come in the first seven months of Trump's second term. The teams of scientists and engineers that built America's great space telescopes were being scattered. Staffers were told not to hold farewell gatherings during work hours, because they had become too numerous.

A full accounting of Trump's assault on American science will have to wait for historians, and we cannot yet say what the worst of it will be. His appointment of a charlatan to lead the country's largest public-health agency may well prove more detrimental to Americans' daily lives than anything he does to NASA. But his attempt to ground the agency's science missions suggests a fundamental change in the country's character, a turning inward. America's space telescopes and probe missions have not only torn the veil from nature. They've had an ennobling effect on American culture; to the world, they've projected an elevated idea of Americans as competent, forward-looking adventurers, forever in search of new wonders.

NASA is as prone to bloat as any other government agency, and previous presidents from both parties have tried to trim its science budget. But never so severely. They understood that although private companies can do some of the things that NASA does, they don't fund ambitious missions that have no purpose apart from answering our most profound cosmic questions. Neither SpaceX nor Blue Origin has done so once.

Trump still has another three years to shape NASA in his unscientific image. Rank-and-file scientists at the agency aren't sure what to make of his November renomination of Jared Isaacman as administrator. When the president first tapped the billionaire astronaut during his transition period, they felt cautiously hopeful. Isaacman has claimed to support science missions, and once even offered to personally fund and fly a mission to try to extend the Hubble Space Telescope's lifespan. But after Trump withdrew his initial nomination, it's unclear how much groveling Isaacman had to do to regain it. When Isaacman was asked about NASA's funding of science at his second confirmation hearing, in December, he did not distance himself from Trump's priorities. He said that he supported the president's efforts to reduce the deficit.

Congress will have the last word on NASA's budget, if its members are able to pass one. A proposed budget from the House of Representatives had called for an 18 percent cut to NASA's science missions, but the Senate's much smaller cuts look likely to prevail. In the meantime, NASA staffers are still in a terrorized state. Existing missions have been destabilized by the mass departures. Planning remains difficult, if not impossible. Whatever Congress passes, Trump could repeat his budget-request shenanigans in February, and every year of his term thereafter. He could keep the agency in a state of dysfunction until he leaves office.

NASA's most ambitious science missions are particularly vulnerable to this kind of sabotage. They have to be planned on time horizons that transcend a single presidential term. They require intergenerational vision.


The clean room at Goddard Space Flight Center, in Greenbelt, Maryland, where America's space telescopes are constructed and readied for launch (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Before I left JPL, I visited its Mission Control center, the darkened, glass-walled room where NASA staffers exchange messages with every American spacecraft that has flown past the moon. Inside, rows of workstations were lit up by blue neon. They faced two large monitors displaying the status of telescopes and robotic probes all across the solar system. Near the back, Nshan Kazaryan, a 24-year-old engineer, sat in a swivel chair under a sign that said Voyager Ace.

The Voyagers, 1 and 2, were launched in 1977, before either of Kazaryan's parents were born. By 2018, both probes had left the solar system. If you picture the sun traveling around the Milky Way's center, in its stately 230-million-year orbit, Voyager 1 and 2 are out ahead of it, the most distant human-made objects from Earth. On his screen, Kazaryan pointed to data that he had just begun receiving from Voyager 1, the farther of the two. To reach us, the data had traveled at light speed across a 16-billion-mile abyss for nearly a day.

A 64-year-old woman named Suzy Dodd quietly appeared behind me, wearing a button-down shirt patterned with spacecraft. In 1984, Dodd landed her first job out of college at JPL, helping the Voyager team prepare for an encounter with Uranus. Now, more than four decades later, she's spending the final years of her career leading the mission as its project manager. Dodd thinks of the Voyagers as twins that are slowly dying as they press on into the unknown. "They were identical at launch; they are not identical now," she told me. Each has seven of its 10 scientific instruments turned off, but not the same seven. It's as though one has lost its hearing and the other, its eyesight.

The nuclear-powered hearts that sit inside the Voyagers are decaying. They spend most of their energy on their transmitters, which must keep an invisible thread of connection with Earth intact across an ever-widening expanse. The remaining juice on Voyager 1 is only enough to charge up a tablet, but it has to suffice for a 12-foot-long spacecraft that needs heat to function in the interstellar chill. Dodd and her team will sometimes turn off its main heater so that the gyros can barrel-roll the spacecraft, to calibrate an instrument. They have to turn it right back on, or its propellant lines will freeze.

The Voyagers' onboard computers have been continuously operating longer than any others in existence. There is always a little suspense when the Mission Control crew is expecting data, a fear that the long-dreaded day has come when none will come in. Kazaryan pointed at rows of values on his blue screen that were constantly updating. All of them were in white, he noted. "That's what we'd like to see."

One day in 2023, the values flashed yellow and red. There was a problem aboard Voyager 1, and no obvious fix. Only four full-timers are staffed on the Voyager mission now, but thousands of people have worked on it previously. "Many of them are no longer with us," Dodd said. But the living alumni are a rich repository of mission lore: They went into their garages or storage units and rummaged through old boxes of Voyager paperwork. The archival memos that they dug up helped the team fix the anomaly. Voyager 1 was able to keep describing the alien properties of the interstellar realm. It can keep counting the charged particles that fly in from exploding stars on the other side of the galaxy. It can continue to give us a sense of the magnetic fields out there.


JPL, which has lost more than 1,000 scientists, engineers, and other staff members in the past two years



Even before the Voyagers left the solar system, they had blessed us with a fresh vision of our immediate cosmic environment. They discovered Jupiter's rings and hundreds of erupting volcanoes on its moon Io. They revealed the cracking patterns that cover icy Europa, another moon, hinting at its ocean. They caught Saturn's moons creating braiding patterns in its rings. Their close-ups of Uranus and Neptune were beamed to screens all around the world. Before crossing the barrier that divides the sun's sphere of influence and the rest of the galaxy, Voyager 1 turned its camera back toward us and snapped a picture of Earth suspended in a sunbeam.

Then it went rushing away. An astrophysicist recently used a computer simulation to calculate its future trajectory, and determined that it has some chance of being ejected into intergalactic space when the Milky Way and Andromeda merge, billions of years from now. It could be the final surviving artifact of human existence. Even if the Voyagers go dark tomorrow, they will long testify to the reach of America's scientific imagination, and the daring of its engineers. NASA's exploration of the solar system may be what most recommends our civilization to the future.

Dodd told me about a letter she'd received from a 4-year-old girl. Inside the envelope, the girl had tucked a drawing of a new mission, Voyager 3, with several instruments bolted onto the probe, including a vacuum for retrieving interstellar dust. I asked Dodd why there hasn't yet been a Voyager 3. She disputed the premise. The more recent probes that NASA has sent to Jupiter and Saturn are the Voyager mission's children, she said. The spacecraft that is now on its way to look closer at Europa's ocean is its grandchild. That lineage is now endangered. But Dodd hopes that it will continue. She hopes that the Voyagers' great-grandchildren will fly faster, and one day streak by their ancestors out in interstellar space, on their way to other stars.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "Grounded."
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Lethal Force on a Frozen Street

Trump's immigration crackdown takes a dark turn in Minneapolis.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Aidan Perzana woke up to honking vehicles and looked out his window just as ICE officers surrounded an SUV. The 31-year-old data engineer told me he saw the officers moving to the side of the vehicle as the driver attempted to pull away. "There was not a thought in my mind that she was going to hit one of them," he said. "I was surprised to hear the gunshots."



Videos circulating on social media showed more of the confrontation. They start like so many of the chaotic clips from Chicago, Los Angeles, Charlotte, and other cities where President Donald Trump has ordered Border Patrol agents and ICE officers to ramp up arrests. Heavily armed federal agents in body armor and masks fill neighborhood streets and crowds gather; bystanders hold up cellphones; protesters blow whistles and honk car horns.



It's not clear how Renee Nicole Good's SUV ended up in the street between ICE vehicles--and many other details of what preceded the shooting remain unknown. In the video recordings, two ICE officers approach the 37-year-old's car, and one attempts to open her driver's-side door. She backs up and starts to pull away. It is in this sequence that controversy will undoubtedly flourish. A third officer, standing in front of the SUV, draws his weapon. As Good accelerates, one of the videos appears to show the vehicle clipping him. The officer shoots into her windshield and then at close range through the driver's-side window. Good's vehicle careens into a parked car.

Read: A deadly shooting in Minnesota

Nearly six years after the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis sparked riots and a movement for racial justice, today's shooting, in the same city, seems like the latest chapter in the still-unfolding backlash. Trump and his aides have spent the first year of his presidency demonstrating their willingness to use force against those who opposed his policies--whether at home or abroad. Federal agents carrying out Trump's immigration crackdown have appeared more and more jumpy, and quicker to point their weapons at protesters and cars. Trump has deployed border agents to cities deep within U.S. territory, and he has demanded that ICE officers boost their arrest and deportation numbers to levels they've never had to meet before. He has seemed to delight in every opportunity to escalate tensions between the federal forces he leads and some of the people he routinely casts as his enemies: blue-state and city leaders.



The shooting today orphaned Good's 6-year-old son, whose father died in 2023, The Minnesota Star Tribune reported. It also appeared destined to aggravate the nation's already-raw divisions over immigration enforcement. Jacob Frey, the Minneapolis mayor, erupted at ICE at a press conference hours after the shooting. "This was an agent recklessly using power that resulted in somebody dying," Frey said, telling ICE to "get the fuck out of Minneapolis."



Trump has ordered nearly 2,000 federal agents to Minnesota in recent weeks to make immigration arrests and hunt for cases of fraud involving immigrants. The investigations, which focus on Minneapolis's Somali community, have upended state politics, prompting Governor Tim Walz this week to scrap his plans to run for reelection.



Within hours of today's shooting, the FBI and Minnesota authorities announced a joint investigation. Former ICE officials and a few attorneys I spoke with said it was too early to say whether state officials will try to charge the ICE officer. They said such cases are rare when the incident involves an officer carrying out their federal duties. Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison, who is considered a possible candidate for governor, released a statement after the shooting, saying he would "continue to do everything in my power to oppose this brutality, ensure justice is served, and keep Minnesotans safe." But he made no mention of the state's role in the investigation, or of any possible criminal prosecution.



A 2023 DHS memo authorizes the use of deadly force on suspects who are fleeing if an officer "has a reasonable belief that the subject poses a significant risk of death or serious physical harm" to the officer or others. Under ICE's rules of engagement, officers are allowed to use force if they reasonably believe their lives are in immediate danger from a weapon, including a vehicle trying to strike them.



Administration officials immediately began attacking Good, though many of their statements were at odds with what the bystander videos showed. Department of Homeland Security officials labeled her a "domestic terrorist," and Trump said on social media that she "violently, willfully, and viciously ran over the ICE Officer" as she attempted to drive off. "The situation is being studied, in its entirety, but the reason these incidents are happening is because the Radical Left is threatening, assaulting, and targeting our Law Enforcement Officers and ICE Agents on a daily basis," he said.



Addressing reporters this evening in Minneapolis, DHS Secretary Kristi Noem said the officer who shot Good was an experienced ICE veteran who "followed his training" and acted in self-defense. She said he and other officers were being harassed by "agitators," including Good, who had been "stalking and impeding them." (In Minneapolis, as in other cities where ICE activity has surged, pro-immigrant activists often drive around honking and blowing whistles to create a kind of rolling community alarm system.) Noem said the officer had been struck and dragged by a vehicle during a previous incident over the summer. She said he was treated today at a hospital for unspecified injuries from Good's vehicle, then released.



Noem, in her remarks, made reference to the fury in Minneapolis after Floyd's killing in order to take a swipe at Walz and Frey. "This city has burned before. And your governor and your mayor let it happen," she said. "President Trump is not going to let that happen."



Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller



One veteran ICE official I asked about the video, who was not authorized to speak with reporters, told me that because the officer was in front of Good when she began to drive toward him, "it would be authorized if he reasonably believed he might be hit."



John Sandweg, an attorney who was acting ICE director during Barack Obama's first term, told me the videos raise "serious questions about the reasonableness of the shooting."



"As with every officer-involved shooting, but especially one like this, there has to be a comprehensive investigation," he said. "Of course, given the lack of any investigation, the DHS rush to judgment is incredibly irresponsible and only fosters more distrust between the public and ICE." That, he said, is ultimately "undermining the agency's effectiveness."



"I'm up for another round of fuck around and find out," the Border Patrol agent Charles Exum told his buddies in a group chat on October 5, the day after he shot Marimar Martinez five times as she drove on a Chicago street. Martinez, a U.S. citizen, survived the bullets. But she was arrested and charged with attempting to ram Exum's vehicle. DHS officials accused Martinez of trying to ambush agents conducting Trump's Chicago immigration crackdown, Operation Midway Blitz, calling her a "domestic terrorist."



Cellphone records and body-cam video began to puncture the government's claims in the weeks that followed, and in November the Department of Justice dropped the charges against Martinez and walked away from the case. But the Trump administration's combative approach to immigration enforcement continued unabated.



Read: The conquest of Chicago



Chris Parente, a former federal prosecutor in Chicago who defended Martinez, told me the group-chat messages among Border Patrol agents that became evidence in her case were "an inside look into the mentality of those people that are now patrolling the streets of Minneapolis and will continue to go into other communities across the country."



They are out of their element, asked to take on a mission for which they are ill-equipped. They are facing constant pressure from activists and protesters. And they're being given crude encouragement by their leaders to treat those protesters as threats to their lives.
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The Two Sides of America's Health Secretary

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has a very different approach to food than to vaccines.

by Nicholas Florko

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Since he was confirmed as Health and Human Services secretary early last year, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has previewed big changes to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans--the government's go-to guide on what to eat, and how much of it. Rewritten only every five years, the dietary guidelines are ubiquitous in American life: The food pyramid, launched in the 1990s, is a result of the document. The guidelines determine what millions of kids eat in school cafeterias every day.



Chief among those supposedly forthcoming changes that Kennedy has promised is a dramatic rethinking of how the United States deals with saturated fat. For decades, the dietary guidelines have recommended that people get no more than 10 percent of their daily calories from these fats because they increase bad cholesterol. But Kennedy is a saturated-fat evangelist. The HHS secretary, who has said that he follows a "carnivore diet," once famously prepared a Thanksgiving turkey by submerging the raw bird in a vat of beef tallow.



Surprisingly, the new guidelines, which were released earlier today, retain the exact same recommendation about saturated fat that Kennedy seems to loathe. During a press briefing, he declared that the guidelines "end the war on saturated fat." The guidelines do plug beef tallow as a "healthy fat" and say that Americans should get some of their protein from red meat. (The previous version says that a healthy diet includes "relatively lower consumption of red and processed meats.") But all of that is hardly a dramatic change in how Americans should approach saturated food.



What happened? Despite all of Kennedy's bluster, the revisions appear to be built much more around incremental change than around any all-out war on established health wisdom. Kennedy and his staff appear to understand that an embrace of saturated fat is controversial. "It was our goal for this report to not be 'activist'--and only make statements that are widely accepted by the latest nutritional research," Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me in a statement. "No universal nutrition recommendation will be agreed on by everyone in the nutrition research field--nor should it," he added. Indeed, there is little evidence to back up the adoption of an explicitly pro-fat diet. The American Heart Association, for example, recommends that fewer than 6 percent of daily calories come from saturated fat.



Overall, the new dietary guidelines focus on a much less controversial take-home message than "Make Frying Oil Tallow Again." The takeaway, as Kennedy put it in a post on X, is "EAT REAL FOOD." One of the biggest points of emphasis is on the importance of eating more protein--which already is a popular message among Americans. The release of the new guidelines was paired with a new inverted version of the food pyramid that's meant to stress that a healthy diet consists of a majority of fruits, vegetables, healthy fats, and proteins. Few people follow the dietary guidelines to a T, but those who actually want to keep their saturated-fat intake to a minimum while upping their protein consumption will have to look to leaner options, such as beans and tofu. The carnivore health secretary may have inadvertently encouraged more Americans to embrace the "soy boy" lifestyle.



For the first time, the guidelines explicitly recommend against eating ultra-processed foods, which they refer to as "highly processed foods." An accompanying scientific report that was released today notes that processed foods have been "consistently associated with increased risk" for a number of conditions, including type 2 diabetes and obesity. And the guidelines also take a particularly strong stance against added sugar. Both the 2020 and 2025 guidelines stress the need to limit added sugar, but the new guidelines add that "no amount of added sugars or non-nutritive sweeteners is recommended or considered part of a healthy or nutritious diet."



These new suggestions come with some controversy. Ultra-processed foods constitute a broad and amorphous category, as I've previously written, and whether recommending that people stay away from all ultra-processed foods is feasible or desirable remains to be seen. But the guidelines are largely being well received by major health and nutrition groups. The American Medical Association said in a statement that the guidelines "offer clear direction patients and physicians can use to improve health."

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-Grain Bread?

The average American won't necessarily change what they eat because of these new recommendations, but the guidelines do play a central role in determining what food can be served by a number of programs that provide food to millions of Americans. The lunch menus offered in schools, for example, legally must be "consistent with the goals" of the dietary guidelines. Kennedy has pledged to remove processed food from schools, and these new guidelines could pave the way for this to happen by giving the Trump administration justification for such a ban. That said, doing so would be hard, given the ubiquity of these foods and the limited resources that schools have to make all of their meals from scratch. Any such change would require formal regulation and could take years to finalize, and it's not actually Kennedy's call: The rules for school lunches are set by Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins.



Regardless of the challenges ahead, the release of the guidelines is a milestone in Kennedy's tenure as HHS secretary, and it's indicative of the way that he's approached food regulation generally. Kennedy came into office pledging radical reform, yet he has seemed content with small steps. Before taking office, for example, he implied that he thought a number of chemical additives in foods should be banned. But so far, he's settled for companies' promises that they will voluntarily phase out certain synthetic dyes over the course of several years.



The strategy marks a sharp departure from Kennedy's willingness to impose his own beliefs on another major priority area: vaccines. On that front, Kennedy initially pledged to be a moderate, although he has been anything but. Just this week, the CDC removed six shots from its list of recommended childhood vaccines--after Kennedy told Congress during his confirmation hearing that he would "support the CDC schedule." In other words, America's health policy seems like it's being led by two health secretaries with very different approaches.
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Does Congress Even Exist Anymore?

The fast fade of a co-equal branch of government

by Russell Berman, Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Representative Seth Moulton is a senior member of the House Armed Services Committee, but he learned about the U.S. military's middle-of-the-night capture of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro the same way many Americans did: A friend who saw the news on the internet texted him.

"That is not the way Congress is supposed to be notified of operations by the Department of Defense," Moulton, a Democrat from Massachusetts, told us wryly. Still, Moulton was surprised neither by the Trump administration's decision to attack Venezuela nor by the fact that it declined to give Congress a heads-up about the mission, much less seek its approval. A Marine who served four tours of duty in Iraq, Moulton had watched for months as the military stationed warships off Venezuela's coast, and he gave little credence to the insistence of senior administration officials, in classified briefings to lawmakers, that they were not planning to take out Maduro. "I know what it means to be a Marine, sitting on a ship off the coast, and you're not there to interdict boats or conduct a naval blockade," he said. "Those are ground troops. And so it was no mystery to me why they were there."

The president and his aides can lie to Congress with impunity, he argued, because the Republicans who run the House and Senate have shown they will do nothing about it. "This is the weakest Congress in American history," Moulton said, accusing Republican leaders of making a co-equal branch of the federal government "essentially fade away."

Moulton is running for a Senate seat, giving him even more reason than usual to criticize the GOP. But his views about Congress's self-diminishment are widely shared inside and outside the Capitol, and the facts are hard to dispute. In the first weeks after Donald Trump returned to the White House, top Republicans offered no protest as his administration flouted their constitutional authority over spending, shutting down agencies that Congress had authorized and funded. Now the same leaders are handing over Congress's power to authorize war-making without a fight. They've hardly made a peep over a military attack in which the administration cut out even the senior-most lawmakers, who are customarily informed about major operations.

Speaker Mike Johnson has praised the capture of Maduro and parroted the administration's argument that the mission amounted to a law-enforcement action rather than an act of war to oust a foreign leader. "We are not in a war in Venezuela," he told reporters today. "It is not a regime change. I want to emphasize that. It is a change of the actions of the regime." With rare exceptions, rank-and-file Republicans have offered similar support for the Venezuela mission. Some have joined Trump in denigrating Congress, echoing his assertion that congressional leaders couldn't be trusted with advance news about the operation. "Congress is a sieve," Representative Tim Burchett of Tennessee told us. "I'm glad that the president would forgo that formality."

Other Republicans compared the Maduro mission to President George H. W. Bush's unilateral 1989 invasion of Panama to depose Manuel Noriega and President Barack Obama's drone strikes on suspected terrorists in the Middle East. They also noted that the Biden administration put a $25 million bounty on Maduro's head. But as in so many other areas, Trump has pushed the boundary of executive power further than his predecessors. Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican, acknowledged that if Obama had, say, "bombed Israel and not told us about it," the GOP would want to hold him accountable. But he said Congress's role in this case was simply to listen to the administration's briefings about Venezuela. "I don't think any accountability is warranted here," Fine told us. "I think the president did the right thing."

For a moment last fall, Congress showed some life. A group of Republicans joined Democrats to force the passage of legislation requiring the Justice Department to release its files on the convicted sex predator Jeffrey Epstein, defying an aggressive push by both Trump and Johnson to kill the proposal. Similar bottom-up efforts have gained steam, including a bill that would extend health-insurance subsidies that expired last year. Democratic Representative Ro Khanna of California, an author of the Epstein bill, told us the legislation "changed the entire game. It's opened up a floodgate of Republicans willing to stand up to the president."

Still, the administration isn't exactly demonstrating renewed deference to Congress. In addition to ignoring (and, according to Democrats, deliberately misleading) lawmakers on the Maduro operation, the administration has released only a small fraction of the required Epstein files, and those have come with heavy redactions. And the floodgates of Trump criticism end, apparently, at foreign and military policy--an area where, Khanna acknowledged, Congress has been abdicating its responsibility for decades: "I've unfortunately not seen enough of a reaction against these strikes."

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away' 

Khanna's Republican partner on the Epstein bill, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, has sharply criticized the Venezuela attack. But other Republicans have returned to the president's side. "He's doing the right thing to keep America safe," Representative Nancy Mace of South Carolina, a Republican backer of forcing a vote on the Epstein legislation, told us. She didn't fault Trump for the lack of a congressional heads-up, saying it would have been "a recipe for disaster because members of Congress just can't be trusted."

Beyond the GOP's acquiescence, Khanna and Moulton have also been frustrated by the lack of a unified and unequivocal Democratic condemnation of the Venezuela attack. The House and Senate Democratic leaders, Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer, began their initial statements by noting how detestable Maduro is before shifting to criticism of the Trump administration for acting unilaterally to take him out. That kind of throat clearing, Moulton said, took some of the sting out of their response. Democrats, he told us, need to stick to "the blunt truth, which is that this is insane, utterly insane."

In the Senate, Democrats are hoping that at least four Republicans will join them in passing a War Powers Resolution to bar the president from taking further military action in Venezuela without congressional approval. Its author, Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, told reporters that it was time for Congress to "get its ass off the couch" and reassert its war-making powers. At least one Trump ally, Judiciary Committee Chair Chuck Grassley of Iowa, took issue with the administration's claim that the Maduro mission was a law-enforcement operation. He released a statement with the panel's top Democrat, Senator Dick Durbin of Illinois, saying that if that was the case, it was "unacceptable" for the administration to exclude the committee that oversees the Justice Department from its classified briefings.

Over the weekend, it looked like another Trump ally, Senator Mike Lee of Utah, might break ranks over the Maduro operation. "I look forward to learning what, if anything, might constitutionally justify this action in the absence of a declaration of war or authorization for the use of military force," Lee posted on X before dawn on Saturday, briefly returning to his pre-Trump roots as a separation-of-powers hawk. Within two hours, however, Secretary of State Marco Rubio had brought his former Senate colleague back into the fold. By Saturday evening, Lee was reposting memes of Rubio dressed as a saint and a Latin American warlord.

A few Republicans have sought something of a middle ground, backing the Venezuela attack while arguing that Congress should have a say in what happens next. "From here on out, Congress needs to play a central role," Representative Kevin Kiley of California told us.

Moulton sees little chance of that happening--at least as long as the Republicans in charge remain subservient to Trump. "At this point," he lamented, "Trump could kill these Republicans' kids, and they'd tell him it was a great job."
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A Deadly Shooting in Minnesota

A federal immigration agent's killing of a woman driving an SUV fits into a tragic pattern.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




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

When a federal immigration agent shot and killed a woman in Minneapolis today, the details were fresh but the story was familiar. Once again, a law-enforcement officer had fired into a moving vehicle, even though experts on use of force, and many agencies' rules, prohibit or discourage the practice as dangerous and ineffective.

The facts of the Minneapolis shooting are still emerging, but bystander videos and eyewitness accounts provide some sense of what happened. Federal agents are in Minnesota as part of an enforcement push as the Trump administration focuses on welfare fraud among Somali immigrants in the state. Video shows bystanders watching (and heckling) federal agents. A truck with flashing lights pulls up; the driver and a second agent jump out and rapidly approach a burgundy SUV blocking the road, and the driver appears to tell a woman to get out of her car. The SUV reverses briefly, then starts to move forward. A third officer then fires several shots. The car veers away before crashing.

According to a witness who spoke to The Minnesota Star Tribune, a doctor at the scene attempted to help the woman who was shot, but was kept away by federal agents. When an ambulance finally arrived, it was blocked from reaching her by law-enforcement vehicles, and paramedics had to reach her on foot. The woman has died.

An initial statement by Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security, appeared to be false in most of its key details, including claiming that "violent rioters" were at the scene and alleging that the driver had "weaponized her vehicle, attempting to run over our law enforcement officers in an attempt to kill them." The available footage suggests that the driver may instead have been trying to flee. Many DHS claims about incidents between civilians and agents have been misleading or plainly false, and the Trump administration has sought spurious charges against anti-ICE protesters.

Residents and local officials reacted with outrage. An emotional Mayor Jacob Frey blasted the federal operation at a press conference. "To ICE--get the fuck out of Minneapolis," he said. "We do not want you here. Your stated reason for being in this city is to create some kind of safety and you are doing exactly the opposite."

Firing at a car like this is problematic as a matter of both law and practice. Under a 1985 Supreme Court ruling, police aren't permitted to open fire on someone who is fleeing unless that person presents a serious danger to the officer or others. Justice Byron White wrote that "it is no doubt unfortunate when a suspect who is in sight escapes," but "it is not better that all felony suspects die than that they escape." (The driver in question here was not clearly under arrest, much less a felony suspect.) Prosecuting police who open fire is challenging, though, because prosecutors and juries tend to grant wide deference to officers who say they feared that they or others were in peril.

Shooting into moving cars is often a bad idea, though, even when it might be legally justified. Officers who fear they are in danger often miss their target--sometimes harmlessly, sometimes striking bystanders or other officers. "If you actually hit the driver and are successful, now you've got an unguided missile," Geoffrey Alpert, a professor at the University of South Carolina and an expert on police use of force, told me in 2021. "It's just as likely if you shoot someone that a foot's going to go on the gas as on the brake." In this case, photos suggested that the SUV struck another car after its driver was shot.

Because of this, many departments advise against opening fire on moving vehicles. Following a 1972 shooting, the New York Police Department adopted a policy that banned officers from shooting from or at moving vehicles unless the person in the vehicle was using or threatening deadly force, which did not include the vehicle itself. Many other agencies have since followed suit, and guidelines recommended by police organizations tend to concur.

Nonetheless, shootings at moving vehicles continue to happen frequently. Violations of departmental rules may draw internal discipline, but they're not enforceable as a matter of law. Many officers subscribe to the idea that they're better safe than sorry--or, as an expression goes, that it's "better to be tried by 12 men than carried by six" pallbearers.

Experts also point to poor training as a common reason for these shootings. Though the identity and experience of the officer who opened fire today are not yet known, it should be one area of focus. As ICE and other border agencies scramble to add staff and to reach huge deportation quotas set by the White House, they have lowered standards and shortened training in the hopes of getting agents on the streets sooner--but untrained officers are more likely to make mistakes.

Tense relationships between state and local governments and the federal government will complicate the investigation into this shooting, which the FBI will reportedly lead in conjunction with the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension.

Governor Tim Walz, a Democrat, today accused DHS of "propaganda" and promised "accountability and justice." Officers who kill civilians are seldom charged with crimes, and when charges are brought, officers are often acquitted, but Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison has shown a willingness to prosecute officers for violence, including securing the convictions of four Minneapolis police officers in the murder of George Floyd. A successful prosecution here might be even trickier.
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Hires Adam Harris to Host New Weekly Video Podcast

Harris was previously a staff writer covering education.

Wed, 07 Jan 2026


Adam Harris



The Atlantic is announcing that Adam Harris is returning to staff to host and develop a new weekly video podcast, which will be the third recent video podcast from The Atlantic. Adam was a staff writer at The Atlantic for six years covering higher education and national politics, and remained a contributing writer when he joined New America in 2024 as a senior fellow with the Education Policy program.
 
 The forthcoming show follows the 2025 launches of the video podcasts Galaxy Brain and The David Frum Show. Coming Friday is the third season of Autocracy in America, and last year, The Atlantic released How to Age Up, part of the long-running How To franchise, and No Easy Fix, a three-part Radio Atlantic series, which was named one of Apple Podcasts' 10 best shows of 2025.
 
 Adam is the author of The State Must Provide, released in 2021. He is currently working on his second book, Is This America?, a history of the South's role in politics and how the region shapes us as a nation--but not always in the ways we assume it does. He was previously a reporter at The Chronicle of Higher Education, focusing on federal education policy and historically Black colleges.
 
 Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Will Gottsegen, Henry Grabar, Jonathan Lemire, Lily Meyer, Luis Parrales, Alex Reisner, Judith Shulevitz, Simon Shuster, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Adam Kirsch, Michael Leibel, Chris Suellentrop, and Katie Zezima.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Trump Has No Plan for Venezuela

David Rothkopf on how the Trump administration's contempt toward planning all but ensures a mess in Venezuela. Plus: Donald Trump's predatory worldview and Rudyard Kipling's "Recessional."

by David Frum

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses the American seizure of Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro and President Donald Trump's deeply flawed thinking about Venezuelan oil. David argues that Trump's worldview of exploitation and predation is likely to doom his ambitions in Venezuela rather than secure them.

David is then joined by the national-security analyst David Rothkopf to examine the U.S. military operation in Venezuela and the Trump administration's alarming lack of a coherent plan for what comes next. Rothkopf explores what it means for a president to sideline or altogether ignore the National Security Council before launching a major military action. Together, Rothkopf and Frum speculate about possible outcomes of the Maduro operation that Trump appears not to have considered.

Finally, David closes with his thoughts on Rudyard Kipling's "Recessional" and the poem's warning about national boasting, overreach, and the perils of collective foolishness.

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 today will be David Rothkopf: broadcaster, businessman, journalist, author, but for our purposes today, the preeminent historian of the National Security Council and the foreign-policy process in the United States, author of the 2005 book Running the World, a history of the creation and development of the National Security Council. And we'll be talking about the breakdown of that kind of judicious, careful guiding of American policy under Donald Trump, the emergence instead of a kind of clown show of whim and unpredictability and not thinking things through that is responsible for whatever it is that the United States is doing in Venezuela and for so much that the United States is doing around the world.

My book this week will not be a full book; it will just be a single poem. The poem is "Recessional," by Rudyard Kipling, and I'll be discussing it after the discussion with David Rothkopf. I hope you'll stay to join.

But before getting to the dialogue and the poem, some opening thoughts about the dramatic events of this week. The United States finds itself having committed some kind of military operation in Venezuela. Exactly what has been done and why and to what end remains extremely murky--many, many stories are being told. But the president has given us an insight into his own particular thinking, and although it seems almost unbelievable that a person could think in such a way, we need to take it seriously because this is the president of the United States, and probably, what is in his mind actually drove this much more than any of the better or more rational reasons we're hearing from more subordinate people in his administration.

Donald Trump seized the dictator of Venezuela, Nicolas Maduro, is now flying him to New York to stand, apparently, trial because he has an idea that the United States can take the oil of Venezuela--notionally, the largest oil reserves in the world, although there's a lot of question marks and doubts about how big those oil reserves really are, but he thinks that the United States can seize them and enrich itself. This has been a consistent theme of Donald Trump's. His big criticism of the Iraq War, led by President George W. Bush, was that the United States failed to take Iraq's oil, and now he seeks to correct that mistake by starting some kind of conflict, maybe war, with Venezuela in order to seize Venezuela's oil.

It's a reminder that while, Donald Trump is often advertised as a great business leader--people who liked him in 2016 said often, and even later, people said sometimes, he thinks like a businessman--Donald Trump does not think like a businessman. Donald Trump thinks like a Marxist. Donald Trump thinks that wealth is something that exists, that is the product of exploitation, and that it can easily be seized and redistributed by one person to another. And this is a false way of thinking, in my opinion, but it's especially false when applied to natural resources and to oil.

There is nothing less natural than a natural resource, and especially not oil. Oil is the product of human investment, human knowledge, human labor, and all of those things have to be paid for, regardless of who is the sovereign over the territory and whether the oil is found. And Donald Trump's idea, I mean, it's factually wrong. However big the oil reserves are--and, again, don't believe the headline, because a lot of that is hype--but however big the oil reserves are, everyone agrees: Venezuela's oil sector is in terrible shape. It will take an enormous amount of investment to bring oil back onto line--and not just in the oil wells. You are going to need roads and pipelines to the places where the oil is found. You are going to need tankers to take the oil away. You're going to need an electrical power grid in order to power the machines that run the oil extraction. You're going to need all the human apparatus: You're going to need schools because the workers have to be trained. You're going to need courts because there are going to be disputes. Who is going to take a dispute about Venezuelan oil to a judge picked by the Maduro regime? There's gotta be an apparatus of honest law enforcement, honest conflict resolution. There's going to need to be proper internet; how is that to be developed? All of this will cost an enormous amount of money.

And after the investment is made, it has to earn a return, as we discuss with David Rothkopf today. The price of oil today, as I record this at the beginning of January, is in the high $50-a-barrel range. That's a price at which many people in the oil business are barely breaking even. The United States is the largest producer of oil on Earth. It's the largest producer of natural gas on Earth. It's the largest exporter of natural gas on Earth. But it is a relatively high-cost producer, and at $58 or whatever it is, the number as I speak, many American producers find it difficult to break even, certainly to make a profit, a return on their investment. The idea that they would agree that the United States suffers from this terrible shortage of oil and we need to go around the world stealing and robbing in order to get more of it will strike a lot of them as far-fetched, that they must be taxed to pay for the cost of a military occupation in foreign aid.

But even after the oil is produced in Venezuela--should that happen, in the unlikely event--the United States can't just appropriate it to itself. That oil has to meet other needs. Just one example: Venezuela is one of the largest sovereign debtors on Earth. That money is owed to many people, to Americans and Europeans who had their assets confiscated by the regime. But it has a big debt to China as well, measured in the billions of dollars. Is the United States, as the new imperial overlord of Venezuela, planning to default on all of those debts, some of them? And if it's going to pay them, that's going to have the first claim on this oil wealth that Donald Trump proposes to develop in Venezuela at God knows whose expense.

Donald Trump thinks of capitalism as the way its worst critics do, as a system of exploitation and predation and seizure and confiscation and redistribution, when, actually, what you would like to see any American president think--and maybe especially a Republican president--is to understand that markets are systems of cooperation. Markets are a system to entice people to part with their savings, to entrust their savings to some productive purpose, in hope of earning a return, of directing savings to their best and highest use, of finding ways to reduce costs and increase revenues through the application of human know-how to technical problems. This is what the free-market system in which we think we believe, in which I believe, should stand for.

But Donald Trump thinks, like its worst critics, that capitalism is about robbery. And rather than refute that argument, or rather than saying that's an argument against capitalism, the way the socialists do, Since it's a system of robbery, therefore, let's try something else, he says, Since it's a system of robbery, let us use the mighty armed forces of the United States, paid for by the taxes of the American people, to go around the planet robbing people so that I can deliver some windfall to the people who have paid for a breakfast table at Mar-a-Lago and have put poison in my ear about who I should rob first and who I should rob next.

As I say, it's going to fail because the problem with this way of thinking is not just that it's invidious, not just that it's demeaning, not just that it belittles the extraordinary achievements of the free-market system that has made the wealth of the United States and the developed world together. It's also false. It's also just not going to work. The United States is on its way either to finding that it's achieved nothing in Venezuela--and that may be not one of the worst outcomes. It's kidnapped somebody, put him on trial. He's a bad guy; maybe he deserves it. Maybe he'll be convicted, maybe not. But anyway, no question he's done a lot of bad things, and he oughta be held to account for them; that's fine. But if they're going to transform Venezuela, that is a big undertaking and one that the Venezuelans are going to have a large voice in, whether it succeeds or not, whether it's received peacefully or not. It's their country; they get a voice in what happens there. And when people are denied a voice, they can resist, and they will resist, often, with violence. That's been the story of many imperial adventures all over the world, American and other peoples as well.

We need to have a better way of thinking about how wealth is produced and how energy wealth is produced than we are offered by the United States government. It just seems that we are being led by people who are, at best, childish and, at worst, robberlike in their attitude toward the economy, toward the planet. The United States is not a nation of robbers; it's a nation of cooperators. It's a nation that exports ideas of freedom; it doesn't steal other people's wealth and import it to the United States. There's no shortage of wealth in this country. It's the richest country ever in the history of the world. It doesn't need to take somebody else's portion that oughta be somebody else's endowment, someone else's heritage to build their wealth, and take it for Americans. If it would work, it would be a shame, and it's not going to work.

And now my dialogue with David Rothkopf.

[Music]

Frum: David Rothkopf is a man of so many accomplishments that it is impossible to do justice to them all, yet potentially stingy to select only a few. But at the risk of being stingy, let me hit some highlights. David is the host of the Deep State Radio podcast, which has developed into a network of related programming on the [DSR] Network, of which he is the founder. He is the author of more than 1,000 articles, which appear these days most often at the Daily Beast. He was a managing director at Kissinger Associates, the consulting firm, and then founded a consulting firm of his own. He served in the Commerce Department of the Clinton administration, promoting international trade and commerce. He is the author of the book that inspired this discussion, Running the World: The Inside Story of the National Security Council and the Architects of American Power, published in 2005--in my opinion, the definitive history of the development of the central bureaucracy of national-security decision-making. He's superbly qualified to discuss the topic of our program today, which is: Why is the Trump foreign-policy process such a clown show? And fittingly, as a man of the world, he is speaking to us from Paris.

So, David, let me set a stage for you and draw on your deep knowledge of the National Security Council and its history. The United States has undertaken this military operation in Venezuela. It has seized the former dictator and sent him to New York, where he will, apparently, stand trial, and a series of explanations are being offered for this action, which are pretty hysterically contradictory: that this is being fought to do justice; to curb drugs, to stop illegal immigration; to restore democracy to Venezuela, although we're leaving the dictatorship regime intact; that it's about oil.

An ominous possibility occurs to me that the reason there's so many different explanations is not just that this administration doesn't tell the truth--although they don't--but actually, they never sorted out why they're doing what they're doing, because they've broken the mechanism for doing that, which is the National Security Council.

And last point: Trump appointed a national security adviser at the beginning of his administration, Michael Waltz. Waltz was separated from--Trump says it was a promotion--in May 2025, he was sent over to the United Nations. Supposedly, the job is being done by Secretary of State Marco Rubio, but that means, probably, no one's doing the job at all.

So tell us a little bit about what the National Security Council is supposed to do and why it seems to be malfunctioning in this administration.

David Rothkopf: Well, the National Security Council has two main purposes. One is policy development, policy coordination, and the other is overseeing policy implementation. It's been referred to in the past as the "policy hill." You get all the agencies of the United States government working together to make some recommendations to a president, the president evaluates the recommendations, and then, when the president makes a decision about how to act, the same agencies use the same mechanisms to ensure that the implementation is consistent both with the president's desires and the proposals, as they've been laid out.

Problem here is Donald Trump doesn't really want recommendations. He doesn't like expert perspectives. He doesn't listen to expert perspectives. And, frankly, he doesn't really want any filtering between his direction and the implementation of his guidance. And so the NSC, which has grown over the years from a smallish group in the Eisenhower and the Kennedy administration to, in the last couple administrations, an agency that was several hundred people in size, it's now shrunk back down to 30 or 40 professionals, the size it was under Henry Kissinger in the '70s. And, frankly, as you say, there's nobody running it, really. The experts aren't actually being listened to. And it's kind of like the appendix--it's a vestigial organ that is primarily there because it existed in prior administrations.

Frum: So it's obviously confusing and a little suspicious when an administration can't explain why it's done a military action, which may have large consequences. But explain how it would be actually harmful to the interests of the United States that we don't know whether this is about bringing an alleged malefactor to justice, whether it's about curbing drug trafficking, whether it's about curbing illegal immigration, whether it's about bringing Venezuelan oil back to market, whether it's about restoring Venezuelan democracy, or whether it's about keeping the Maduro system intact but without Maduro at the top. Why does it matter that we don't know what we're doing and why?

Rothkopf: (Laughs.) Other than the fact on its face that if we don't know what we're doing, it could produce a problem; if we don't have objectives, it produces a problem. But look, in a good advisory process, you're gonna have people telling you things that may be salient, right, like it would be illegal to arrest Maduro. It would be illegal to invade Venezuela. It would be illegal to seize the oil assets of Venezuela. The oil assets of Venezuela will take many, many billions of dollars to restore to any kind of productivity. Although Venezuela has the largest oil reserves in the world, the oil that the country produces, a lot of that oil, is a dirtier kind of sulfuric oil that costs more to produce. That the United States didn't really have the claims to that oil that the president asserted that we did. That, while we might get Maduro out, there are many factions in Venezuela who would press back against Trump, whether they do it immediately or they do it more slowly--there is the faction that was elected in the last election, including the Nobel [Peace] Prize winner [Maria Corina] Machado, who Trump apparently did not want to take over the country, because she had the audacity not to refuse the prize and step aside in favor of him getting it. But it's not just the political factions even within Maduro's own party. It's not really clear that the army is lined up alongside the former vice president. The former vice president has some strange ties to Russia, which we're not quite sure of. We're not sure what the Russians will do. We're not sure what the Iranians, who have close ties, will do, etc., etc., etc.

And so these are the kind of things that a president who is concerned about the long-term success of an operation might wanna know about and that Trump has just sort of swept aside, and even in the past 48 hours, every single one of these things has manifested itself as a potential problem for what comes next in this operation.

Frum: Well, you allude to one, which is the most obvious pressing problem, the biggest one, which is: Trump has this fantasy that he's somehow going to save money by stealing other people's oil, with no idea that, first, stealing is not a route to wealth and riches, and this oil is going to be very, very expensive. And by the way, it's Venezuela's oil, so if they do succeed with not billions, but hundreds of billions of dollars of investment, because you have to invest not just in the oil wells, but in the roads, in the electrical system to supply the power to get the oil out of the ground--it's a big, big investment; that has to come from somewhere--Venezuela already has a giant sovereign debt.

So they haven't thought any of these things through. And as you say, one of the things that may happen is, they've brought Maduro in front of an American court; it's not clear that he won't be able to come up with defenses in front of an American court. What happens if he's acquitted? Has anybody thought about that?

Rothkopf: Well, I don't know that they have thought about it, and of course, there are a lot of reasons that he might be acquitted. The court might say it doesn't have jurisdiction. The court might say he was illegally kidnapped from the country. The court might take issue with some of the points in the indictment. Part of the case against Maduro is that he's the head of a so-called or alleged cartel called the Cartel de los Soles, which isn't actually a cartel; it doesn't actually exist. It's a little like antifa. It's kind of a zip code for a bunch of alleged bad actors. Who knows how well the case has been put together. We've seen a lot of cases put together by the Trump Justice Department falling apart because they've been mishandled from a legal perspective.

So that could happen, but just to go back to your other point, there are stories now coming out that oil companies are a little reluctant to go in and take on the task of the spending of the tens or hundreds of billions of dollars it's gonna take to restore the Venezuelan oil industry. There are a lot of reasons for that. One is that hundreds of billions of dollars is a lot of money, but another is there's no assurance that the next government of Venezuela is not gonna come in and say, This stuff was illegally seized; we want it back, and that you could go and spend hundreds of billions of dollars, and the day after you're finished, the Venezuelan government go, It's not yours anymore, buddy, and they'd have a pretty good case.

Frum: Well, there's another, which is oil is trading right now at approximately $58 a barrel. And if you're an oil company, say, the price is low right now; I'm barely breaking even. If I have a hundred billion dollars to invest, I'm not sure I want to invest my money in oil. And if I'm going to invest my money in oil anywhere, I'm going to invest it in the United States or Canada, where it's safe. And with the United States being the largest oil producer in the world, North America producing 28 percent of the world's oil supply, why wouldn't you say, Let's just spend a small amount of money and put it in Texas and all go to stay in nice hotels in Houston, rather than the Orinoco jungle? (Laughs.)

Rothkopf: Right, but also particularly if that jungle's filled with guerillas or other people who are saying, This isn't your oil, and they're blowing up things along the way. But think about how this is gonna sit with Trump's friends in the Gulf or Trump's friends in Russia, who are all in the oil business, and if he comes and brings this oil onstream, and the price of oil goes down further and further, and they get further and further away from their break-even point, it's gonna be bad news for them.

And also, does Trump wanna enter into OPEC? (Laughs.) Is that the future for U.S. energy policy? Whatever Trump may be doing, the rest of the world has come to the conclusion that alternative forms of energy are cleaner and safer and also cheaper, and so he may wanna perform mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on the fossil-fuel sector, but he may not be able to pull that off either.

Frum: Okay, so you identified some problems here, and this is what interagency processes exist to do--and not always to say no, but just to say, Mr. President, have you thought about your scheme to steal oil? None of us, of course, will criticize that because you are the president, but it may turn out to be a money loser. Your scheme to seize and abduct this bad actor in Venezuela--we all agree he's a bad actor--and bring him to trial in New York: He might be convicted; he might sue you afterwards if he is acquitted. (Laughs.) There might be a lawsuit from the Maduro family about unjust detention. Have you thought about that? Have you thought about thing X, Y, and zed? There's a process to think about that, and that's the thing that's broken, that we're missing.

The United States has tried, at various points in the past, to do without a national security adviser--most famously, Henry Kissinger, like Marco Rubio, was simultaneously secretary of state and national security adviser at the same time. Tell us a little bit about how the Henry Kissinger experiment worked or didn't work, bearing in mind that it's Henry Kissinger, a person of extraordinary talent.

Rothkopf: Well, but Henry Kissinger was an active adviser who sought to be the primus inter pares among the advisers, as opposed to a president who doesn't wanna listen to any advisers. But Kissinger did this power play, so he ran the NSC and the State Department at the same time--

Frum: What years were those?

Rothkopf: It was during the Nixon and the beginning of the Ford administration. And I spoke to Ford in doing one of my books, and he said the single most important thing he did was to put Brent Scowcroft in charge of the National Security Council and break the job up so that it was not all Henry Kissinger.

And that goes to one of the core points, right? When you have advisers, you wanna have multiple points of view; Kissinger wanted the president to have one point of view. And Ford wanted a little bit more fair play among his advisers, and Scowcroft, the only man to serve as national security adviser twice, had a big advantage in that he was seen as--the term of art that has emerged--as an "honest broker," right? He was seen as the guy who would present all the viewpoints of the Cabinet to the president so the president could fairly decide among them. And of course, Scowcroft did this then again for George H. W. Bush and was seen as the model for doing it right, precisely because he had lived through the period when it was being done wrong.

Frum: Well, Scowcroft, an Air Force general, career military, was an intensely self-effacing man but who had a great ability to develop intimate relationships with the presidents he served, relationships of trust. But what happened--and correct me if I have this wrong--Kissinger was doing both jobs. He was a national security adviser, first and foremost, who also happened to occupy the State Department, a bureaucracy he disliked and distrusted, and he was trying to neutralize the State Department so they didn't get in the way of his National Security Council. That was his main job.

What seems to be happening with Rubio, who is both secretary of state and, theoretically, national security adviser, is he's just being secretary of state and no one's being national security adviser, because the deal that seems to have been struck in, at least based on what I read in the funny papers, is that Rubio gets to run Latin American policy and some other things as well. Trump is running Russia and Ukraine policy himself, with the aid of some people--Steve Witkoff and other people. And so the deal for Rubio's power is, if he agrees to accept that he's in charge only of part of the world, he can be both secretary of state and not have to worry there's some national security adviser who's going to circumvent him. But there isn't someone doing that job of bringing everything in front of the president, including such basics as Maduro might be acquitted.

Rothkopf: There are a few things I would take issue with in the characterization. First of all--

Frum: Go ahead.

Rothkopf: --Kissinger was attracted to the prestige of the office of secretary of state, moved his office over to the State Department, had some of his closest aides doing the work for him in the State Department. He was trying to negate voices that contradicted his voice, but he later would complain that by moving his office out of the West Wing primarily--or some of the time out of the West Wing--that diminished his influence. And he famously said to me that, in the policy world, like in real estate, what matters most is location, location, location, and being down the hall from the president mattered a lot.

Rubio's deal is, technically, as you describe it, except in reality, what's emerged is this: Witkoff is the secretary of state for Ukraine and Russia. Witkoff is the secretary of state for the Middle East. China policy is now being run by, of all people, Stephen Miller, who is the deputy White House chief of staff for domestic affairs but also happened to be lurking in the background during the press conference we saw on Saturday and has an oversized role in the administration.

And I think it's important to remember that, even with this division of the world--and, by the way, Rubio's also the head of USAID and the archivist of the United States, by the way, just to throw that into his portfolio--but Trump doesn't take anybody's advice. And so, even in this case, it is being reported that, in the wake of this carefully planned military operation on Saturday, Trump walked out, said, We're gonna run Venezuela. And then somebody said, Well, who? And he said, Well, these people up here on the stage. And Rubio has spent the past couple of days backing off of that because there was no plan to run Venezuela. This was the president improvising. And there still is no plan to run Venezuela. Rubio's trying to say, Well, the way that we're gonna do it is that we have influence, and we can stop oil flows, and the military will threaten them, and that's how we are going to exert our power. But of course, that's not how you run a country.

Even in the past when the United States has gone in on oil wars or trying to do nation-building, we've had a terrible track record even when it was extremely well planned. And in this particular case, they are just riffing, making stuff up, and mostly kind of cleaning up on Aisle Trump. Trump will say something, and these people then have to scramble behind him to clean up the mess.

Frum: Well, there are millions of refugees, or exiles, from Venezuela, many of them in Colombia, other Latin American countries, some in the United States. Not only Americans, but many of Venezuela's neighbors would like to see those people go home. Many of those people would like to go home. They're needed at home. What's the plan to get petroleum engineers back to Venezuela to help their country?

Rothkopf: On the one end, Trump has said in the past day, Well, I've talked to the oil companies. They're eager to do it. We're gonna leave it to our great American oil companies to handle that. Of course, the oil companies have a different story. A part of the problem goes back to what you're talking about is the core issue here, which is: Trump has one reason for doing what he is doing, which is oil. Rubio has another reason for doing what he's doing, which is sort of he's from a Cuban American family; he's got a long-standing bone to pick with Cuba. He certainly wanted to go after Venezuela 'cause of its ties to Cuba. Of the scores of people who were killed in this operation, by the way, a bunch of them were Cuban military. Taking the oil away from Cuba, the revenue that goes through Venezuela away from Cuba, could put pressure on Cuba. So Rubio has a slightly different agenda. Obviously, the Justice Department and the people involved in drug interdiction have another agenda. Stephen Miller and the people involved in refugees and immigration have yet another agenda. And none of that stuff is being coordinated, and none of the conflicts are being worked out.

If I may, one additional thing: In the course of the presidential press conference on Saturday, or the past 48 hours, the president and his aides have also sequentially threatened the president of Colombia, who Trump said needs to "watch his ass"; the president of Mexico, who Trump said did not control Mexico, and he was gonna have to go after the cartels; the government of Cuba, which Rubio said he'd be worried if he was in the government of Cuba; and the government of Denmark and all of NATO because Trump said, Yeah, we need Greenland, and we're going after Greenland.

And so yet another set of issues that you might get discussed in a normal policy process is: Well, what happens if it's not just one illegal takeover and the chaos that causes, the unintended consequences? What if it's four? What happens with all of that as your alliances are blowing up, and the price of oil is blowing up, and drug cartels are waging war against the U.S. government, and so on and so forth. So they are unleashing a lot of problems out of the Venezuelan Pandora's box, and nobody has thought through what the consequences may be.

Frum: Well, one of the things that you would think in a policy process would happen is somebody would say to President Trump, It's true that the present president of Colombia is an unhelpful person, and many people in Colombia would head the queue to say it. But he is leaving power in 2026. Colombia has been a longtime, very faithful security partner of the United States against both drugs and terrorism. There's probably, after May of 2026, going to be a Colombian president much more willing to cooperate with the United States. That's where the largest group of Venezuelan exiles are. If you can just keep your mouth shut until May, Colombia's going to be a, potentially, extremely crucial partner. And when you say things like, Our American oil companies are going to solve the oil problem in Venezuela, first, that's a fantasy. But second, everyone else will say, I guess that means your European Union allies are off the hook for any reconstruction expenses--because Trump, with his predatory attitude, thinks he's gonna steal a lot of money. In fact, Venezuela, should there be a true regime change, not just a swap of one dictator for another, but a true transition to something democratic, Venezuela's going to need a lot of help. And maybe down the road at some point, they will be self-sufficient because of oil, if the world is still using oil in the 2030s and 2040s. By [in] the 2020s, they are going to have needs, and is the United States signing up to meet all of those needs? Because if you exclude your partners, you're also saying the bill falls entirely on the American taxpayer.

Rothkopf: Yeah, and, again, geopolitics is about knock-on effects, right? Fiona Hill, six years ago or seven years ago now, talked about how there was a perception in the Russian government that maybe a swap could be done where Russia could get Ukraine and the United States could have Venezuela. And there are going to be connections between whatever America's Venezuela policy is and whatever might happen in Ukraine on several levels, and one of them is if the U.S. is involved in a big rebuilding effort here, which might happen, how much can we spend on a big rebuilding effort in Ukraine?

If we wanna have our way in this hemisphere, how much leeway are we gonna give the Russians or, parenthetically, the Chinese for having their way in this hemisphere? If we decide we're gonna take Greenland as part of this whole thing, and we alienate all of NATO, which we are trying to have bear the burden of the issues in Ukraine, what is the consequence of all of that gonna be? And so on, and so on, and so on.

And by the way, if you go after the Colombians and you go after others in Latin America and you trigger, among at least some of the countries of Latin America, a desire to move together and counterbalance the United States, what happens when they say to the Chinese, You know something. We'd rather deal with you. We're gonna sanction the U.S.? China's already the No. 1 investment partner and the No. 1 trading partner of almost every country in the Americas, South America. What happens when they open the door more to China? We've seen that in a country--and I'd be interested, frankly, in what you have to say about this, that you've written better about than a lot of the people out there and almost anybody out there--and that is another of the countries mentioned in the past 48 hours by Trump: Mexico.

Trump has said some really outrageous stuff about Mexico and saying that President [Claudia] Sheinbaum [Pardo] is not actually in charge of Mexico; the cartels are in charge of it, and he's gonna have to go in and clean up the cartels--well, Mexico's one of our top trading partners, top trading partner of China, deeply involved in all the immigration issues we have to deal with, has a lot of other issues with the U.S. What happens if he alienates one of our closest partners in the world, not to mention your native Canada?

Frum: Yeah. Well, the Mexico part worries me a lot. It's not wrong that there are large parts of Mexican territory where the authority of the Mexican state does not govern and where cartels are in charge. That is an enormous problem. That's not something to use as an argument. That's something that both countries should be very, very worried about. And Claudia Sheinbaum, although she comes from the Mexican far left and comes from an anti-American ideological tradition, has, in fact, worked with the Trump administration to an almost politically self-endangering degree. Her approach to Trump has been total appeasement. And the United States is flying drones over Mexico, which they originally did, I think, without Mexican knowledge or permission; they got the knowledge or permission after the fact. The drones are supposedly unarmed, but who knows whether that's true. And there are a lot of people in the Trump administration who wanna--including Stephen Miller, whom you mentioned, and the vice president, who are on record as calling for American unilateral military strikes inside Mexico, with or without the consent and knowledge of the Mexican authorities.

The danger here is that you collapse the Mexican state because--

Rothkopf: Well, it's also not the first time that Trump's done this. And Trump, during the last Trump administration, floated the idea of shooting at Mexico, launching missiles at Mexico. And it took the secretary of defense at the time, the head of Homeland Security at the time to say, No, Mr. President, you can't actually attack Mexico, but he doesn't have people who will say that to him this time. And that's what makes this pretty scary.

Frum: Let's talk about how the National Security Council might have worked. One of the things I was really struck by was this new National Security Strategy, which theoretically emanates from the national security adviser, although, again, there isn't one. There is an archive of all the past reports--I won't pretend I've read all of them. I noticed there were seven issued by the Clinton administration, which is a lot; normally, it's one to an administration, or so it seems. So I read the one from Trump 1, from Biden, and then from Trump 2.

So the one from Biden is just a giant blurry committee report, obviously written by--no single person [who] could write anything this dull; it took a team of highly trained professionals. (Laughs.) And it's mostly about not saying anything that's untoward in any way, so that's not very useful.

Trump 1 was a basically normal document; it was issued by National Security Adviser H. R. McMaster. Some spicy jalapenos in it, but basically pretty normal.

This one reads like it's written by people working for a very right-wing college magazine. It's just--

Rothkopf: Or the Kremlin. Because the core concept behind this last National Security Strategy is the idea of viewing the world through this idea of spheres of influence, which is this Putin-esque idea, which is, essentially, bully states get to determine what happens near them. And so Russia can have Ukraine; China can have Taiwan; the United States can have whatever it wants in the Caribbean, Central and South America. And Trump has really bought into that idea. Within the document, there is the so-called Trump Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine--I'd love it if somebody asked Trump who [President James] Monroe was, 'cause I'm pretty sure he doesn't know. But Trump does like the fact that people are now referring to it as the "Donroe Doctrine," which is--I think people are making fun of him, but he doesn't realize this. And he made a reference to it during the press conference. And the Donroe Doctrine essentially is: We not only will defend our hemisphere; it's that we wish to dominate our hemisphere.

Frum: That's not even new. There was a thing called the Roosevelt--meaning Teddy Roosevelt--Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. And Teddy Roosevelt asserted a right of the United States to use the Monroe Doctrine to intervene in the affairs of the smaller nations of the Caribbean and the north shore of South America, although Roosevelt himself was not an enormous interventionist; he seized Panama from Colombia, or encouraged a revolution in Panama against Colombia. But under his next successors, under [President William Howard] Taft and then [President Woodrow] Wilson, the United States--and under [Presidents Warren G.] Harding and [Calvin] Coolidge as well--became a very aggressive military presence all over the Caribbean.

So that was tried for a third of a century, and it led to a lot of pretty catastrophic results. It was also expensive. So Franklin [D.] Roosevelt's Good Neighbor policy was a repudiation of the Teddy Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, so we're not doing this anymore. We are going to support friends, but we're not going to use direct American military intervention, except in the most extreme circumstances in this hemisphere.

Now, again, there are deviations: [President] Lyndon [B.] Johnson in the Dominican Republic and some pretty nasty, and usually counterproductive in the long run, CIA interventions. But this Donroe Doctrine was originally tried by Teddy Roosevelt and tried, tested, rejected.

Rothkopf: Yeah, and, again, it comes out of that period of history where [William] McKinley, a president Trump really likes, was flexing the United States imperial muscle for the first time. But it was quite limited, and typically, throughout that period, we were looking for certain kinds of justification for what we are doing, which we are not really doing under Trump, although it is important to note, as you did, that this period did exist and that a lot of what we were doing in that part of the world was on behalf of U.S. companies--not oil companies at the time, but, for example, banana companies in Central America. And it really rubbed the American military the wrong way that they were being sent off to fight wars in these countries on behalf of American corporate interests.

And you start to see the rumblings of that here. And I think this is gonna be a source of some of the pushback that Trump is gonna get here. And of course, this is anything but America First policy, and it is already starting to alienate many in Trump's base--which, by the way, is something that a policy process would, in a parallel process, address among perhaps the political advisers to a president, and that isn't happening either.

Frum: Yeah. When we talk about that document, the security strategy, as blurry as some of them have been, like the Biden document, they're an exercise in saying, Means and ends need to be brought into harmony. So here are a bunch of things you want in the world. Here are the means that the political process will accept that you use, both in terms of expense and in terms of trouble, and in terms of reputational risk. So let's try to bring them into some kind of harmony. And that means we have to have some definition of priorities: what's most important, what's must-have, what's good to have, what we can live without. The United States wants--or used to want--to bring more democracy and more human rights to more places, but it can't do all places all the time at once. There are better opportunities in some places. There's more demand. There are more effective partners. So can we work in a coordinated way?And that whole project of bringing means [and] ends into harmony seems to be jettisoned. I think even the Kremlin has made some effort to bring means into harmony with ends. That's why I said it read like something from a right-wing school paper. It's called a "strategy"--it didn't do the strategic work of thinking, What are we trying to accomplish? How do we do it? What means do we have available? If you're trying to assert a greater American residence in this hemisphere, what are you trading away? Who's going to help you? How much will you spend? How big a commitment are the American people willing to expend to get American oil concessions in Venezuela? (Laughs.) And the United States is the world's largest oil producer, and the oil companies are barely breaking even on the oil they make here.

Rothkopf: Yeah, well, and another subset of the issues associated with what you're talking about here that has been central to U.S. foreign policy, including in oil wars of the past that you may remember well, is: What about our allies? What about the rest of the international system? In the past, particularly in the first Gulf War, the United States really went to some lengths to put together a kind of international coalition because they felt that that was adding legitimacy. That takes a lot of work. The diplomacy involved in it, as you know, is extremely complicated, involves lots of work by different agencies. All the countries have different issues involved and so forth. Trump has just tossed that aside as well. He does not really care what anybody else in the world thinks about us. Even at our most unilateral, in the George W. Bush administration, there was at least some discussion about it. There is no discussion about it.

Frum: In the Iraq War of 2003, there was a big international coalition, many, many partners: Britain, Spain, Poland, others--I think Ukraine was there, if I remember right.

But this gets to a point that I think I now am reproaching myself for not having raised earlier, because one of the things that people need to understand about the National Security Council is it's not a body of mandarins who spend their careers on the National Security Council. There are some, but mostly, it is people who are secunded from other agencies of the government. So if you're a president who thinks, I'm worried about climate disaster as a national-security threat, you bring in lots of people from agencies with those expertises. If it's 2008, 2009, and you're worried about international debt crisis, you bring in people from the Treasury. And they serve on the National Security Council, although their salaries are paid by Treasury or whatever other agency, and that gives you this kind of breath of circulating air. And it means, among other things, that you're very likely to have people who have served in other countries,, especially in the military, but [also] in diplomatic services and other services, may speak foreign languages, may have contacts. And at the center, there is a way to not succumb to this building syndrome, but to actually have a wider view of the world, and if you break that, then all we're hearing from are the interests of Trump's donors, who are willing to spend money at Mar-a-Lago.

Rothkopf: Yeah, and there's a corollary to that as well, which is that the Trump administration came in waging a war against what it called the "deep state," which is the career professionals in all of these agencies, who have this huge amount of experience and a long history of putting the interests of the U.S. and the Constitution first. But Trump didn't trust them; he wanted loyalists--not just in the White House, but in all of these agencies. In the national-security process, you would have the views of multiple agencies expressed, but before the agency said something in an NSC meeting, there were a bunch of meetings in the Pentagon or the State Department or the Commerce Department or the Treasury Department to develop a view internally there, and particularly in a giant agency like the Pentagon or an agency like the State Department, those discussions were often extremely wide-ranging, had a wide range of points of view.

Well, do you think that's happening in Pete Hegseth's Department of Defense? Of course it's not. Because Pete Hegseth doesn't trust people with differing views. Pete Hegseth is trying to suppress differing views. Even today, the day we're recording this thing, Pete Hegseth has taken out after Mark Kelly, a senator, for having expressed a view from the Senate floor, which was well within his rights to express, saying, Oh, former military shouldn't have separate points of view, and we're gonna punish him by demoting him and reducing his pension. And he's fired generals and admirals because they had different points of view. And so you're getting not only the elimination of the NSC, but you're getting an elimination of the processes within each agency that enriched the ultimate policy discussion.

We are having, essentially, on a remarkably fast, wide-ranging basis, a lobotomy being performed in the United States government at precisely the wrong moment because we have a president who is purely an impulse engine with no sense of history and who needs to be constrained by that kind of process, which he is eliminating.

Frum: Well, one thing that this process is supposed to do is, there needs to be somebody at the table who is there to ask the question, What if this doesn't work out the way everyone here thinks it will? We all hope it will; we all hope it will all go fine. But what if it doesn't? What if there is a guerilla resistance inside Venezuela? Have we thought about that? Do we have a contingency plan in case there is? Have we decided, whatever goal we are seeking--and we have four or five goals--will that goal seem worth it if we find ourselves eight months from now dealing with dead-end remnants of the Maduro regime who've taken weapons and gone into the jungle? Is there a history--yes, there is--of guerrilla resistance in Venezuela and Colombia? Do we wanna fight that?

And presidents have to take risks; they often have to be prepared to face the risk of the worst-case scenario. But they need to know what it is. They need to have someone there saying, Here's what would happen if things go wrong. That's the story of the Iraq War and the administration in which I served, was there was lots of planning, there was lots of thinking, but there was a refusal to take seriously, What if our hopes don't come true? And the administration bet everything on best-case scenarios: You can do it with 110,000 troops. Resistance will collapse. The best-case scenarios turned out not to be true, not to happen; the worst-case scenarios happened. And no one had ever asked the question, Would we do this if the worst-case scenario were a realistic possibility? And the answer to that is, often, Well, in that case, we probably wouldn't. It isn't worth it.

Rothkopf: There are, in the history of the NSC, which was created with the National Security Act of 1947, example after example of where the policy process let us down. In Vietnam, it let us down. In Central America, during the Reagan administration, it let us down. In the forever wars in the Middle East, it let us down. In some other areas that we might talk about, in climate policy or dealing with pandemics or whatever, it let us down. But it's a whole heck of a lot better than nothing.

When we're talking about the Bush 43 administration, looking at best-case scenarios, we're not even looking at those. A best-case scenario takes you a few months down the road; we're not looking a few months down the road. And so our experience is that no policy process is perfect, but the absence of a policy process is infinitely worse than the presence of even a flawed policy process.

Frum: That's a great place to put a bookmark and to resume this conversation again. David, thank you so much for your time, for taking time away from your wonderful afternoon in Paris, so grateful to you. And I recommend to everybody: our book on the NSC is really an invaluable history of something that is, to many of us, a closed box, and you opened the box and helped us see both what the NSC is, what it was, how we came to this place--2005, as relevant as ever, Running the World. And I learned from it so much, and I think others will as well.

Rothkopf: Thanks very much, and it's good to talk to you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to David Rothkopf for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is not a book; it's just a single poem. And the poem is "Recessional," by Rudyard Kipling.

You will know Rudyard Kipling as the great poet of British imperialism. He lived from 1865 to 1936. He's gone very out of style because of his imperial message, but since the Trump agenda in South America seems so nakedly imperialistic--about seizing other people's wealth and taking it for oneself--I thought it might be a moment to return to the poetry of imperialism and to hear sort of some warnings, even from Rudyard Kipling, about what it is the United States has undertaken.

Kipling was born in what is now India, in Bombay. He died in London. He lived for four years in the 1890s in the United States. He married an American woman and lived in Vermont. That's where he wrote Jungle Book, which became the famous Disney movie--other stories too: Captains Courageous as well.

He could be vainglorious and boastful and show all the ugly face of race arrogance and national chauvinism. He's probably most notorious for his line "the White Man's burden," which is a line from a poem he wrote actually congratulating the United States on his acquisition of colonies in the Philippines. But Recessional, which was written in 1897, in time for Queen Victoria's 60th anniversary, her Diamond Jubilee, it also contains one of his most notorious lines, although this line is widely misunderstood. The line is "lesser breeds without the Law," which, you will hear, is not actually a statement of race arrogance but is a criticism of Britain's Germanic opposite numbers during the arms race of the 1890s because he found them boastful and rude and arrogant. It was not an expression of racial arrogance, as you will see; it's an expression of something else.

So I wanna read two paragraphs from "Recessional." It's a short poem, and you can find it online very easily. But I wanna read two paragraphs that I think of a lot when I hear the Trump administration talking, and especially the president and his secretary of defense, or "secretary of war," as he styles himself, Pete Hegseth, with their endless invocations of how great the United States is, how tough the United States is, how it's not gonna consider anybody's interests ever except its own. And these are the two paragraphs in the poem that I hear in my head a lot every time those men speak. The title refers to the music that is played as a congregation exits a church after a service or a wedding or some other memorial. And you are to hear that tone of exit and religion through this poem. Here are the two paragraphs:

If, drunk with sight of power, we loose
 Wild tongues that have not Thee in awe,
 Such boasting as the Gentiles use,
 Or lesser breeds without the Law--
 Lord God of Hosts, be with us yet,
 Lest we forget--lest we forget!
 
 For heathen heart that puts her trust
 In reeking tube and iron shard,
 All valiant dust that builds on dust,
 And guarding, calls not Thee to guard,
 For frantic boast and foolish word--
 Thy mercy on Thy People, Lord!

I think we're hearing a lot of frantic boasting and a lot of foolish words, and as the great poet of imperialism, with all its arrogance and racial feeling and wrong and crime attached to it, if he could warn us against conducting ourselves in that kind of way, well, that's a warning that ought to occur to everyone in a position of power in the United States. America has used its power so often as a force for good. It is a humiliation and a shame to see that urge to good be so dismissed, be so ridiculed, even, by an administration that wields so much power on behalf of people, most of whom I think are deeply embarrassed and ashamed of the way in which this administration conducts itself at home and in the world.

Thanks so much for watching and listening today. As always, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're minded to, is to subscribe to The Atlantic. You can follow my work on social media: on X (Twitter), David Frum; Instagram, David Frum. I'll see you next week. Again, thank you so much for joining, watching, and listening to The David Frum Show.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Photos: One Year After the Los Angeles Wildfires

Photojournalists recently revisited neighborhoods still recovering and rebuilding after the Palisades and Eaton wildfires destroyed more than 18,000 structures last January.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 07 Jan 2026


An aerial view shows empty lots and new homes under construction in Pacific Palisades, California, on January 5, 2026. Thousands of homes were destroyed and at least 30 people were killed in the Palisades Fire and the Eaton Fire. (Josh Edelson / AFP / Getty)




A drone view during a foggy evening shows a newly rebuilt home in Pacific Palisades, nearly a year after wildfires raged through the neighborhood, on December 12, 2025. (Daniel Cole / Reuters)




Left: A home completely engulfed in flames on January 8, 2025, during the Eaton Fire in Altadena. Right: The same property, now vacant, nearly one year later, on January 5, 2026. (Josh Edelson / AFP / Getty)




Left: An aerial view of homes destroyed in the Palisades Fire on January 27, 2025, in Pacific Palisades, California. Right: The same view nearly one year later, on December 27, 2025, of homes being rebuilt amid cleared lots. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Left: Wind pushes embers into a home as the Eaton Fire moves through the area on January 8, 2025, in Altadena, California. Right: An empty foundation remains on December 18, 2025. (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




Left: An aerial view of trees and homes that burned in the Palisades Fire, seen on January 28, 2025, in Pacific Palisades, California. Right: The same view nearly a year later, showing surviving trees and cleared lots on December 22, 2025. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Left: A car burns as the Eaton Fire moves through the area on January 8, 2025, in Altadena, California. Right: A burn scar remains visible on the street in front of a property that was destroyed by the Eaton Fire nearly one year earlier, on December 18, 2025. (Justin Sullivan / Getty)




Left: A view of destroyed homes as the Palisades Fire continued to burn on January 10, 2025, in Pacific Palisades, California. Right: A view of cleared lots and vegetation regrowth near the Pacific Ocean nearly one year later, on December 27, 2025. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A surfer enters the Pacific Ocean at Will Rogers State Beach in Los Angeles as runoff debris, including material from last January's Palisades Fire burn area, washes into the surf following heavy rain from a powerful storm system on December 27, 2025. (Jonathan Alcorn / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Fire debris remains at Pacific Palisades Bowl Mobile Estates in Pacific Palisades, California, on December 31, 2025, nearly a year after the Palisades Fire. The owners shared a plan with residents to clear the property of fire debris, and informed residents that they had until January 2 to remove any burned cars from the lots in preparation. (Myung J. Chun / Los Angeles Times / Getty)




Ellaird Bailey and his wife, Charlotte, live inside their RV parked on their property after their home was burned by the Eaton Fire, on December 11, 2025, in Altadena, California. (Jae C. Hong / AP)




Ellaird Bailey kisses the forehead of his wife, Charlotte, after Los Angeles County approved their rebuilding plans months after the Eaton Fire, as they visited a neighbor in Altadena, California, on December 11, 2025. (Jae C. Hong / AP)




An aerial view of the construction of 16 new homes at a planned community amid cleared lots where homes were destroyed by the Eaton Fire, seen on January 5, 2026, in Altadena, California (Mario Tama / Getty)




A member of a cleanup crew works in a home that survived the Eaton Fire but remains contaminated on December 23, 2025, in Altadena. Numerous homes that survived the flames remain contaminated by toxic ash and smoke damage and still require remediation. (Mario Tama / Getty)




Eaton Fire survivors Heather Sandoval Feng and her son Noah attend the "Horses and Healing: Finding Strength After the Fires" day retreat at the Healing Equine Ranch in Agoura Hills, California, on December 21, 2025. Their family had lived in their Altadena home, which was destroyed in the fire, since shortly before Noah was born. The special holiday event offered somatic and equine-assisted practices to support healing within the fire-survivor community with a small herd of rescued horses. (Mario Tama / Getty)




A photo of sunflowers that Missi Dowd-Figueroa once grew on her property is projected onto her palms as she poses for a portrait at her rebuilding site in Altadena, California, on December 19, 2025, after the Eaton Fire destroyed her home. (Jae C. Hong / AP)




Eaton Fire survivors ride on the "Rising Together" Rose Parade float ahead of the Rose Parade on January 1, 2026, in Pasadena, California. The float honored the 13,000 families whose homes were lost and the dozens who died in the 2025 L.A. wildfires. (Mario Tama / Getty)




An aerial view of empty lots and homes under construction in the Palisades Fire zone, one year after the fires burned through, in Pacific Palisades, on January 6, 2026 (Allen J. Schaben / Los Angeles Times / Getty)






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photography/2026/01/photos-palisades-eaton-fires-anniversary/685520/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The View From the Palisades

A year is only the beginning of recovery from disaster.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




This weekend, I stood on a bluff in the Palisades where houses used to be. Los Angeles rose to my left, and the sky had the dramatic clouds we get in the winter when it rains, as it has for a few weeks. The hillsides have turned to Irish green, but the burn scar, below, is still black. Twice, when my family drove past during the holidays, our phones blared with evacuation alerts for possible mudslides and flooding. Since last January, whenever the rain has been heavy, people living near the burn areas have had to sandbag their homes and field evacuation warnings.



Where the Pacific Coast Highway runs through the burn area, the speed limit slows to 25 miles an hour, and building equipment is scattered along the shoulder. What used to be the Malibu Feed Bin--a red barn where one could find both horse feed and a gigantic metal sculpture of a giraffe--is now a collection of temporary offices for the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power's utilities-rebuilding projects. Inside the Palisades, most of the old landmarks are gone. The Building Block--a 1920s Spanish Colonial building known for being light pink, like the inside of a conch shell--has a piece of its facade still standing.



In the year since the fire, the Army Corps of Engineers has hauled away millions of tons of debris, in what the governor's office has called the fastest major-disaster cleanup in American history. Most lots are empty now; the city of L.A., which oversees most of the Palisades, has approved rebuilding plans for about 14 percent of the homes destroyed, according to the Los Angeles Times. Paradise moved more slowly toward rebuilding after the 2018 Camp Fire, and Santa Rosa, after the 2017 Tubbs Fire, went much more quickly. Almost 80 percent of the homes lost in the Tubbs have been rebuilt; in Paradise, about a quarter of homes have come back.



Each disaster is different, Kathryn McConnell, who studies wildfire rebuilding at the University of British Columbia, told me: Population size, socioeconomics, and land value all can influence the rate at which a community recovers. But no matter what, a year--even though it can feel like many more when you're waiting to return home--is not very long in the timeline of disaster recovery.



I saw very few people in the Palisades this past weekend, but the community had left messages on the houses and businesses. A banner on a garden gate: Thank you to all our wonderful neighbors! We can rebuild this beautiful town together. On an elementary school: Returning in January 2028. The CVS, which was spared by the fire, still had signs up from its grand reopening in August. (Across the street, a notice from the L.A. Department of Water and Power read DO NOT DRINK THE TAP WATER.) One of the more frequent lawn signs I saw on empty lots was THEY LET US BURN, a call to come to a protest against city and state agencies that's happening this morning. There were many FOR SALE signs, and then, over and over again, ones that read instead, This home will rise again.



Paul Horvitz, a lifelong friend of my father whose ranch home of 45 years burned in the fire, was among the first homeowners in the Palisades to get a rebuilding permit. It helped that he's a mortgage lender and knows more about the real-estate system than many people: Once the rain ends, he will be ready to start construction on his house, which will no longer be surrounded by bougainvillea but will be made entirely of fire-resistant materials. Other Palisades Fire survivors are entering the permitting tedium that survivors of the 2018 Woolsey Fire, in Malibu, have been navigating for years--finding out, for instance, that the plans they used in the '70s are no longer up to code, or that they'll need to raise their coastal home higher off the sand to comply with upgraded flood-elevation guidelines. Even a wealthy place like Malibu might rebuild slowly, in part because its geography is so complicated. About 600 homes burned there last year, and about one-third of the owners have put in permit applications. As of New Year's Eve, only 22 homes have been approved to rebuild.



But rebuilding is only one way to measure recovery. In Malibu, my childhood friends and I realized that all of the restaurants where we'd normally gather at the holidays had burned. In Altadena, a chef whose restaurant survived the Eaton Fire, told CBS that when he goes to work, he thinks, This was a neighborhood restaurant. It always has been. And now there's no neighborhood. Jennifer Champion and her family lost their house but have moved into a condo in one of the Palisades' more intact neighborhoods; still, she says not a day goes by that she doesn't think about how much the fire took. Families of the 12 people killed in the Palisades Fire will gather for a ceremony today.

Read: The place where I grew up is gone

Everyone wants to make the next fire less brutal. Michael Rohde, an emergency-management consultant and a retired battalion chief with the Orange County Fire Authority, grew up just south of L.A., where he could see a fuel break the width of eight bulldozers on Mount Wilson. These types of clearings are meant to slow fires down by limiting the material they have to burn, but a large, indiscriminately placed fuel break like that probably won't do much good when winds can carry embers for miles, Rohde told me. In Southern California in particular, clearing away strips of flammable brush could actually make the problem worse by inviting invasive grasses, Max Moritz, a wildfire specialist with the University of California Cooperative Extension, told me. He and other researchers have been beating this drum for decades. Already, the too-frequent fires in L.A. create an opening for these species to grow back instead of the native chaparral, Alexandra Syphard, an ecologist for the Conservation Biology Institute, told me. These are the grasses making the hills green right now, but by the summer, they dry into brown fuels that ignite more easily than the native plants.



Fuel breaks can still help during a fire, researchers and firefighters both told me, when placed along roadways and directly around housing developments where firefighters can access them. But the breaks need to be used more sparingly than they might be in forested land, and placed more deliberately. As part of the area's recent fire-resiliency projects, public-land organizations have now been working on smaller, strategically placed breaks. Michael O'Connell, the president of Irvine Ranch Conservancy, told me that the IRC and its partners are developing some fuel breaks that replace nonnative grass with heavier, less flammable shrubs and cacti. Still, only recently has the state begun to manage Southern California fires as their own distinct problem. What works in the forests of Northern California, where fires are fueled by the forest itself, might not do as much in Southern California, where the most destructive fires are propelled by strong winds.



Those winds will return here; some of the people, homes, businesses, and routines will too. But many will not. Horvitz told me that some of his neighbors are still deciding whether they'll come back. One who already moved away worried the place would just burn again; another had lived there for decades and took the fire as a sign it was time to go. Along one stretch of the Pacific Coast Highway, the Reel Inn (a restaurant with surfboards in its rafters, and good fish tacos), Wylie's Bait and Tackle (a shack opened by Bill Wylie in the '40s, now owned by his granddaughter), and the Topanga Ranch Motel (bungalows from 1929, where Malibu kids would wait for the school bus) all burned and are now behind a chain-link fence. California State Parks, which owns the land, told at least the Reel Inn that it would not be renewing the business's lease; then, after a local uproar, it told the restaurant it wanted to figure out a path forward. For the moment, when I drive on PCH at night, silhouettes of bare bluffs and hills, just barely darker than the sky behind them, line one side of the road. On the other side used to be homes. Now I can see the ocean.
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Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to Be Declared Honorary Virus

The ceremony will feature roadkill hors d'oeuvres, goblets of beef tallow, and a sewage plunge.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




For his tireless work promoting the cause of children's diseases, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is being inducted into the Virus Hall of Fame today. The ceremony will feature light roadkill hors d'oeuvres, goblets of beef tallow, and a sewage plunge, and will include a memorial tribute to the parasitic worm that perished after eating a portion of his brain, but whose influence continues to be deeply felt.

In announcing the honor, the viruses praised Kennedy for being the first to buck the long-standing family tradition of fighting to better children's lives: "Where other Kennedys mindlessly rushed to broaden access to health care, advocate peace, or improve children's circumstances, only RFK Jr. had the courage to take a step back and say, 'Let's hear the other side.'"

"It's easy to love children and want what's best for them," a representative from the virus league explained. "It's hard to look deeper and say, What about the virus in that child's lung? Who's looking out for it?"

"He's been our guardian angel," a weeping respiratory syncytial virus added. "We were on the brink of destruction, and--he spared us."

The disease-spreaders commended the secretary's work altering the schedule of childhood vaccines, noting that, although technically these are just guidelines, and states and families can still make their own decisions to vaccinate, anything that makes vaccination more confusing and difficult is a big win for viruses.

"For offering a gracious home to a parasitic brain worm, even for a time, and for his indefatigable efforts to reintroduce the noble measle back into the wild, we here at the Childhood Diseases Consortium (CDC) are proud to claim Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as one of our own," a plaque reads. "For his work making the lives of those scientists still trying to do their jobs at the Other CDC a living nightmare, and for the many ways, large and small, that he advances the cause of viral disease, we offer this small tribute to our most ferocious advocate and strongest defender. Whether he is repeating the words gold-standard science until they lose all meaning, traveling the world with a personal holster of sauerkraut, or doing something we think is intended to be a pull-up, the secretary will always know that we're honored to have him in our corner. Wherever we go, whomever we touch, we feel we're carrying on his legacy."

The evening was to feature a performance by a children's choir, but too many of them are reportedly under the weather.
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Has Anyone Checked on J. D. Vance and Tulsi Gabbard?

The Trump allies who previously warned against intervention have gone conspicuously silent.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




You could almost detect the clenched teeth and pursed lips in Tulsi Gabbard's social-media post. "President Trump promised the American people he would secure our borders, confront narcoterrorism, dangerous drug cartels, and drug traffickers," the director of national intelligence wrote on X yesterday afternoon, days after the capture of Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro. "Kudos to our servicemen and women and intelligence operators for their flawless execution of President Trump's order to deliver on his promise thru Operation Absolute Resolve."

It was Gabbard's first and only comment on the raid. She has not always been so reticent about American pressure on Maduro. For many years, while serving as a Democratic member of the U.S. House, Gabbard was a leader of the clique that fiercely opposed American intervention abroad, casting it as part of a dark imperial history.

"The United States needs to stay out of Venezuela," she posted in January 2019. "Let the Venezuelan people determine their future. We don't want other countries to choose our leaders--so we have to stop trying to choose theirs." A few weeks later: "The US needs to stop using our military for regime change & stop intervening in Venezuela's military." Still later that spring: "Throughout history, every time the US topples a foreign country's dictator/government, the outcome has been disastrous. Civil war/military intervention in Venezuela will wreak death & destruction to Venezuelan people, and increase tensions that threaten our national security." She was even clear on why the U.S. kept rattling its saber at Caracas. "It's about the oil ... again," she wrote. (Justin Amash, another former representative and a critic of U.S. intervention, recently rounded up Gabbard's past comments.)

Now Gabbard is a member of the administration, and the president whom she serves, Donald Trump, is saying openly that the whole thing is mostly about the oil. (Energy Secretary Chris Wright said today that the U.S. would control the Venezuelan oil industry "indefinitely.") She's gone from critic of imperialism to agent of it--and if she objects, she hasn't done so publicly.

Gabbard is not alone as a noninterventionist suddenly cast into a tricky position. Steve Bannon, the president's ex-consigliere, has also opposed U.S. military actions abroad. Bannon has neither the inclination nor, with a daily online broadcast, the ability to stay as quiet as Gabbard. Over the weekend, he praised the effectiveness of the military operation but questioned what comes next and whether Trump has planned for it: "So is this part of overall Hemispheric Defense, and we're going to clean up this mess in Latin America? Or is this just the neocons talking him into it?" (This position puts Bannon in line with many mainstream Democrats.)

No silence has been so conspicuous as that of Vice President J. D. Vance. One of the few beliefs that he has not been quick to jettison for political advancement is his opposition to American military interventions, which he connects to his experience serving in Iraq. This spring, in a group chat to which Trump officials accidentally invited Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg, Vance grumbled to colleagues about strikes intended to preserve navigation in the Red Sea. "I just hate bailing Europe out again," he wrote.

In recent days, though, Vance has been not only silent but absent. He was not present Friday night when the administration set up an impromptu war room at Mar-a-Lago, and he was also not part of the press conference the next day where Trump celebrated the mission and talked about taking over the Venezuelan oil industry. Instead, the front man for this operation has been Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who was a foreign-policy hawk before remaking himself as a Trumpist; as it turns out, that wasn't such a transformation after all. Rubio's ascendance is notable because Vance and Rubio are widely understood as rivals for Trump's mantle. ("I'll give you $100 for every person you make look really shitty compared to me," Vance told a Vanity Fair photographer last year. "And $1,000 if it's Marco.")

What all of these figures understand is the importance of staying on Trump's good side. Bannon was exiled from the first Trump White House; he has since mastered the art of diverging just enough from the president that he sometimes takes flak but never gets banished from the fold entirely. Gabbard already saw the dangers of getting crosswise with the president when she implicitly warned against the bombing of Iran this past summer, before quickly falling back in line. One more break might get her sacked.

No one has as much to lose as Vance, though. He is clearly the front-runner to succeed Trump and is desperate to lead the MAGA movement once Trump leaves office, but yesterday's January 6 anniversary is a reminder of how viciously Trump can turn on a vice president who doesn't support him in all things--he even watched indifferently while a mob threatened to hang Mike Pence. Vance may not like what's going on in Venezuela, though unless he says so, no one knows. Until then, his willingness to keep his mouth shut speaks loudly. For Vance, deeply held principles are fine, but staying in power is even more alluring.

Related:

	Tom Nichols: The moral collapse of J. D. Vance
 	Tulsi Gabbard chooses loyalty to Trump
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First the Shooting. Then the Lies.

The Trump administration has perfected the smear campaign.

by Adam Serwer

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




There's a lot we don't know about the shooting of Renee Nicole Good, who was killed yesterday by federal immigration agents deployed to Minnesota. But in the chaotic aftermath of the shooting, one thing became immediately clear: The Trump administration was lying about what happened.

Shortly after news began circulating about the shooting, the Department of Homeland Security spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin said in a statement on X that "rioters began blocking ICE officers and one of these violent rioters weaponized her vehicle, attempting to run over our law enforcement officers in an attempt to kill them--an act of domestic terrorism." DHS Secretary Kristi Noem and the White House adviser Stephen Miller also described the incident as "domestic terrorism," while President Donald Trump posted on his social network that Good "ran over the ICE Officer."

Videos of the incident, taken by bystanders, show almost every element of McLaughlin's statement to be false. There were no riots at the scene, and no rioters. The vehicle appears to be driving away from the armed federal agents, not toward them, and no one was run over. And there is no evidence that terrorism of any kind was involved. After the shooting, federal agents then reportedly prevented a bystander who identified himself as a physician from tending to Good. "They are already trying to spin this as an action of self-defense," Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey told reporters. "Having seen the video of myself, I want to tell everybody directly, that is bullshit."

Read: Lethal force on a frozen street

A perverse absurdity of American law and culture, however, is that agents of the state empowered to use lethal force are rarely held to high standards for doing so. Good's reasons for being in the neighborhood are not publicly known yet. What the witness sees, though, is simple: A scared woman is shot dead by an armed agent of the state. The Trump administration's position is also simple: She deserved it. "Do you think this officer was wrong in defending his life against a deranged leftist who tried to run him over?" Vice President J. D. Vance posted.

Administration officials' indifference to facts, to due process, to the dignity of the deceased, and to basic human decency is remarkable. They could have pleaded for patience and said the incident would be investigated--the standard response in such circumstances. They could have even done so while defending the federal agents they have deployed to terrorize areas they perceive as Democratic Party enclaves. Instead, they proceeded to make ostentatiously dishonest statements that they knew would be contradicted by the video evidence available to anyone with eyes to see it. The federal government now speaks with the voice of the right-wing smear machine: partisan, dishonest, and devoted to vilifying Trump's perceived enemies rather than informing the public. Good's mother, partner, and children have to cope not only with their unfathomable loss, but with a campaign designed to justify her killing. Their own lives will be subject to invasive scrutiny by the government and its allies, in a search for any derogatory information about Good that might somehow be used to justify her killing. For some, that won't even be necessary. "I do not feel bad for the woman that was involved," the Republican lawmaker Randy Fine told the right-wing network Newsmax.

As my colleague Quinta Jurecic has reported, the Trump administration has made a point of following through on absurd accusations by filing absurd charges. The most relevant example here is that of Marimar Martinez, who survived being shot multiple times by a federal agent in Chicago; DHS claimed that she, too, had rammed them with her car. The agent later bragged to his buddies about his eagle-eyed gunning-down of Martinez, who was  unarmed and hadn't committed a crime. The charges against her were dropped.

The New York Times reported that the death of Good was the ninth shooting by an ICE officer since September, all of which officials called self-defense. In at least one of those incidents--the fatal shooting of Silverio Villegas-Gonzalez, a Mexican immigrant--there was video evidence that contradicted DHS's account. The administration has also charged Newark Mayor Ras Baraka with trespassing and Representative LaMonica McIver with assault, falsely accusing them of storming an ICE facility, when video of the encounter shows nothing of the kind. Baraka is now suing for defamation. Another supposed menace to society was accused of assault for scraping the knuckles of an FBI agent during a scuffle--the grand jury refused to indict over this harrowing example of anti-hand crime. In every one of these incidents, the administration lied about both the events and the civilians involved in them, in an attempt to justify the use of force or subsequent prosecution.

David A. Graham: A deadly shooting in Minnesota

The Trump administration has repeatedly targeted small and politically disempowered populations--Haitians, Somalis, trans people--in order to justify abuses of power. But its abuses of power are not limited to those communities. What the government can do to the most vulnerable among us, it can also do to you.

The blatant lies about Minneapolis serve several purposes. They perpetuate the false narrative that federal agents are in constant peril and therefore justified in using lethal force at the slightest hint of danger. They assure federal agents that they can harm or even kill American citizens with impunity, and warn those who might be moved to protest Trump's immigration policies of the same thing. Perhaps most grim, they communicate to the public that if you happen to be killed by a federal agent, your government will bear false witness to the world that you were a terrorist.

This approach, of course, is quite familiar to communities that have been dealing with police abuses for as long as there have been professional police forces. In 2000, then-New York City Mayor and future Trump adviser Rudy Giuliani justified the killing of the Haitian American Patrick Dorismond by police by quipping that he was "no altar boy." Embarrassingly for Giuliani, whose capacity for shame was overestimated even then, it turned out that Dorismond had literally been an altar boy. Dorismond's mother responded to the campaign to justify her son's killing with an observation that continues to haunt me decades later.

"They kill," Dorismond said, "and after that, they kill him the other way--with the mouth."

Taking Good's life wasn't enough. The moment she died, it became imperative for the administration to also destroy her memory.
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I Tried to Be the Government. It Did Not Go Well.

My five-month quest to monitor the weather, track inflation, and inspect milk for harmful microorganisms

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




People look at you differently when you carry a Geiger counter. Or, at least, when you carry a Geiger counter and exclaim things like "Much less radiation here than you might expect!" But how else are you to know that the radiation in your food is at acceptable levels?

They have government inspectors for this, you might say. It is their job.

That was before Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency started hacking away at our bureaucracy. Before the federal government was shut down for much of the fall. And before I bought a Geiger counter to do my own food inspections.

For a while--maybe since 1883, when the Pendleton Act created a merit-based civil service of experts--we, as a nation, thought to ourselves: Life is too short for everyone to inspect their own food. Let the government handle this. But then along came the Trump administration to wonder: What if we didn't?

FDA inspections at foreign food manufacturers are at historic lows because of staffing cuts, according to ProPublica. My Geiger counter cost $22.79. I thought it would give me a sense of agency and reassurance in this era of dismantlement. Instead, buying the Geiger counter was the first step toward losing my mind.

While the Trump administration conducted a sweeping experiment in government erosion, I started an experiment of my own. As each government function was targeted for cuts--or an official suggested that it was standing between me and my freedom--I put it on my to-do list, as a way to feel like I was doing something other than fretting about what was not being done.

About 300,000 civil servants--roughly 10 percent of the federal workforce--left their job between January and late November last year, according to the Office of Personnel Management. In February 2025, hundreds of weather forecasters and other employees of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration were canned. In June, the National Science Foundation was told it had to leave its headquarters. In the fall, during the shutdown, about 1,400 nuclear-security employees were furloughed, and the ranks of air-traffic controllers continued to dwindle.

There is a concept called "mental load"--the weight of knowing all the Things That Need to Get Done Around the House. Someone has to know when to do laundry, take out the trash, buy groceries, locate the winter clothes, cook dinner, set a budget, vacuum, etc. This is the kind of labor that, if not properly divided, ruins marriages and drives people to the brink.

Now multiply that mental load by 343 million. That's the number of people in the house of America. You can't worry only about buying the groceries; you must also worry about whether those groceries are radioactive. You don't just have to make sure the kids are dressed for the weather; you must also forecast the weather. It's not enough to merely buy eggs; you must also know how much eggs should cost, and what they cost last week, because the economy sort of depends on it.

What became a five-month quest to assume government responsibilities took me from the overgrown fields of Antietam to the cramped basket of a hot-air balloon about 1,400 feet over Ohio; from a biology lab at Johns Hopkins University, where I beheaded flies, to a farmstead in Maryland, where I inspected the fly-bothered udder of a cow named Melissa.

And the potential duties kept piling up as I learned about each round of cuts. Since I started typing this paragraph, Donald Trump has fired many of the people who surveil infectious diseases; before I finish typing this paragraph, he may have hired them back. I hope so! I would do almost anything for a good story, but perhaps I should draw the line at "monitor Ebola."

John F. Kennedy famously implored us: "Ask not what your country can do for you--ask what you can do for your country." Well, I asked! And the answer is: lots of things. If you don't mind doing them wrong.

1. I FORECAST THE WEATHER

I have just driven six and a half hours to Ohio in order to forecast my own weather. From a hot-air balloon.

"Anyone that tells you they're not afraid of heights is either lying or insane," Tim the balloon pilot is telling me. It is 5 p.m. on a clear Tuesday in September, and we are getting ready, in a field outside Columbus, to go up and find weather. Tim has a trim white beard and a confident demeanor that I find reassuring. There are two kinds of balloonists, Tim tells me: old ones and bold ones. He is the former.

Weather forecasting is among the legion of chores that the government does, or used to do more thoroughly, through NOAA, whose budget the Trump administration attempted to slash--a scenario that would "stop all progress" in U.S. forecasting, as James Franklin, a former branch chief at the National Hurricane Center, told USA Today.

In the founding days of the country, individuals collected weather data alone, without the aid of computers, weather balloons, or modeling. George Washington kept a fairly detailed weather diary. Behold his entry for April 14, 1787: "Mercury at 62 in the Morning--74 at Noon and 68 at Night. Cloudy in the Morning with a few drops of rain." But while journaling is fine if you want to know what the weather was, most people want to know what the weather will be. For that, you need other people.

The advent of the telegraph allowed weather watchers to share observations and data across great distances, in almost real time. This launched the era of forecasts--or, as the pioneering meteorologist Cleveland Abbe called them, "probabilities." Cleveland left his home base of Cincinnati (just to confuse you!) to work for an arm of the federal government that would later become the National Weather Service.

"The nation has had few more useful servants than Cleveland Abbe," the meteorologist Thomas Corwin Mendenhall wrote around 1919, praising his storm warnings, which saved millions of dollars' worth of property every year.

Human observation and telegraph chitchat were eventually supplanted by radiosondes, which are sensor packages launched by balloon twice a day, all across the country, to determine wind direction, temperature, pressure, and so on. After DOGE cuts in February, several sites pared back to one launch a day; the Alaskan cities of Kotzebue (along the western coast) and St. Paul (out in the Bering Sea) stopped launches altogether.

I had asked Keith Seitter, a senior policy fellow at the American Meteorological Society, how I could forecast weather myself, without using government models. He made the mistake of suggesting that weather generally travels west to east at a rate of 20 to 30 miles an hour. I latched on to this. Could I simply find a city that is about 500 miles west and drive there to get tomorrow's weather today?

Well, sure, Keith said, but that seems like a big waste of time.

Please! I have two children under the age of 4. I have nothing but time.

I Googled my way to Tim and his hot-air-balloon company in Columbus. It had a single review on Yelp, from 2012, but that review was five stars: "Tim is a great pilot." Good enough for me!

I meet Tim and his crew in a parking lot near a golf course. We pile into his balloon van, with the balloon basket attached to the back, and drive to our takeoff point. The basket is stunningly small--more like a double-wide grocery cart. We arrive at 5:37 p.m., just as the sun is starting to slide toward the horizon.

The Geiger count in Ohio is a tiny bit lower than in Washington, D.C., if you were wondering. But my instrument now is a combination thermometer-barometer-anemometer that I bought for $22.89.

Tim reassures me that "the vast majority of people in a balloon don't realize any sensation of height issues," because "balloons use natural forces." I thought gravity was a natural force? I am becoming agitated. Tim, in our initial call, described some balloon landings as "sporty," an adjective I do not like having applied to my physical safety.

Listen. I am actually very afraid of heights. I always forget this until I am irretrievably committed to a course of action that will take me to the top of a height, and then, as I am borne ineluctably to the top of that height, I think, Oh, right. I am terrified of these.

I hoist myself over the edge of the basket. My palms are sweating. Suddenly everything around us becomes very small. There is a miniature tractor doing neat laps around a miniature field. A hawk is ... below us?

"Very high was a mistake" is what my notes say at this point.





The author goes to Ohio to look for tomorrow's weather today. (Maddie McGarvey for The Atlantic)



My phone has acquired a thin film of sweat, maybe from condensation? 29.06 on the barometer. 85.3 degrees Fahrenheit. It is eerily quiet except for the periodic firing of the propane tank, which sounds like someone is grilling very urgently right in my ear. 28.26, 87.3 F. The temperature is suddenly much cooler: 47.3 degrees, although it doesn't feel like that at all.

Then I realize that I have been reading the dew point instead of the temperature.

When I switch to the actual temperature, I realize a second problem: Whenever Tim fires the burner, the basket of the balloon becomes hot. It is like being aloft with a small campfire. Now, instead of telling me that it is 52.9 degrees, my thermometer informs me that it is 91.2 degrees! It is a beautiful, still, cloudless evening. If only Cleveland Abbe could see me now! He would probably say something like "What a senseless waste of astonishingly futuristic equipment."




We drift over more fields and hummers, which is what some balloonists call power lines. Below us: trees, fields, houses, old junked cars, the occasional dog.

Our descent is not at all sporty, although I hold my breath as we approach the hummers. Tim has done this 1,600 times, and thus we do not fly into a power line, or you would not be reading this. It turns out that in this business, you just sort of ... land in people's yards? Members of the balloon crew have had guns pulled on them before, and dogs unleashed.

Improbably, the yard we land in belongs to a proud Atlantic subscriber named Deborah, who is apparently a competitive pinball player. I try to explain why we landed in her yard, making Deborah the first of many strangers to be confused by my project. Deborah is nonetheless so excited by my affiliation with The Atlantic that she asks for a hug. For a subscriber, anything!

On the ground it is 7:18 p.m., somewhere between 78.3 and 80.8 degrees. I cannot stress enough how lovely this weather is. Clear and crisp and the perfect temperature, the kind of fall day you order from an L.L. Bean catalog.

The next day, I begin my easy, convenient, six-plus-hour drive home to see my weather.

I close in on D.C. and notice it is raining. The sky is gray. Gray gray gray.

This is not my weather! I did not drive all the way from Ohio to bring this! I DON'T KNOW THIS WEATHER!

A friend whose hobby is meteorology informs me that current pressure systems are making the weather travel from east to west today. Whoops.

There is a certain indignity in having done this astoundingly inefficient thing and not even gotten the weather right at the end of it. So for my next government function, I will try something that involves no data collection. The only thing at stake? The safety of myself and my family.

2. I INSPECT MY OWN MILK

We currently do not have a Senate-confirmed surgeon general, who is supposed to be the "nation's doctor." But the president's nominee for the role, Casey Means, has offered food-related advice for cutting the government out of your life. She is more of a doctor than I am (in that she finished medical school) but less of a doctor than you might want the nation's doctor to be (in that she didn't complete her residency and decided to get really into "good energy"). The week after the 2024 election, Means said something interesting about raw milk, in the context of burdensome government regulation, on Real Time With Bill Maher.

"I want to be able to form a relationship with a local farmer," Means said, "understand his integrity, look him in the eyes, pet his cow, and then understand if I can drink his milk."

Thus, I am at a farm in southern Maryland to do just that. The difficulty with raw milk is that it isn't always legal to sell for human consumption. Fortunately, this farm sells allegedly delicious "pet milk" (wink, wink). It also gives its cows operatic names, such as Tosca, Traviata, and Renee Fleming. I have asked for permission to put Casey Means's vision into practice here.

A farmer named Brian takes me to the cows, past the egg layers and the meat chickens, bivouacked in what he tells me are excellent conditions in a nearby field. ("Raise me this way and you can slaughter me too!" Farmer Brian says.)

In preparation for this visit, I spoke with a veterinarian, who told me how to assess the health of a cow. The vet said that I should be able to see some of the cow's 13 sets of ribs, but not too many. The cow should not be oddly hunched. Its udder should be long and pendulous.

Brian introduces me to Melissa, who is named for a singer.

"Etheridge?" I ask.

Brian laughs. No further information on Melissa's surname is forthcoming.

Melissa just stands there, covered in flies.

"Flies help clean them up," Farmer Brian tells me. Is this true? I add it to a growing list of Things I Am Not Sure Are Facts.

It used to be that milk only came raw, and everyone had to decide for themselves whether to drink it. The penalty for drinking subpar milk was that you died. In the 19th century, this happened fairly often, especially to American children. Then we discovered that diseases were caused by microorganisms. Tuberculosis, scarlet and typhoid fevers, diphtheria, brucellosis--all of these could be transmitted by milk.

At the urging of President Theodore Roosevelt, fresh off the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, a commission of public-health officers put out a 751-page report tracing recent outbreaks to contaminated milk. Milk was a wonderful environment for germs to grow in. Some of them could join your gut microbiome as helpful allies; others could give you deadly diarrhea. Instead of rolling the dice, the report made the case for pasteurizing milk--that is, heating it--to kill harmful microorganisms.

Making milk safe to drink was one of the greatest public-health breakthroughs in history. "For every 2 billion servings of pasteurized milk or milk products consumed in the U.S., only about one person gets sick," the FDA reports.

I've been especially leery of diseases lately. FoodNet--the CDC's Foodborne Diseases Active Surveillance Network--is scaling back the germs it tracks, from eight to two (salmonella and one type of E. coli ). I guess we want listeria to come as more of a surprise. And now followers of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement are encouraging us to drink the kind of milk that we stopped drinking around 1924 because it was too risky.

Anyway, back to Melissa. She has horns. This is good, Farmer Brian says, because "horns are the antennae, and all the cosmic energy comes down in through the horns." I add this to my list of Things I Am Not Sure Are Facts.





The author acquaints herself with farm life in Maryland. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



How long does this milk keep? "It doesn't go bad," Farmer Brian says. This feels famously untrue of milk. "If you're on the standard American diet, it will give you the runs," Farmer Brian admits.

I tentatively ask why this milk seems so much more shelf-stable than the milk I myself have been producing for my infant, which can last in the refrigerator for only four days. Brian seems puzzled by this, and hands me 13 pamphlets, including "Cod Liver Oil: Our Number One Superfood" and "After Raw Breast Milk, What's Best?" They do not answer my question.

I pause in the farm's gift shop, which has folk-music CDs, hats made out of alpaca wool, and books explaining why COVID was not caused by a virus ("are electro-smog, toxic living conditions, and 5G actually to blame?"). I had better buy some milk, I guess.

I bring the milk home and stare at it. It is in a plastic jug, with a label that says NOT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION. I am starting to miss the government. It used to be that when I brought milk home, I could drink it. Now I have to do all of this research.

I leave the milk on the counter overnight. My husband wants to throw it out, on the grounds that it is confusing and growing stinky, but I explain that I am writing about it, and that we do not throw out the U.S. economy and politics (what he writes about) because they are confusing and growing stinky.

To make myself more comfortable with the milk on my counter, I read studies. The more I read, the more I am discouraged. A study from 2017 says that 96 percent of illnesses caused by contaminated dairy came from raw milk and cheese. I don't like those odds.

I enjoyed petting Melissa and looking Farmer Brian in the eyes. But I don't think that gave me the information I needed to understand whether I could drink the milk. What I should have done was scan the milk for microorganisms or simply boil it. In the time it has taken to figure this out, the milk has turned a cloudy yellow and formed three distinct strata.

Months later, I still have not thrown it away, or opened it. I am hoping that if I procrastinate long enough, it will simply become cheese.

3. I COLLECT CONSUMER PRICES

I'm darting through grocery stores across D.C., trying to get someone to help me nail down the price of eggs over time. I have to get better at economic-data collection quickly, because the Trump administration is targeting the Bureau of Labor Statistics. You might wail something like: Who cares about the most bureaucratic-sounding bureau, at a time like this?

I do. I am becoming more of the government, every day, and it is going great.

The BLS is an attempt, through relentless data collection, to get everyone a nice set of shared facts about the economy and the workforce. Are there enough jobs to go around? The BLS puts out a monthly jobs report (though it missed October because of the shutdown). How far does your paycheck go? The BLS tabulates the Consumer Price Index, which identifies All the Things That People Buy and then figures out if they cost more or less than they used to. In essence--since 1884, when it was the Bureau of Labor--the BLS takes pictures of the economy for us.

But the pictures have not been very flattering lately, and so the Trump administration has responded by trying to smash the camera. After the July jobs report did not have enough jobs, the president fired the BLS commissioner. Trump's 2026 budget proposes an 8 percent cut to the BLS budget. And DOGE's hacking at the BLS may have contributed to a suspension of data collection in three cities: Buffalo, New York; Provo, Utah; and Lincoln, Nebraska.

To collect my own economic data, I need to become a "first-rate noticer," says Jay Mousa, a former associate commissioner for the BLS office of field operations. That is part of what BLS field economists do. They are an army of perceptive extroverts who go from place to place, look around, talk with people, and find out what they are paying or charging for goods and services.

Mousa suggests that I go from store to store and find out the price of an item, now and in the past. Finding out the current price seems doable. But the past price? I could ask employees, he suggests. Perfect! I will use my thing-noticing, people-coaxing skills, just like a real BLS field economist.

Glancing at the dozens of items priced by the BLS in its list of average retail prices, I select eggs (one dozen, large, grade A). Eggs feel very present. They were the thing, during the 2024 election cycle, that people said cost too much, and now look where the country is.

I begin at a Safeway, asking a cashier what eggs cost now and what they cost earlier in the month. The clerk reports that eggs cost $4.99 a dozen, and remembers that they used to be a lot more expensive, like nine-something dollars. I feel awkward enough about this exchange that I buy the eggs. Did I collect data, or did I just go grocery shopping?

At Trader Joe's, I stare at a sample cup of butternut-squash mac and cheese before knocking it back like a shot. Then I notice that I am being offered a fork. First-rate noticing! A cardboard gargoyle peers down at me from the corner of the store. "That is a gargoyle," I say, trying to ease myself into conversation with the employee who offered me the mac and cheese.

"It's cardboard," the employee says. "It has been there five years."

I ask him about the historic price of eggs and he says that the cost has gone down--eggs that are $2.99 were $3.99 a mere two days ago! A secret weekend egg deal? Like a real field economist might find? He doesn't know. I leave the store with two specific numbers and without buying anything, which I consider a double win. Plus, I have data on the longevity of the cardboard gargoyle, just in case.

"I can't help but notice we are in a Whole Foods," I tell a Whole Foods employee who--perhaps having noticed me walking around with no shopping cart and a Geiger counter--has asked if I need help. "Is there any way of finding out what eggs used to cost in the past?"

He tells me that they have roughly doubled in price--eggs that are now $9 a carton were once $5; those that are now $4 were once $2.

These are the peaks of my data collection. At Giant, I am informed that eggs used to cost triple what they cost now. At Rodman's, when I ask what eggs used to cost, all I get is the assurance that eggs are expensive everywhere. At Target, an employee responds to my inquiry about the historic price of eggs by asking if I want to go to the egg aisle and see for myself. "No," I say, "I meant in the past." I complete the rest of my self-checkout in silence.

I need something to show for this effort. So I make a table using the data that I collected for a dozen large eggs, grade A.




This takes me only three hours. Should I be averaging the variables? That feels like a thing I can do. Can you average a number ending in ish ?

Maybe it's better not to collect too much economic data. Maybe doing so would frighten the economy. Maybe I'd better do something that can only help the economy: basic scientific research, which can ripple into world-changing breakthroughs. Did you know that studying the venom of gila monsters--decades ago, at a Veterans Affairs medical center--yielded a treatment for type 2 diabetes that, in the past few years, has spawned a weight-loss revolution?

And so I drive to Johns Hopkins University, where I hear they do a lot of science.

4. I DO MY OWN RESEARCH

I have just destroyed eight human retinal organoids with my subpar pipetting.

Allie--a grad student in Professor Bob's biology lab here at Johns Hopkins--is being very nice about it, but I feel terrible. She needs these retinas so she can study how different photoreceptors are made.

Johns Hopkins, "America's first research university," receives a lot of government funding. Or, at least, it used to. Something like $3 billion in grants were cut last year across the National Science Foundation and the NIH. When USAID was dismantled, Johns Hopkins lost $800 million in grants, leading to the elimination of more than 2,200 jobs around the world.

In Professor Bob's lab, grad students are trying to figure out how genes are expressed and how that affects an organism's physiology. Flies are helping them understand this by dying in large quantities. These are special flies whose genotype we know a lot about, and they live in jars full of a special sugary food, which they consume contentedly for their entire life (about 45 days).

They (the researchers, not the flies) suggest that I start small. My task will be to help flip the flies--move them from one jar full of a dense sugary substance to another jar--without releasing too many. Then I get to sex the flies, and then, with a microscope and forceps, I get to behead them. This is the closest I will ever get to being a praying mantis. The grad students report that informing people of the sex of nearby flies is a fun trick they perform at parties. (Gen Z needs to drink more.)

The percentage of the federal budget that goes to general science and basic research is not huge--about 0.2 percent--unless you consider the F-35 fighter jet a form of science. But the return is astounding. Google's beginnings can be traced to a federal grant for digital libraries. Now look at the company, helping to keep the entire economy afloat--and leading me to Tim the balloon pilot!

"Without scientific progress," the eminent engineer Vannevar Bush (also an eminent Atlantic writer) once wrote, "no amount of achievement in other directions can insure our health, prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern world." He submitted a report to Harry Truman in 1945 to argue for creating an agency that could support and fund basic research around the country. His brainchild, the National Science Foundation, was born in 1950. Dedicated support for scientific research has given us GPS (where would we be without it?), cancer-research funding that's helped save millions of lives (something we used to agree was an obvious good), and the atomic bomb (a parenthetical aside is the wrong venue to sum up my feelings about the atomic bomb).

So those are the stakes. Just millions of lives, the entire economy, and, of course, our health, prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern world.

I have to focus! My next task is to help grow human retinal organoids, for study. Grad Student Allie does this by starting out with a set of stem cells and then using chemicals to insist that those cells become retinas. She shows me the ones she has been working on, all in various stages of development. The newest ones resemble leaves with little nibbles around the edges; the more mature ones have become blobs with little meatballs attached; later, she removes the meatballs and, presto, a retina. To me, this is functionally witchcraft.


At Johns Hopkins, the author does not really know what she's looking at. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)






I do my best to help her in the earlier stages of retina development, by extracting waste from vials with growing retinas and then pipetting in pink liquid (food? Do baby retinas eat?).

I extract something that I hope is waste and gently squirt it into a waste container. Whatever it is, I guess it's waste now. Then I use the pipette to draw up a quantity of pink liquid and squirt it into the tube. I do this slowly and carefully, in the same way that I drive slowly and carefully: in little, jagged bursts of speed, interrupted by long pauses. This is not ideal pipetting. Bubbles form. Retinas are destroyed.

Allie is very kind, despite the devastation I have wrought. I won't be able to replicate this at home, anyway. I don't have any stem cells--unless some are growing between the yellow strata in my jug of raw milk that might soon become cheese?

5. I BEGIN TO LOSE MY MIND

I am starting to unravel a little bit. Becoming aware of all of these things I did not formerly think about has only made me aware of even more things.

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting took a hit--perhaps I should make children's programming?

Cuts to the IRS? I've got to audit things! Does anyone know a billionaire willing to share his tax records with me?

The U.S. Geological Survey's budget might be cut by almost 40 percent. WHERE IS THE OCEAN? GET ME A MEASURING TAPE!

Did I mention that the first hot-air-balloon ride I booked--before I found Tim in Columbus--charged my credit card twice and sent me to a Cincinnati rendezvous point where no one showed up? No balloon, no balloon pilot, nothing! Does the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau investigate balloon fraud? If it does, it probably won't for much longer. Trump is trying to shut down the bureau.

Bridge inspectors at the Department of Transportation are still on the job, but maybe I should familiarize myself with the varieties of truss.

Who's watching all of the airplanes? I play the simple games for aspiring air-traffic controllers that NASA (not the FAA, curiously) hosts on its website. These games offer all the fun of basic trigonometry, plus an ominous announcement, if you get the math wrong, reading, "SEPARATION LOST"--an aviation reference for occasioning a mid-air collision.

All the while, I have my Geiger counter, which is now a dear old friend, having stuck with me through it all. But what happens if I find actual radioactive material? My knowledgeable friends suggest vitrification, which can turn liquid waste into solid waste, because solid waste is much easier to deal with than liquid waste (as a parent of two young children, I can confirm). Unfortunately I do not have good vitrifying equipment in my kitchen.

I catch my husband Googling what price divorce, but he assures me it is just to help with my BLS research. Also, I made the mistake of telling my 3-year-old that I stepped in cow dung at the farm, and now every time she gets into the car, she claims that it "smells poopy."

I'm tired of asking what I can do for my country! I'll just go for a soothing walk.

But taking a soothing walk reminds me that the National Park Service, too, is suffering cuts; 24 percent of its permanent workforce is gone. But I don't know how to help. I thought that maybe I could clean toilets on the National Mall; an internal NPS spreadsheet listed Areas Where It Was Stretched Thin, including bathroom maintenance. But when I poke my head in the stalls, the bathrooms around the Washington Monument seem just fine. Maybe everything's just fine!

I think about offering my interpretive services at the World War I Memorial, but the plaques there imply that every day at 5 p.m., the actor Gary Sinise sends a bugler to play taps, and I don't want to compete with Gary Sinise's bugler.

I read in the same NPS spreadsheet that the Antietam battlefield has curbed its mowing and is "less-than-manicured," which "may be viewed negatively by visitors." Perhaps this is how I can help. I will go to the place that saw the bloodiest day of the Civil War and see what needs doing. Maybe I can tidy up? And maybe I can finally feel like I'm doing something for my country.

6. I DO YARD WORK AT ANTIETAM

I am scrabbling in the dirt with my bare hands in Antietam National Battlefield, trying to clear a walking path around a felled tree. "I don't think I'm helping!" I say, for the fifth or sixth time, to the photographer who is documenting my civic-minded humiliation. I am sweating. There is dirt under my nails and dirt in my boots. I have moved what feels like a lot of dirt around, but also I have not moved enough dirt around. The path is still blocked.

It is October. It is lovely in the autumn way of clear water moving over rocks as leaves fall. Antietam is the name of a creek, and something about the creek's scale feels wrong, given what happened here 164 years ago. Too small, somehow. Suspiciously still.

I don't know what else to do, in this current chapter of American turmoil, so I am doing this: clearing a path, because there ought to be a path here.

This task would be easy for a person with the right equipment. It would take an hour for someone with a chainsaw. But I am trying my best, and my best is no good at all.

"You have perhaps believed Government jobs to be 'soft' and 'easy,' " Horace M. Albright, the superintendent of Yellowstone, wrote to park-ranger applicants in the summer of 1926. "Most of them are not, and certainly there are no such jobs in the National Park Service."

The hard work of the park rangers at Antietam is to protect this place of history for visitors in the future. Antietam was brutal, with thousands of casualties--among them, arguably, slavery. After the battle, Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, declaring the end of slavery in the Confederate states. The bloodshed at Antietam helped extend the promises of the Declaration of Independence to more people.

The site needs to be preserved. It needs to be kept sightly. It needs ... to be mowed.

I see some unkempt grass near a few cannons and get my friend Dave's hand mower out of my trunk. The moment when you push a hand mower around Antietam is a moment when you must ask yourself questions, such as: How did I get here? How did we get here?


The author, at Antietam National Battlefield, thinks big thoughts while doing small things. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



How I got here: a five-month experiment in self-government as an individual.

How we got here: a 250-year experiment in self-government as a group.

I push the mower forward, and think about truths that are self-evident. The world is full of threats to life and liberty, before you even start thinking about the pursuit of happiness. If you want to have life, that means you want to be able to buy a sandwich, take a bite out of it, and not die. You want your children to drink milk and not die. If a big storm is coming, you want to know about it so you can evacuate if you need to. Where there is nuclear waste, you want it put away properly. You want to increase your sum total of knowledge about the human body and the world, so that you can prevent disease, or cure it. And, ideally, you want passionate citizens to handle the specialized stuff--people who love flies, or dew points, or the price of eggs, or making sure airplanes don't hit each other.

If there were a big button that said, "Hey, push this button and somebody else will handle all the hard, technical stuff, and in exchange you will pay a percentage of your annual income, but don't worry: We will have a team of people to make sure that you pay the right amount; also, there will be large, beautiful places where you can go for walks and learn about nature and history. And all the time you save will be your own!," I would absolutely push that button.

But for now, I push the mower.

People have tried to walk away from the federal government before. To break it up. And on this hill that I am mowing, some men died saying, "No. You don't get to do that. You're in this with us."

When I think of civil servants in this current uncivil moment--the air-traffic controllers who worked during the shutdown; the NOAA weather chasers flying into a hurricane to measure it, paycheck or no paycheck; the Park Service employees scrambling to keep bathrooms clean despite the cuts to their ranks--I will now think of Antietam.

I asked what I could do for my country and the answer was: alone, not much. Indeed, many things are weird at best, or destructive at worst, when you try to do them yourself. But if enough people get together and commit to doing them, you've got yourself a government.

Together, it's doable.

Alone, I give up!

Time to drive home from Antietam. Having mowed slightly, and been humbled greatly, I declare my experiment in self-government to be over. Save for one final task.

I've got a glass of cheese to drink.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "I'm Not From the Government but I'm Here to Help."
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What Having a Fake Disease Taught Me About Health Care

Medical schools are training students in a form of care that the system can't--or won't--provide.

by David H. Freedman

Thu, 08 Jan 2026






Every few weeks I turn up in a hospital gown at a medical exam room in Massachusetts and describe a set of symptoms that I don't really have. Students listen to my complaints of stomach pain, a bad cough, severe fatigue, rectal bleeding, shortness of breath, a bum knee, HIV infection, even stab wounds; on one occasion I simply shouted incoherently for several minutes, as if I'd had a stroke. Then the students do their best to help.

I have been given nearly 100 ultrasounds in just the past year, and referred to behavioral counseling dozens of times. I have been consoled for my woes, thanked for my forthrightness, congratulated for my efforts to improve my diet. I have received apologies when they need to lower my gown, press on my abdomen, or touch me with a cold stethoscope. Our encounters, which sometimes run as long as 40 minutes, end with the students giving me their diagnoses; detailing every test, treatment, and drug they want me to have; and then answering all of my questions without ever looking at their watch. Before leaving, they commend me for coming in and promise to check back in on me. It's a shame I have to feign an illness to get that kind of care.

I learned about fake medical care four years ago when my son, an M.D.-Ph.D. student, mentioned that he was being graded on his skill at treating "standardized patients": people who are paid to role-play illness. I'm fascinated by the practice of medicine, so I found this notion irresistible. I applied for a job in the standardized-patient program at the University of Massachusetts, and after two full days of training, plus a lot of reading and videos, I was ready to get started.

The practice of faking medical encounters for the sake of education dates back to 1963 at the University of Southern California, but UMass developed one of the first formalized programs in 1982 and has been a model since. Such programs are now, well, standard: According to a count published in a 2023 review of the practice, 187 of the 195 accredited medical schools in the U.S. describe the use of standardized patients on their websites.

Each specific case that an SP might inhabit--and there are hundreds--comes with a minimum of two hours of additional training in person or via Zoom, along with more reading. We're buried in a blizzard of unique details to memorize about the patients we portray. By the time I'm ready for my fake exam, I can rattle off what vaccinations I've had, how long I've worked at my job, whether I've had my tonsils out, when my mother died, how much weight I've gained or lost in recent months, which vitamins I take, how much coffee I drink, how chatty I tend to be, and whether I've traveled recently (and might have parasites!).

There's no script for my encounters, because you never know what the students might ask, say, and do. So I improvise most of my responses, in keeping with the facts I've been given. What do I usually eat for breakfast? What do they make at the factory where I work? What sexual acts do my partner and I engage in? My ad-libs are acceptable, according to the grades I get from staff members who occasionally observe the encounters via camera. But many of my colleagues are professional actors, and their performances are superb. We sometimes work in pairs, and more than once I've found myself deeply moved--even to the verge of tears--by my partner's fake suffering.

Of course, we SPs are not the only ones faking it in these sessions; the students are playing along, too. We score them on as many as 50 different elements, including their tone of voice (was it friendly but professional?), their body language (did they lean in to show engagement?), and their facility at palpating our spleens (did they dig in firmly in the right spot?). Most important, we are meant to check that they are learning empathy. Numerous studies have shown that more empathetic care is correlated with better clinical outcomes, perhaps because it makes patients more inclined to share their full medical history, and more likely to stick with whatever treatment has been recommended. In one survey, orthopedic-surgery patients reported that a doctor's empathy was more central to their satisfaction than the time it took to get an appointment, how long they were stuck in the waiting room, or even what sort of treatment they ended up receiving.

It may not even matter if the doctor's kindness is sincere, as long as it sounds that way to patients. Dave Hatem, an internist and professor emeritus at UMass who has helped oversee the school's SP curriculum, told me that even just the act of trying to say empathetic things is valuable for students. "If you get the right words to come out of your mouth, and you do it often enough, then you get to the point where you really mean it," he said.

Most of the medical students who examine me do seem genuine in their concern. I suspect that if it were up to them, they'd practice medicine this way for the whole of their careers. But however much they might want to provide the superb treatment that I experience as a standardized patient, the health-care system won't let them.



Elaine Thompson is a recent graduate of Emory University's medical school, where she learned to provide the same sort of long, thoughtful, whole-person interactions that I get from students. For the past three years, she has been an ear, nose, and throat resident at Johns Hopkins Medicine, one of the best medical centers in the world. Her real-life patient encounters now last for an average of 10 minutes.

"You quickly learn as a resident that the job is to move things along," Thompson told me. "I'm still curious about my patients as people and want to learn about their families, but if it's not relevant to their current problem, then asking about it opens a door that will add time to the visit." So much for chatting to put them at ease, soliciting a full narrative of their symptoms, hearing all their concerns, asking about their job, uncovering anxieties, addressing financial and social challenges, and encouraging their questions. (In an emailed statement, a spokesperson for Johns Hopkins Medicine said that it is committed to delivering "patient-centered training" and "whole person care.")

Read: Learning empathy from the dead

The same is true for Emily Chin, who received her medical degree from UMass in 2023 and is now an ob-gyn resident at UC San Francisco. She told me that she got the message about keeping visits short early on from senior residents, who made a point of tracking the length of her encounters. "I'd just have time to check the cervix, do a quick ultrasound, and then make a decision about admitting or discharging the patient," she said. Another source of pressure is the knowledge that spending any extra time with a patient means that dozens of other patients will be waiting longer to be seen: "You see the patients piling up in the waiting room, and you see the schedule screen going red." (UCSF's vice dean for education, Karen Hauer, did not object to this characterization, but noted that the school advises its residents on how to establish patient rapport when time is short.)

Residents also learn that time is money. Hospitals and practices view a doctor's interactions with a patient in terms of "revenue value units." Reimbursement for seeing a patient whose high cholesterol leads to a prescription for a statin might bring $60 into the hospital or clinic. Reimbursement for extra time spent discussing the patient's fears of side effects and concerns about affording the drug's co-pay or making dietary changes brings in $0. "That doesn't exactly encourage providing the most empathetic, patient-centered care," a UMass Memorial Health resident named Hans Erickson told me.

The residents I spoke with worried that these time pressures were only going to get worse when they finished residency and became full-fledged doctors. In light of those constraints, does it still make sense to emphasize highly empathetic care for students? I asked that question of Melissa Fischer, the physician who directs the SP program and other simulation training at UMass. Fischer argues that the lessons we impart to students can survive the crush of residency, even if they have to be applied in abbreviated ways. "That interest in building connections to patients stays," she said. "They just have to find faster ways to build them."

Read: How to teach doctors empathy

Lisa Howley, an educational psychologist who serves as the senior director for transforming medical education at the Association of American Medical Colleges, told me that training up a generation of more empathetic medical students will make the health-care system better. "We think of young medical learners as agents of potential change," she told me. "They'll see the gaps and weaknesses, and they'll look for ways to make improvements." Besides, what would be the benefit of forcing medical students to learn about patient encounters in the hectic, abbreviated format they'll confront as residents? "It doesn't make sense to apply those pressures early in their education," she said. After all, we don't teach student pilots how to fly a plane while trying to make up for time lost to flight delays or dealing with unruly passengers.

All of the residents I spoke with said they look for ways to connect with patients despite the harsh realities of the system. "The desire to get to know the patient as a whole person doesn't go away; it's just a matter of finding ways to bring it to the surface as a stressed resident," Erickson said. Chin put it this way: "It's not that it's challenging to keep up empathy, it's that it's hard to be empathetic all the time."

At the end of my fake encounters, I try to be encouraging. I tell the students how I, as a patient, felt treated by them, and then I challenge them to give ideas for how they might improve. Sometimes, when one of them has done a bang-up job of making me feel heard, I tell them that I hope they'll be able to sustain that level of engagement when they're a practicing doctor--and I always get the sense that the students hope so too.
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How Sweetgreen Became Millennial Cringe

The salad chain is in free fall, along with a certain kind of optimism.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Last spring, Sweetgreen did something shocking, at least insofar as the menu adjustments of a fast-casual salad chain can be described that way: It added fries. In interviews, the company's "chief concept officer," Nicolas Jammet, paid lip service to "reevaluating and redefining fast food," but I suspect that Sweetgreen was also "reevaluating and redefining" how to make money in a world that appeared poised to move on from buying what the company was trying to sell.

In the first two months of last year, Sweetgreen's stock price had declined more than 30 percent. The company had already made significant changes, dropping seed oils, adding "protein plates," and hiring a bunch of robots in an apparent effort to cater to the early 2020s' three defining dining trends: the MAHA movement, the protein fixation, and the push to cut costs by eliminating human labor. But not even air-fried potatoes could stop Sweetgreen's free fall. In August, with operational losses reaching $26.4 million, the chain fired workers, and also the fries. As the year ended, Nathaniel Ru, who co-founded the company in 2007, stepped down from his role. Today, a share of Sweetgreen stock costs less than $8. In late 2024, it was more than $43.

This is remarkable because, for a golden decade or so, Sweetgreen was the future of lunch. Americans, especially ones who were youngish and worked on computers, were toting green paper bags around coastal cities (and later, smaller towns and non-coastal cities) en masse. Silicon Valley was injecting capital into a restaurant as though it were a software start-up.

Sweetgreen's early success was not a fluke. As a restaurant, it truly did do something incredible. The company put high-quality organic produce in interesting combinations, incorporating fresh herbs and global ingredients, and going heavy on crunch and citrus. It sourced from small farms that it listed proudly on chalkboards inside each store, appealing squarely to a cohort who knew they really should be shopping at the farmers' market, even if they usually got their groceries from Instacart, guiltily. And Sweetgreen was an early adopter of online ordering, allowing its customers to waste less time waiting in line. When a Sweetgreen opened in my city, in 2016, replacing a restaurant that had been serving hamburgers for 65 years, I was excited about it the same way I was excited when fiber internet came to my neighborhood: Finally, a better way to live.

In all this, the chain was achingly of its era, when high functioning in the office (productivity) and on the cellular level (health) became irretrievably intertwined. The widespread adoption of smartphones invented new categories of aspiration, new ways to sell things, new expectations that workers be available and productive, including during lunch hour. The wellness influencer--a figure whose job title did not exist just a few years earlier--suddenly started to seem like one of the more powerful figures in American life. Millennials graduated, grew up, got jobs, and emerged as not just a chronological category but a marketing segment.

Read: The sad ballad of salad

Around this time, a number of venture-backed start-ups appeared to sell them new versions of stuff they already used. The stuff was legitimately nicer, but only a little; the real innovation was in how it was sold. Largely, this meant minimalist packaging that was purpose-built to look good on a small screen, and marketing copy that made canny nods to responsibility but also fun, using a corporate voice that sounded like a real person's, even if that person was sort of embarrassing and obsessed with the grind ("you're going to guac this week. #monday ?," read the caption on an Instagram post from Sweetgreen in 2015). In short order, many Americans swapped out their YMCA stationary-bike classes for SoulCycle; their yellow cabs for rideshares; their generic workout gear for color-blocked, cellphone-pocketed leggings made out of, like, recycled water bottles.

And these same Americans abandoned the salad bar--for decades, a depressing fixture of the workday lunch--in favor of Sweetgreen. It was a healthy, efficient meal for healthy, efficient people (at least aspirationally), a power lunch for those who didn't have assistants or expense accounts but who were nonetheless determined to feel in control, possibly formidable. Especially after 2018--when the company began installing shelves in office lobbies and WeWork cafeterias, from which workers could retrieve a preordered salad without leaving the building--it just became a default, a nearly frictionless calorie-delivery vehicle for people whose bosses were definitely paying attention to whether their little Slack bubble was green or not.

Sweetgreen was what you ate while listening to, if not the Hamilton soundtrack, then a self-improvement podcast at 1.5 speed, ripping through emails or shopping online before dutifully composting your beautifully designed, biodegradable bowl. It was the perfect fuel for the grinning strivers of the long 2010s, when a better world was possible, and in fact something you could buy. When a dear friend of mine got married, what she wanted to eat more than anything else while being poked and prettied in the hotel suite was Sweetgreen. It was the most reliable, most delicious, least risky meal either of us could think to pick up at an exceptionally frenetic moment. But it also made sense, spiritually, on a day that often requires total command over both one's appearance and a large number of spreadsheets--a day that is a public declaration of hope for the future, and, in some ways, the first day of your adult life.

Read: The golden age of the fried-chicken sandwich

Sweetgreen sold salad, which you eat, but it also sold moral superiority, which you build an identity around. (By 2016, BuzzFeed was posting lists about "21 Truths for Everyone Obsessed With Sweetgreen.") The company capitalized on this to sell not just lunch but a lifestyle brand. It staged an annual music festival; collaborated with cool fashion people on limited-edition housewares and accessories; sold branded Nalgenes and expensive, earth-toned sweatshirts in its capacious webstore; posted its playlists to Spotify. Imagine anyone willingly re-creating the sonic ambience inside their local McDonald's at home and you will realize how unique Sweetgreen is, or was, among casual-restaurant chains.

Although McDonald's and its ilk got big by serving as broad an audience as possible, Sweetgreen derived much of its cachet from projecting a level of elitism. This, as it turns out, is not the secret to market dominance. Sweetgreen has always been relatively expensive, and it has gotten more so: In 2014, a kale Caesar with chicken was $8.85; this week, in some locations, it's more than $14.75, which is almost $2 higher than can be explained by inflation alone. Maybe more important is the impression that it's expensive. Today's consumers are highly price-sensitive, Jonathan Maze, the editor in chief of the trade publication Restaurant Business, told me, and "Sweetgreen has had a reputation as an expensive place to eat for what you're getting."

There's also the issue that many Americans don't like salad quite enough to actually want it regularly. In a 2024 YouGov poll, 40 percent of respondents said they ate salad more than once a week, which might seem like a lot until you remember that some of them were surely lying, and you consider how many more people prefer food that isn't chopped-up raw vegetables: Last year, the nation's top five quick-service restaurants were, in order, McDonald's, Starbucks, Chick-fil-A, Taco Bell, and Wendy's. "It's really difficult to convince a large number of people that salad is something they're going to eat on a frequent enough basis to support a chain like that," Maze said. Many years ago, he was driving his then-10-year-old son and a friend home from baseball practice, and the friend was excitedly talking about eating Chipotle for dinner. The memory has, clearly, stuck with him: "Can I realistically imagine my son's 10-year-old friend bragging about going to Sweetgreen?" He cannot. I can't either.

Read: America is done pretending about meat

Sweetgreen went public in 2021, and it has not been consistently profitable since. No amount of savvy marketing could make the salad-haters change their minds. But then the people who used to like Sweetgreen also started abandoning it. In the third quarter of last year, the average Sweetgreen store's sales declined almost 10 percent; the drop was most significant in Los Angeles and the Northeast, two of the company's core markets. (I asked Maze where those customers were going instead, and he said maybe Raising Cane's, which specializes in chicken fingers.)

Some of this can be explained by prices, but plenty of other restaurants have raised their prices and not seen sales fall off a cliff. I think Sweetgreen didn't change so much as the world around it did. A $15 salad was never really an investment in one's health, but it certainly doesn't feel like that in this economy--and besides, that moment has passed. The optimism of the previous era has given way to something more nihilistic. The people who were once going to guac this week are now quiet quitting and scarfing tallow. The "power" in Millennial power lunch has, largely, been replaced by impotence and apathy. WeWork went bankrupt; Hamilton became cringe; trying so hard to do the right things all the time started to feel pointless and naive. When I told a friend and fellow former Sweetgreen enthusiast about this story, he said, "What's the point of eating a salad when we're all going to die?" He was joking, kind of.
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The Common Friendship Behavior That Has Become Strangely Fraught

A theme keeps popping up in relationship advice: Don't vent so much.

by Julie Beck

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




A boogeyman haunts the realm of friendship advice: the friend who vents too much. Although people have surely been complaining since the dawn of language, and getting annoyed at one another about it for nearly as long, venting about how much other people are venting has lately gotten very loud. Etiquette books, advice columns, and talking-head TikToks have taken up the issue of over-venting. Complaining too much sometimes gets framed as not just irritating but "toxic," and sharing problems is sometimes described as "trauma dumping." Those on the receiving end of complaints bemoan their status as the "therapist friend." The message is: Vent with caution.

Therapists and researchers I spoke with have also noticed a heightened anxiety among their patients and research subjects about venting. "It's a real-life thing," Peter Mallory, a sociologist at St. Francis Xavier University, told me. He said that when he interviews people about their friendships, he frequently hears them "talking about the burdens of other people coming to them when they need emotional support." In turn, some people seem to be holding back from their friends for fear of burdening them. Blake Blankenbecler, a therapist in Charlotte, North Carolina, told me that she hears both sentiments from her clients: "I don't want to be too much and My friend is too much right now."

Some conflict within friendships over venting seems inevitable. Venting is complex; it can bring people closer, but it can also be emotionally draining. The impulse to conceal struggles from friends, or to resist listening to a friend's complaints, however, is misguided: If people avoid sharing problems with one another, their relationships risk becoming less rich--and less rewarding.



The idea of venting was popularized by Sigmund Freud and his colleague Josef Breuer, who believed that catharsis of suppressed emotions was key to treating hysteria and neurosis. Freud wrote of "giving vent to the torments of the secret." Anger was not the only emotion he thought needed release, but the idea of venting your frustration lest you explode has had real staying power. It still fuels a lot of conventional wisdom about how to deal with negative emotions, including tips to scream into a pillow, "let it out," or "get something off your chest." (And this concept of catharsis informed much of what we know as talk therapy today.)

Research, however, has shown that venting does not reduce anger but can actually fuel it--which may be why some people go so far as to say that you should never vent at all, to anyone. The self-help author and podcaster Mel Robbins has called venting a "trap" and instead recommends her "Let Them Theory," which, as I understand it, advises people to just accept however others are acting and try not to be upset about it. Mark Manson, the author of The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, advocated against venting for other reasons: "Complaining is how weak people try to connect," he said in a social-media video last year.

Read: That's it. You're dead to me.

Still, venting can make people feel better, even if it doesn't make them less enraged, because it has a social purpose. "We vent to connect, feel validated, etc and maybe even more energized to deal with the conflict," Jennifer Parlamis, a social psychologist at the University of San Francisco, told me in an email. "You feel better because you received social support but you are not less angry." That support from another person can make the difference between a successful vent session and a dud. In one study, Parlamis found that whether venters came away from an interaction with their moods improved depended on how the listener responded.

Venting can also bring people closer, much like sharing secrets can build intimacy. One way this happens, according to research by Jaimie Arona Krems, a social psychologist at UCLA, is when one friend vents to another about someone else. This kind of venting makes the listener likely to prefer the venter over the person being vented about. So it's a way of solidifying a relationship, if a somewhat-manipulative way.

Despite the social benefits of venting, people can easily overdo it. Online, people frequently complain about friends' constant negativity bringing them down. They aren't wrong to worry about this; emotions are contagious. Complaining can lead to what is called "co-rumination," or excessive dwelling on a problem in discussion--you can get caught up in a friend's thought spiral and their emotions. Co-rumination is linked to depressive symptoms but also to higher-quality friendships, presumably because co-ruminators have people they trust to discuss problems with them. An interviewee in one of Mallory's studies summed up the tension between the advantages and drawbacks of venting. At one point, she talked about the importance of friends sharing issues and giving one another advice: "For me, friendship means counseling," she said. But later, she also said that she felt emotionally burned-out by paying attention to friends' problems. Contradictorily, she saw "counseling her friends as both intimacy-building and a risk to her own wellbeing," the researchers wrote.



Anti-venting partisans have some ideas for what people should do instead of complaining to their friends: journaling--or better yet, if you can afford it, going to therapy and paying someone to listen. (Reminders that "friends are not your therapists" abound on social media.) For those who do choose to vent to a friend, advice-givers suggest scheduling a time to talk about a tricky topic, so your friend isn't blindsided; setting a timer for how long you're going to complain; or--and this one comes up again and again--asking your friend for permission to vent before doing so.

This guidance implies that minimizing venting is almost a matter of etiquette, that asking for too much of others' emotional energy is impolite. The advice also urges friends to behave in ways that are oddly formal. As Mallory pointed out, planning time to complain to a friend sounds "almost like booking an appointment with your therapist"--ironic, considering the imperative to not treat friends like therapists. These tips also focus on controlling and containing the mess of emotions that can come along with venting; yet the nature of both emotions and relationships is messy and unpredictable. "The most sustainable friendships," Blankenbecler said, "value and create space for there to be some friction from time to time."

Read: A wedding reveals how much help is available to you

And confining all of your venting to a journal or a therapist's office could come at a real cost to relationships. If you never complain to your friends, Danielle Bayard Jackson, a friendship coach and the author of Fighting for Our Friendships, told me, you lose opportunities to signal trust, get "perspective from a person who knows and loves you," and build intimacy. Jackson said that after she started going to therapy, she did ask for less from her friends. "It directly changed how I approached my friends," she said. Her reach-outs for emotional support became "less frequent and intense." She said that both therapy and prayer offered her help that her friends couldn't. Still, Jackson didn't stop complaining to her friends entirely. "Taking it totally off the table," she said, "just feels kind of antithetical to friendship itself."

That is what the venting debate is really about: friendship itself, and how friends should be. Should friendship be a haven from mess, or a safe space for it? Should friends support or avoid burdening one another? And, as Jackson put it, "what do you believe your friends owe you?" I don't believe that friends owe one another unlimited time or energy. But they do owe one another, at least, compassion, reciprocity, and the generosity to not assume that a friend's problems are only burdens.
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An Act of Cosmic Sabotage

How Donald Trump tried to ground NASA's science missions

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 08 Jan 2026


A test model of the Perseverance rover, designed to explore the surface of Mars, sits in a garage at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, near Pasadena, California, in October.



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

On Mars, in the belly of a rover named Perseverance, a titanium tube holds a stone more precious than any diamond or ruby on Earth. The robot spotted it in 2024 along the banks of a Martian riverbed and zapped it with an ultraviolet laser. It contained ancient layers of mud, compressed into shale in the 3.5 billion years since the river last coursed across the red planet. Inside those layers, the rover found organic compounds. Its camera zoomed in and noticed leopard-like spots. Scientists had previously observed similar spotting patterns, but not on Mars. They'd seen them on Earth, in muds that once teemed with microbes.

The rover tucked a core sample about the size of a piece of chalk into a treasure chest in its chassis. There the rock will remain until a future robot parachutes down onto the Martian surface, grabs the chest, and launches it back to Earth. If scientists are able to inspect it in person, and they find that Mars was indeed once alive with microbes, we would know that life on our planet is no cosmic one-off. We would have reason to believe that it has emerged on many of the hundreds of billions of planets that exist in our galaxy alone. The cosmos that we look up into at night would no longer seem a cold void. It would shimmer with a new vitality.

Perseverance is among the latest in a lineage of interplanetary robotic explorers that NASA has built across almost 60 years, for about $60 billion. That's less than what Mark Zuckerberg spent on his struggling metaverse. At NASA, it paid for hundreds of spacecraft that have flown past all of the solar system's planets, dropped into orbit around most of them, and decelerated from flight speed to reach the surface of a few. These missions have disclosed the scientific qualities of other worlds, as well as the look and feel of them, to all humanity, and for posterity too.

Most of these missions, including nine of the 11 that have landed on Mars, were run out of NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, near Pasadena, California. The mission to retrieve the chest inside Perseverance was, until recently, the largest, most important project at JPL. About 1,000 people there were working on it. But it's no longer moving forward, and may never happen.

Last spring, President Donald Trump bluntly expressed his vision for science at NASA in his first budget request. Along with extensive layoffs, he called for 40 of the agency's 124 science missions, including Mars Sample Return, to be defunded, and for the surviving missions to make do with less. Among NASA scientists, the request was demoralizing; within months, its major science centers lost thousands of staffers to buyouts and cutbacks.

On a hot day in late October, I visited JPL's Mars Yard, an outdoor sandbox where rovers practice their off-world skills. The lab had just let 550 staffers go, its fourth force reduction in two years. One of Perseverance's test models sat back in the garage, resting in the shade, while its more nimble successor--a rover prototype with a llama-like neck--army-crawled over some boulders in the morning glare. A senior scientist at JPL had told me that he'd never seen the place so empty and lifeless, so drained of enthusiasm. But I was a guest in the Mars Yard, and my hosts were dutifully chipper, even when the little autonomous rover got stuck on a sand dune, even when they explained that it isn't currently slated to visit any other worlds.

Only the governments of rich countries send robotic explorers to other planets. And only the United States has sent them past the asteroid belt to Jupiter and beyond. For decades, this has been a part of America's global cultural role: to fling the most distant probes into the solar system, and to build the space telescopes that see the farthest into the cosmos. The U.S. has led an unprecedented age of cosmic discovery. Now Trump is trying to bring that age to an end, and right at the moment when answers to our most profound existential questions finally seem to be within reach.

The way David Grinspoon remembers it, the attack on NASA headquarters began with the plants. In February, a few weeks after Trump took office, Grinspoon, who was then a senior scientist at the agency, walked into a newly barren common area at headquarters in Washington, D.C. On the windowsill, the potted plants that had previously sat between models of NASA's signature spacecraft had been removed; he was told that the order to remove them had come down from the new administration. (A spokesperson from NASA said the plants were removed after the agency terminated a plant-watering contract "to save American taxpayers money.")

Grinspoon could live without the office greenery. Its confiscation was trivial, comic even. He'd been hired by NASA to lead strategy for the agency's astrobiology missions. He tried to stay focused on that, but he grew more alarmed a few weeks later, when the administration disbanded NASA's Office of the Chief Scientist, a team of six that advises agency leaders on scientific matters. DOGE officials started walking the halls. They snapped pictures of empty offices, as evidence that people weren't working. "That was infantilizing," Grinspoon told me. His colleagues put Post-it notes on their doors to let their new minders know when they went to a meeting, or to get coffee.


The interior of a chest designed to hold rock-core samples, similar to the one carried by Perseverance as it searches for signs of ancient life on Mars (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Many NASA staffers rank among the most talented people in their fields. At JPL, I met Havard Fjaer Grip, an engineer who helped develop a small helicopter that stowed away on the Perseverance rover. After the hawk-size chopper plopped out onto the Martian surface in 2021, Grip, who was also its chief pilot, got it airborne. It was built for only five flights but managed 72, and it flew all of them with a tiny swatch of fabric from the Wright brothers' Flyer 1 tucked under its solar panel. Grip led me to an 85-foot-tall steel cylinder, a simulator capable of generating harsh Martian conditions. Through its porthole window, I saw where he'd placed a new carbon-fiber rotor. He wanted to get it spinning at nearly the speed of sound. He hoped that it could power a larger chopper up and down the cliff faces of Mars.

Work like this requires world-class scientific infrastructure and skill. By April, Trump appeared to be trying to rid NASA of both. The White House had already offered government workers a blanket buyout. Janet Petro, whom Trump had appointed acting administrator of NASA, was openly encouraging staffers to take it. She began sending emails warning of impending layoffs.

Trump's budget request, released in May, called for a 47 percent cut in funding for the agency's science missions and deep reductions in staff at its major science centers, JPL and Goddard Space Flight Center. Congress hasn't passed this request, and as of this writing it seems likely to reject Trump's severe cuts. But during the crucial window when NASA's staff was considering buyouts, Petro indicated that the president's request would guide policy.

Every NASA science unit was told to draw up a new budget, Grinspoon said. It was like planning a strike on the fleet of spacecraft that the agency has spread across the solar system. If the cuts in the request were implemented, satellites that monitor the advance and retreat of Earth's glaciers, clouds, and forests would splash down into an undersea graveyard for spacecraft in the remote Pacific Ocean. A robot that is on its way to study a gigantic Earth-menacing asteroid would be abandoned mid-flight, as would other probes that have already arrived at the sun, Mars, and Jupiter. The first spacecraft to fly by Pluto is still sending data back from the Kuiper Belt's unexplored ice fields. It took almost 20 years to get out there, and the small team that runs it costs NASA almost nothing. It would be disbanded nonetheless, and contact with the probe would be forever lost. Future missions to Venus, Mars, and Uranus would also be scrapped.

A whole national endowment, funded by American taxpayers and built over decades, was at risk of being vaporized, with consequences that could linger for a generation or more. Among the "many levels of pain" that Grinspoon experienced, he found it hardest to cut back the programs that train young scientists to do the hyper-technical work of searching for life among the stars. "It's like eating your seed corn," he said.


The Mount Wilson Observatory, in Southern California, where Edwin Hubble first discovered galaxies beyond our own early in the 20th century. It is still in use by academic astronomers today. (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Trump seems to see NASA primarily as a means of ferrying astronauts to and from space. He made this view explicit in July when he asked Sean Duffy, his secretary of transportation, to succeed Petro as the agency's acting administrator. Human-spaceflight missions are useful to the president as nationalistic spectacles; he worries that the Chinese will land on the moon before Americans return there. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act increased funding for NASA's human-spaceflight centers (which, unlike the major science centers, are all in red states). But although crewed missions can inspire awe and are worth supporting, they provide far less scientific return than robotic probes or space telescopes, which are purpose-built to disclose new laws of the cosmos.

From the January/February 2015 issue: Charles Fishman on 5,200 days in space

By early summer, the people who work on NASA's science missions were decamping to private-sector jobs that pay more, but are perhaps less inspiring. Email send-offs for longtime employees dominated Grinspoon's inbox. He didn't blame his departing colleagues for taking the buyouts. The missions that they'd looked forward to working on were likely to be scratched. And they knew that they might not get the same severance if layoffs came. Grinspoon himself stayed until September, when his position was eliminated.

The eight-story clean room at Goddard Space Flight Center, in Greenbelt, Maryland, is a hallowed space. It was the main attraction on the tour that the center's most recent director, Makenzie Lystrup, used to give to visiting members of Congress, foreign heads of state, and other VIPs, before she abruptly resigned in July. In this enormous bay, NASA built the Hubble Space Telescope and the other orbital observatories that have brought the deep universe into the everyman's ken, revealing its endless fields of galaxies, its exploding stars, its black holes. No other kind of science mission can match the power of these space telescopes to unveil the universe.

The clean room's current resident, the Nancy Grace Roman Space Telescope, is currently scheduled to launch in late 2026. At regular intervals until then, vents will pump in blasts of pure nitrogen and compressed air, purging the bay of dust that might otherwise trickle into the telescope's exquisite cosmic eye. Scientists and engineers will file in, wearing white bunny suits and booties, to tend to America's next great observatory up close. Like Lystrup, some of them worry that it will be the country's last.

Americans have spent the past century and change building a series of colossal telescopes, each peering more deeply into the universe than the one before. Astronomers in London, Paris, and Berlin had surveyed large portions of the Milky Way during the 19th century, but they couldn't be sure that anything existed outside it until an American astronomer named Edwin Hubble came along. In 1919, Hubble, then 29 years old, began using a new telescope, financed by a robber baron and constructed on Mount Wilson, a pine-studded peak just east of Los Angeles. Its 9,000-pound mirror was larger than any in Europe, and Hubble used it to look closer at the blurry blobs of light that his peers were then seeing all across the sky. Many believed that these mysterious "nebulae" were small clouds of stars nested inside our galaxy. Hubble pointed the telescope at the largest of them, and for 45 minutes, he let its light pile up on a glass plate coated in a photosensitive emulsion.

Today, it is the most cherished plate in a collection of more than 250,000 kept in a vault guarded by thick steel doors at the Carnegie Observatories, in Pasadena. I recently watched a latex-gloved Carnegie staffer tremble as he removed it from an envelope. In the image of the nebula on its surface, Hubble had marked a star that he had never seen before. He would later notice it flashing repeatedly, like a firefly, in super-slow motion.

This rhythmic flashing allowed Hubble to calculate the star's distance from Earth, and he was jolted to find that it was not in our galaxy at all. The nebula hung in space an awesome distance beyond the Milky Way's far edge, a galaxy unto itself. We now call it Andromeda, and we know that it contains more than a trillion stars. In the years to come, Hubble would find evidence of a dozen other galaxies that surround us. He discovered the universe beyond the Milky Way.

But only its local regions. In 1998, more than 25 years before Lystrup became the director of Goddard, she visited its campus as an undergrad. She remembers touring the control room for the first major telescope that NASA had placed outside the distortion of Earth's atmosphere. By that time, the Hubble Space Telescope had been in orbit for less than a decade, yet it had already profoundly enlarged human vision. Like its namesake, the Hubble had run some long exposures in order to look deeper into our universe. During one 10-day stretch, it had stared directly at a single tiny pinhole of black sky and revealed it to be packed with thousands of galaxies. This image soon imprinted itself on the global collective consciousness. Ordinary people from nearly every country on Earth saw it, and came to understand something about the nature of existence at the largest scale.

In 2021, the James Webb Space Telescope launched, and once in space, it unfolded a gold-coated primary mirror nearly three times as large as the Hubble's. Astronomers have since used the Webb to see clear back to the beginning of time. They have watched the first galaxies forming. The Webb cost nearly $10 billion and took more than a decade to build. But once in orbit, telescopes are relatively cheap to maintain. After 36 years, the Hubble is still doing science. And if the Webb is allowed to continue operating, it, too, will be able to keep straining to see the first stars that flared into being after the Big Bang, until its fuel runs out around 2045.

When Lystrup received the first leaked version of Trump's budget request in April, she was shocked to see that he had zeroed out funding for the Roman. It was almost fully assembled in Goddard's clean room, nearly ready to launch. In Trump's final budget request, in June, the Roman was spared, but funding for the Webb was cut back severely, even though the telescope has a different function; the Roman's shallow widescreen vistas are meant to complement the Webb's deeper, narrow stares into the universe. According to a senior scientist who was closely involved with the Webb, the cut would put it on "life support." Without enough staff to help keep it stable and to calibrate its data, the vision of the world's most powerful telescope would be effectively blurred. And its lifespan would be shortened, perhaps by as much as a decade.

Trump took aim at another telescope too, perhaps the most ambitious in history. For decades, NASA has been working toward a giant instrument custom-made to look for life around the 100 nearest sunlike stars, including many that we could one day reach with a probe. The Habitable Worlds Observatory (HWO) would zoom in on the most Earthlike planets that orbit them. In their atmospheres, the telescope would look for the gas combinations that appear only when life has taken hold, be it microbial slime or coral reefs and rainforests, or something far stranger. To do all of this, in orbit, the HWO will need to achieve an unprecedented state of Zen stillness. NASA had hoped to get it into space in the late 2030s, but Trump's budget request called for an 81 percent reduction in its funding. That cut could push its launch, and any discoveries it makes, beyond the lifetimes of many people alive today.

Read: America is killing its chance to find alien life

As Lystrup looked over these and other budget details, she got a sense of what the administration wanted for Goddard. Among other things, its workforce was to be halved. After the request leaked, people there were openly crying in the halls. Lystrup was asked whether NASA was even going to do science anymore.


The control room at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, where staffers exchange messages with every American spacecraft beyond the moon (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



On June 16, Lystrup held an emotional town hall. She explained that the budget request had called for Goddard to become much smaller, almost immediately, with deeper cuts in the years to follow. "I think it is very clear that this administration is looking to significantly shrink the science organization at NASA," she said. The next day, she heard that leaders at NASA headquarters believed that she hadn't been sufficiently supportive of the president's budget. She heard that there was talk of retribution, and worried that she might be fired. An official in NASA leadership called and asked her to reflect on whether she'd spoken too frankly, in a way that might be interpreted as unaligned with the administration's goals. Lystrup did that, and concluded that Goddard's staff had deserved a frank account of what was happening. She decided to resign.

At the start of Lystrup's tenure, Goddard's workforce had been approximately 10,000. When she left, it was just 6,500. Most of the losses had come in the first seven months of Trump's second term. The teams of scientists and engineers that built America's great space telescopes were being scattered. Staffers were told not to hold farewell gatherings during work hours, because they had become too numerous.

A full accounting of Trump's assault on American science will have to wait for historians, and we cannot yet say what the worst of it will be. His appointment of a charlatan to lead the country's largest public-health agency may well prove more detrimental to Americans' daily lives than anything he does to NASA. But his attempt to ground the agency's science missions suggests a fundamental change in the country's character, a turning inward. America's space telescopes and probe missions have not only torn the veil from nature. They've had an ennobling effect on American culture; to the world, they've projected an elevated idea of Americans as competent, forward-looking adventurers, forever in search of new wonders.

NASA is as prone to bloat as any other government agency, and previous presidents from both parties have tried to trim its science budget. But never so severely. They understood that although private companies can do some of the things that NASA does, they don't fund ambitious missions that have no purpose apart from answering our most profound cosmic questions. Neither SpaceX nor Blue Origin has done so once.

Trump still has another three years to shape NASA in his unscientific image. Rank-and-file scientists at the agency aren't sure what to make of his November renomination of Jared Isaacman as administrator. When the president first tapped the billionaire astronaut during his transition period, they felt cautiously hopeful. Isaacman has claimed to support science missions, and once even offered to personally fund and fly a mission to try to extend the Hubble Space Telescope's lifespan. But after Trump withdrew his initial nomination, it's unclear how much groveling Isaacman had to do to regain it. When Isaacman was asked about NASA's funding of science at his second confirmation hearing, in December, he did not distance himself from Trump's priorities. He said that he supported the president's efforts to reduce the deficit.

Congress will have the last word on NASA's budget, if its members are able to pass one. A proposed budget from the House of Representatives had called for an 18 percent cut to NASA's science missions, but the Senate's much smaller cuts look likely to prevail. In the meantime, NASA staffers are still in a terrorized state. Existing missions have been destabilized by the mass departures. Planning remains difficult, if not impossible. Whatever Congress passes, Trump could repeat his budget-request shenanigans in February, and every year of his term thereafter. He could keep the agency in a state of dysfunction until he leaves office.

NASA's most ambitious science missions are particularly vulnerable to this kind of sabotage. They have to be planned on time horizons that transcend a single presidential term. They require intergenerational vision.


The clean room at Goddard Space Flight Center, in Greenbelt, Maryland, where America's space telescopes are constructed and readied for launch (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Before I left JPL, I visited its Mission Control center, the darkened, glass-walled room where NASA staffers exchange messages with every American spacecraft that has flown past the moon. Inside, rows of workstations were lit up by blue neon. They faced two large monitors displaying the status of telescopes and robotic probes all across the solar system. Near the back, Nshan Kazaryan, a 24-year-old engineer, sat in a swivel chair under a sign that said Voyager Ace.

The Voyagers, 1 and 2, were launched in 1977, before either of Kazaryan's parents were born. By 2018, both probes had left the solar system. If you picture the sun traveling around the Milky Way's center, in its stately 230-million-year orbit, Voyager 1 and 2 are out ahead of it, the most distant human-made objects from Earth. On his screen, Kazaryan pointed to data that he had just begun receiving from Voyager 1, the farther of the two. To reach us, the data had traveled at light speed across a 16-billion-mile abyss for nearly a day.

A 64-year-old woman named Suzy Dodd quietly appeared behind me, wearing a button-down shirt patterned with spacecraft. In 1984, Dodd landed her first job out of college at JPL, helping the Voyager team prepare for an encounter with Uranus. Now, more than four decades later, she's spending the final years of her career leading the mission as its project manager. Dodd thinks of the Voyagers as twins that are slowly dying as they press on into the unknown. "They were identical at launch; they are not identical now," she told me. Each has seven of its 10 scientific instruments turned off, but not the same seven. It's as though one has lost its hearing and the other, its eyesight.

The nuclear-powered hearts that sit inside the Voyagers are decaying. They spend most of their energy on their transmitters, which must keep an invisible thread of connection with Earth intact across an ever-widening expanse. The remaining juice on Voyager 1 is only enough to charge up a tablet, but it has to suffice for a 12-foot-long spacecraft that needs heat to function in the interstellar chill. Dodd and her team will sometimes turn off its main heater so that the gyros can barrel-roll the spacecraft, to calibrate an instrument. They have to turn it right back on, or its propellant lines will freeze.

The Voyagers' onboard computers have been continuously operating longer than any others in existence. There is always a little suspense when the Mission Control crew is expecting data, a fear that the long-dreaded day has come when none will come in. Kazaryan pointed at rows of values on his blue screen that were constantly updating. All of them were in white, he noted. "That's what we'd like to see."

One day in 2023, the values flashed yellow and red. There was a problem aboard Voyager 1, and no obvious fix. Only four full-timers are staffed on the Voyager mission now, but thousands of people have worked on it previously. "Many of them are no longer with us," Dodd said. But the living alumni are a rich repository of mission lore: They went into their garages or storage units and rummaged through old boxes of Voyager paperwork. The archival memos that they dug up helped the team fix the anomaly. Voyager 1 was able to keep describing the alien properties of the interstellar realm. It can keep counting the charged particles that fly in from exploding stars on the other side of the galaxy. It can continue to give us a sense of the magnetic fields out there.


JPL, which has lost more than 1,000 scientists, engineers, and other staff members in the past two years



Even before the Voyagers left the solar system, they had blessed us with a fresh vision of our immediate cosmic environment. They discovered Jupiter's rings and hundreds of erupting volcanoes on its moon Io. They revealed the cracking patterns that cover icy Europa, another moon, hinting at its ocean. They caught Saturn's moons creating braiding patterns in its rings. Their close-ups of Uranus and Neptune were beamed to screens all around the world. Before crossing the barrier that divides the sun's sphere of influence and the rest of the galaxy, Voyager 1 turned its camera back toward us and snapped a picture of Earth suspended in a sunbeam.

Then it went rushing away. An astrophysicist recently used a computer simulation to calculate its future trajectory, and determined that it has some chance of being ejected into intergalactic space when the Milky Way and Andromeda merge, billions of years from now. It could be the final surviving artifact of human existence. Even if the Voyagers go dark tomorrow, they will long testify to the reach of America's scientific imagination, and the daring of its engineers. NASA's exploration of the solar system may be what most recommends our civilization to the future.

Dodd told me about a letter she'd received from a 4-year-old girl. Inside the envelope, the girl had tucked a drawing of a new mission, Voyager 3, with several instruments bolted onto the probe, including a vacuum for retrieving interstellar dust. I asked Dodd why there hasn't yet been a Voyager 3. She disputed the premise. The more recent probes that NASA has sent to Jupiter and Saturn are the Voyager mission's children, she said. The spacecraft that is now on its way to look closer at Europa's ocean is its grandchild. That lineage is now endangered. But Dodd hopes that it will continue. She hopes that the Voyagers' great-grandchildren will fly faster, and one day streak by their ancestors out in interstellar space, on their way to other stars.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "Grounded."
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A High-Seas Gambit Humiliates Putin

Trump has pushed Russia out of Latin America and seized tankers while conceding nothing in Europe.

by Simon Shuster

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Over the past two weeks, Russian authorities tried hard to protect an oil tanker that the Americans wanted to seize. On Christmas Eve, Moscow permitted the ship to fly the Russian tricolor, a symbolic warning for U.S. forces to keep their distance. The Russian foreign ministry then issued a demand for the Americans to leave the ship alone, and the Russian navy provided an escort, which reportedly included a submarine. None of it did any good.

Yesterday, as President Vladimir Putin celebrated Orthodox Christmas on a military base near Moscow, U.S. troops descended from helicopters onto the deck of the tanker, dealing the Kremlin a humiliation such as it has seldom faced on the high seas. Some Russian commentators called the raid an act of war, though the official response from Moscow sounded a lot more cautious: The foreign ministry urged the United States to respect the rights of the Russian citizens on board and to "put no obstacles for their soonest return to the motherland."

The standoff, reminiscent of the tensest moments of the Cold War, deepened the dilemma Putin faces. The Trump administration kicked off the year with a series of belligerent moves, first sending troops into Caracas to arrest Nicolas Maduro, the leader of Venezuela, then threatening a takeover of Greenland. Putin kept silent as the U.S. brought Maduro, his ally, to New York to face charges of trafficking drugs. While the Russian foreign ministry called on the U.S. to avoid "any further escalation," some analysts speculated that the U.S. moves against Venezuela might offer benefits for Putin, heralding an era of great-power politics in which the U.S., Russia, and China carve up the world into their spheres of influence. But the American seizure of the tanker, known as the Marinera, was a reminder that between Moscow and Washington, a vast power differential remains.

The U.S. under Donald Trump has aggressively pushed Russia out of Latin America while giving no apparent ground in Europe. That dynamic could change if Trump makes good on his threats to take Greenland from Denmark, a NATO ally. Several European leaders, including Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen, have warned that such a move could spell the end of NATO, granting Putin his long-held wish to dismantle the alliance. In a post on social media yesterday, Trump sought to give his European allies at least a modicum of reassurance. "We will always be there for NATO," Trump said. The United States under his leadership, he added, is the "only Nation that China and Russia fear and respect."

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

Among Russian pundits and propaganda outlets, reactions to the Marinera's fate reflected a mix of outrage and defeatism, as they realized that the U.S. has no intention of treating Moscow as an equal. "No one is carving up anything with us," Dmitry Agranovsky, a Russian TV commentator, wrote on social media. "We are just the next in line."

Some of the most influential military bloggers in Russia demanded an aggressive response from the Russian navy. "The Americans are not afraid of Russia," wrote Alexei Dzermant, a political observer in neighboring Belarus, a Russian ally. "There obviously won't be any trade of Venezuela for Ukraine."

The idea for such a trade came up during the first Trump administration. Fiona Hill, who oversaw White House policy toward Moscow at the time, told Congress in 2019 that the Russians wanted to "make some very strange swap arrangement between Venezuela and Ukraine," effectively suggesting that both of the nuclear superpowers should give each other free rein in their respective neighborhoods.

Hill recalled Russian diplomats and state media discussing the return of the Monroe Doctrine, a 19th-century policy in which the U.S. resisted European influence over the Western Hemisphere while staying out of Europe's affairs. In the spring of 2019, Hill traveled to Moscow on behalf of the White House to reject the notion of swapping Ukraine for Venezuela.

The idea surfaced again this week, when Trump touted the U.S. raid against Maduro as part of a new Monroe Doctrine--or as he called it, the "Donroe Doctrine"--that would shape his approach to international affairs. "American dominance in the Western Hemisphere will never be questioned again," Trump said in his announcement of Maduro's arrest, on January 3.

Watching from Moscow, some members of the Russian political elite offered grudging praise for Trump while calling on the Kremlin to move with similar boldness. "Trump is showing us how we need to act," the imperialist ideologue Aleksandr Dugin wrote on social media. "Right now, all of Russia is asking: Why do we not act this way toward our enemies?"

Dmitry Medvedev, the Putin acolyte and former president who now sits on the Kremlin's security council, expressed much the same view in an interview with the state-run news agency Tass. He praised Trump and his team for "rigidly defending his country's national interests, both political (with Latin America being the backyard of the United States) and economic (give us your oil and other natural resources)." In an apparent reference to the invasion of Ukraine, Medvedev added that the U.S. now has "nothing to reproach our country for."

But the White House has shown none of the reciprocity Moscow seems to expect from what it sees as its fellow superpower. In the afterglow of the U.S. raid on Caracas, the Trump administration seems intent on asserting its claim to being the world's preeminent decider, capable of imposing its will far beyond the Western Hemisphere. If the seizure of Russia's ship in the North Atlantic did not make that clear enough, Pete Hegseth, the U.S. defense secretary, stated yesterday that the blockade of Venezuelan oil would be enforced "anywhere in the world."

That kind of muscle flexing has long infuriated Putin. For nearly two decades, he has made it his mission to push back against what he describes as the hegemonic power of the United States. He first articulated this mission in a 2007 speech in Munich, when he declared that Russia would no longer tolerate the U.S. habit of using its military to get what it wanted. He has railed against American-led interventions in the Balkans, Iraq, and Afghanistan, calling them examples of an unbridled and intolerable "hyper-use of force."

In 2011, when the U.S. and several of its European allies began a bombing campaign against the forces of Muammar Qaddafi in Libya, Putin lashed out. "What troubles me is not the fact of the military intervention itself," he said. "I am concerned by the ease with which decisions to use force are taken in international affairs." In his memoir, The Back Channel, the former diplomat and CIA director William Burns recalls how the death of Qaddafi affected Putin, who would replay footage of the Libyan dictator being dragged from a drainpipe and beaten by insurgents.

Afterward, the Russian president became far more aggressive in trying to counter U.S.-military interventions. He sent warplanes in 2015 to defend his ally Bashar al-Assad, in Syria, from a coalition of insurgent groups and revolutionary forces, some of them backed by the United States. Putin's defense minister at the time, Sergei Shoigu, later mused that the Russian intervention in Syria had dissuaded the U.S. from seeking to overthrow regimes it didn't like, thus "breaking the chain of color revolutions," such as the popular uprisings in Ukraine, Georgia, Kyrgyzstan, and elsewhere.

But the start of the Russian assault on Ukraine in 2022 forced Putin to scale back his global ambitions. He could not stop Islamist rebels from overthrowing Assad in 2024 and evicting Russia from its naval base in Syria. He offered little help to his allies in Iran last year when they came under attack from U.S. and Israeli warplanes. And he did nothing to save his ally in Caracas when Maduro's turn came to face an American attack this weekend. The weapons that Venezuela had purchased from Russia over the years failed to shoot down a single American helicopter during the operation to detain the Venezuelan leader. "Seems those Russian air defenses didn't quite work so well, did they?" Hegseth said in a taunting speech on Monday.

It remains to be seen how Russia might answer this latest round of American insults, but Putin's options are severely limited by the demands of the war he started in Ukraine. The federal budget for the next three years envisions significant tax hikes to finance Russia's enormous military spending (about 8 percent of GDP), and it will be sustainable only if the price of oil, Russia's most important export, stays at an average of $70 a barrel.

Last month, the price of Russian crude sank to about half that level, and it could drop even lower if the U.S. manages to tap Venezuela's oil reserves. One of Russia's most influential billionaires, Oleg Deripaska, warned of the consequences after the U.S. swept into Caracas. "If our American 'partners' get the oil fields of Venezuela," he wrote on social media, "they will control more than half of the world's supplies of oil. And it looks like they plan to make sure that the price of our oil does not go higher than $50 per barrel." At that level, Deripaska warned, it will be difficult for Putin's version of state capitalism to make ends meet.

Read: The 'America First' president takes on the world

After the American move to seize Russian oil tankers, the Kremlin's business model looks even shakier. Russia has relied on a "shadow fleet" of tankers to transport its oil to clients in China, India, and Turkey in circumvention of Western sanctions on its energy industry. The seizure of the Marinera suggests that this loophole will continue to tighten, leaving Putin less room to maneuver on the global stage, or even to finance his nearly four-year-old war in Ukraine. Yesterday morning, the U.S. seized another oil tanker close to Venezuela, suggesting that its campaign against the Russian shadow fleet is just beginning.
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The Maduro Indictment Appears Legally Solid

Although the former Venezuelan leader has a number of options for challenging his prosecution, none of them is a sure bet.

by Quinta Jurecic

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Hours after U.S. forces seized Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, from their home in Caracas, Attorney General Pam Bondi announced on X that Maduro would soon "face the full wrath of American justice on American soil in American courts." Bondi's wording aside--typically lawyers understand the legal system as dispensing impartial justice, not "wrath"--the post underscores the administration's claim that the Venezuelan invasion was justified because the United States was arresting a criminal defendant who has been charged with drug trafficking.

The indictment is relatively straightforward--especially when compared with Maduro's rendition--and appears legally sound. Although Maduro has a number of options for challenging his prosecution, none of them is a sure bet. Critics of President Donald Trump who have grown used to federal courts checking his worst impulses may find themselves disappointed as the case against Maduro proceeds.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: 'Have fun in jail'

In significant part, the charging document repeats the allegations already set out by the government in a 2020 indictment against the Venezuelan leader, accusing Maduro of involvement in a cocaine-trafficking network stretching across the Western Hemisphere. The specific charges are the same: conspiring to import cocaine into the United States and to collaborate with narco-terrorist organizations to do so. On top of that are also two gun charges. It may sound odd that the United States can charge a foreign leader for possessing machine guns in his own country, but this sort of charge--a gun offense layered on top of an allegation of drug trafficking or violence--is, in contexts not involving heads of sovereign nations, a fairly common tool of federal prosecutors in international drug cases. To the extent that such a tactic seems like an overly broad use of prosecutorial power, that's a reflection of the expansiveness of U.S. law and the Justice Department's choice to treat Maduro like an everyday defendant.

The Justice Department has made a few tweaks since 2020, providing more detail on Maduro's seizure of power after he lost Venezuela's 2018 election and adding his wife and son to the list of defendants. Whereas the 2020 indictment focuses on Maduro's alleged collaboration with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, the Colombian guerrilla group known as FARC, the 2025 version adds a handful of other cartels and drug-trafficking groups to the mix. Newly woven into the indictment is the alleged role of the Venezuelan gang Tren de Aragua, whose supposed presence in the U.S. the administration has previously used as a paper-thin excuse to ship Venezuelan migrants to a nightmarish prison in El Salvador.

The government's claims about Tren de Aragua are probably the most eyebrow-raising aspect of the indictment. "I don't think of them as major transnational drug trafficker," Will Freeman, a fellow for Latin American studies at the Council on Foreign Relations, told me. "It seems a bit surprising." A critical reader could find other quirks--such as the absence of any mention of fentanyl trafficking, despite the administration's previous insistence on blaming Maduro for the drug's abuse by Americans. (Illicit fentanyl largely arrives in the U.S. from China.) But that is a problem for the administration's public rhetoric, not the viability of the indictment.

Overall, though, the allegations against Maduro seem to more or less line up with what's already known about the Venezuelan regime's enmeshment with organized crime. The Trump administration's reliance on the 2020 indictment is telling here. Those charges were filed by a Justice Department not yet deeply corrupted by the sort of aggressive political interference that has marked the president's second term thus far, and by federal prosecutors whose Manhattan office was famous for its independence.

Although the indictment seems relatively unscathed by Trump's signature recklessness, the same cannot be said of the circumstances of Maduro's capture. Sending military forces into another country's capital to seize its leader, unprovoked, is forbidden by the United Nations Charter, which prohibits states from using force against one another. The U.S. ambassador to the UN, Mike Waltz, has pointed to the charter's exception for self-defense but failed to explain how the Venezuela operation could possibly fall into that category. What's more, in the absence of congressional authorization--which Trump didn't have--such an adventure is also likely illegal under all but the most extreme understandings of U.S. law. The administration's arguments to the contrary depend on an overstretched reading of presidential powers that has been questioned even by advocates of strong executive authority. And while Vice President J. D. Vance pointed to the indictment against Maduro as a justification, the existence of criminal charges against a person does not provide the government with carte blanche to arrest a defendant in any way it likes.

But the dubious nature of his arrival in the U.S. may not help Maduro much in court. The Supreme Court has established repeatedly that even if someone is "kidnapped in the foreign country and brought by force against his will" to the United States, the government can nevertheless try that person in criminal court. In the early 1990s, the Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega failed to derail his drug-trafficking trial on those grounds after the United States captured and deposed him during the 1989 invasion of Panama.

Eventually, Noriega would be convicted by a South Florida jury and sentenced to 40 years in prison, of which he served 17 before being released and extradited to France for further criminal proceedings. He was the first foreign head of state to be captured by U.S. forces and tried in an American court. Maduro is the second, and Noriega's other legal arguments offer a preview of what options might be available to Maduro's defense team.

George Packer: Iraq was bad. This is absurd.

"I consider myself a prisoner of war," Maduro said in court on Monday. Noriega also made this argument. It failed to win him his freedom, but it did allow him to wear his military uniform in court and secured him better prison conditions. Like Noriega, Maduro might also challenge the U.S. government's ability to bring charges regarding conduct that took place outside the United States. In Noriega's case, this, too, failed.

Maduro hinted at another potential argument when he insisted before Judge Alvin Hellerstein that he was "still president of my country." This echoes Noriega's claim that the United States lacked the authority to put him, as a foreign head of state, on trial and that international law likewise shielded him from criminal prosecution for any actions he had taken in his role as leader of Panama. But both the trial court and the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eleventh Circuit rejected Noriega's claims. Maduro may well have a stronger argument: Noriega, unlike Maduro for Venezuela, never legally served as Panama's head of state under the country's constitution. Still, despite the protections offered by international law, U.S. courts have tended to defer to the executive branch when it comes to such immunity claims.

The Noriega precedent has been on the books for decades, but its revitalization makes for an odd spectacle in this particular political moment. Trump ordered the arrest of a foreign leader who will now likely stand trial in the U.S. despite the immunity long observed under international law. Thanks to the Supreme Court's 2024 ruling, though, Trump himself enjoys broad immunity from prosecution within the United States. The charges against Maduro may be legitimate, but the upcoming court proceedings--like the ongoing U.S. aggression toward Venezuela--will serve as yet another reminder of Trump's own power and impunity.
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Iraq Was Bad. This Is Absurd.

Trump is doing improv in Venezuela.

by George Packer

Thu, 08 Jan 2026


Jesus Vargas / Getty



Two decades ago, Richard N. Haass, a senior foreign-policy official in the George W. Bush administration, confessed that he would go to his grave not knowing why the United States had invaded Iraq. "A decision was not made," Haass told me. "A decision happened, and you can't say when or how." I thought of this astonishing remark after Saturday's military action in Caracas. President Donald Trump and his advisers have thrown out numerous justifications for seizing the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro and his wife and bringing them to New York for trial. None of them makes sense.

Maduro ruled Venezuela viciously and illegitimately, but Trump has no qualms about doing business with the vicious and illegitimate--he prefers them to democratically elected leaders. Secretary of State Marco Rubio told skeptics in Congress that the operation wasn't an act of war at all, but a simple arrest based on Maduro's indictment for drug trafficking. Then why, at the end of last year, did Trump pardon Juan Orlando Hernandez, the ex-president of Honduras who had been convicted of the same crime by an American court and sentenced to 45 years in prison?

If narco-terrorism is a threat to U.S. security, Venezuela is a relatively small player in the global narcotics trade; the chief drug it exports, cocaine, is not a mass killer of Americans like fentanyl is, and the probable destination of the alleged drug boats that U.S. forces have been bombing off the Venezuelan coast was Europe. If Trump wants to deport 600,000 Venezuelan migrants from the U.S., the political chaos left by a decapitated regime could increase the exodus to this country. If his concern was the intolerable oppression of the Venezuelan people, he would have demanded the release of political prisoners and planned for a democratic future rather than kept their tormentors in power. As for the oil that Trump craves, America doesn't need Venezuela's reserves, and tapping them would require years of investment in the country's decayed infrastructure. In a New York Times report, Trump officials cited Maduro's public dance moves to a techno remix as a final provocation.

Bush apparently decided to invade Iraq before he had settled on a specific cause. He wanted to assert American power after September 11, and a preventive war gave him a way. "Fuck Saddam," he told a group of senators a full year before the invasion. "We're taking him out." The tragicomic improv act following the raid on Caracas suggests that Trump attacked Venezuela for the same reason: because he could. This is more often the case than we'd like to think. It would be comforting to believe that geopolitics is a nefarious conspiracy plotted by rational actors pursuing rational interests in a windowless room--but in the long history of human folly, we seldom know why events of the most momentous consequence even happened. "Foreign policy makes no sense," the late foreign-policy expert Leslie Gelb liked to say.

The specter of Iraq hangs over Venezuela like a warning light. Trump seems to have taken Operation Iraqi Freedom as a guide to how not to conduct Operation Absolute Resolve: no year-long propaganda campaign to gin up public support; no congressional authorization; no speeches and votes at the United Nations; no coalition of the willing or of any other kind; no American troops on the ground for more than a few hours; no talk of human rights, elections, and postwar reconstruction; no change of regime at all. Iraq was a disaster in part because the Bush administration, wanting regime change without nation building, substituted wishful thinking for post-invasion planning. Now we might learn that wishful thinking is better than no thinking at all. The Trump administration appears to be making up the future of Venezuela on the fly.

The embrace of unilateralism, preemption, and torture in Iraq seemed to mark the start of a new era in U.S. foreign policy--endless, unrestrained war. A mountain of books, articles, and speeches declared America alone. But from the vantage point of the Trump era, we can see that Iraq was instead the last American war of the 80-year postwar period. Its architects might have been eager to break all constraints on their way to catastrophe, but Iraq was a final burst of hubris in an era still characterized by internationalism and democracy. Concepts such as humanitarian intervention and transitional justice were manipulated and abused by the Bush administration, but it wasn't free to discard them. It felt compelled to hold several elections that were bound to give power to Iraqis who were aligned with America's enemy, Iran.

In the 2002 National Security Strategy, Bush declared: "Today, the United States enjoys a position of unparalleled military strength and great economic and political influence. In keeping with our heritage and principles, we do not use our strength to press for unilateral advantage. We seek instead to create a balance of power that favors human freedom." Trump's version of the same document, released in November, has nothing to say about any universal values, including freedom. It's all about unilateral advantage, with a crudely transactional view of America's relation to the rest of the world. It's a clean break from the postwar years of internationalism that, although flawed, prevented another world war and created unprecedented conditions of freedom and prosperity, first in the West, then in the former colonial world.

Bush was guilty of being arrogant, reckless, naive, and incapable of self-judgment, but he believed in an American mission with enough zeal to start a foolish war on its behalf that did irreversible damage to the mission. To critics on both the right and the left, the post-9/11 "forever wars" in Iraq and Afghanistan brought disrepute to the entire project of an American-led liberal international order. The left wanted America to be more like Norway, peaceful and humanitarian. The right wanted America to be a stronghold of isolation. But Trump has shown that neither of these was on the menu of a superpower. The likeliest alternative to Pax Americana is naked imperialism.

Just as Bush's messianic National Security Strategy foretold the Iraq War, the crude cynicism of Trump's produced the raid in Caracas, where it is facing its first practical test. Since Saturday's military action, Trump and his aides have been spouting threats about the United States military dominating the Western Hemisphere wherever the president wants. What began in Venezuela might well be repeated in Greenland, Cuba, Panama, or even Canada. What the U.S. can do it is free to do. Force is its own justification. Trump's strategy recalls the era before World War II--one of dollar diplomacy and gunboat imperialism, spheres of dominion, puppet dictators, resource grabs, annexations, and the threat of larger wars among great powers. Only now those nations are armed with nuclear weapons, and America in 2026 is incomparably stronger than America was in 1926, and Calvin Coolidge was no Trump.

The clearest expression of Trump's thought here, as always, comes from the mouth of Stephen Miller, the president's deputy chief of staff and his homeland-security adviser. Miller is more coherent than the president, less self-seeking than the vice president, and more openly hateful than any member of the Cabinet and Congress. He's a genuine ideologue with no conventional political ambitions, and his words make it impossible not to think of the 1930s: "America is for Americans and Americans only!" "At scale, migrants and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors, of their broken homelands." "The Democrat Party is not a political party. It is a domestic extremist organization." "We will prevail over the forces of wickedness and evil. They cannot imagine what they have awakened."

With Venezuela, Miller is taking a public role in foreign policy. Like the rest of the leadership circle, he seems unworried by the prospect of civil war, insurgency, or prolonged chaos in post-Maduro Venezuela, indifferent to the fate of Venezuelans under the regime left in power by Trump and untroubled by the possibility of an American quagmire. He seems to have limitless faith in the ability of U.S. warships to work the administration's will on another country and people. On Monday, Miller explained to CNN's Jake Tapper why Venezuela is going to be run by Trump: "You can talk all you want about international niceties and everything else, but we live in a world, in the real world, Jake, that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power. These are the iron laws of the world that have existed since the beginning of time."

It's a kind of candor that makes me miss the old American hypocrisy.
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Lethal Force on a Frozen Street

Trump's immigration crackdown takes a dark turn in Minneapolis.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Aidan Perzana woke up to honking vehicles and looked out his window just as ICE officers surrounded an SUV. The 31-year-old data engineer told me he saw the officers moving to the side of the vehicle as the driver attempted to pull away. "There was not a thought in my mind that she was going to hit one of them," he said. "I was surprised to hear the gunshots."



Videos circulating on social media showed more of the confrontation. They start like so many of the chaotic clips from Chicago, Los Angeles, Charlotte, and other cities where President Donald Trump has ordered Border Patrol agents and ICE officers to ramp up arrests. Heavily armed federal agents in body armor and masks fill neighborhood streets and crowds gather; bystanders hold up cellphones; protesters blow whistles and honk car horns.



It's not clear how Renee Nicole Good's SUV ended up in the street between ICE vehicles--and many other details of what preceded the shooting remain unknown. In the video recordings, two ICE officers approach the 37-year-old's car, and one attempts to open her driver's-side door. She backs up and starts to pull away. It is in this sequence that controversy will undoubtedly flourish. A third officer, standing in front of the SUV, draws his weapon. As Good accelerates, one of the videos appears to show the vehicle clipping him. The officer shoots into her windshield and then at close range through the driver's-side window. Good's vehicle careens into a parked car.

Read: A deadly shooting in Minnesota

Nearly six years after the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis sparked riots and a movement for racial justice, today's shooting, in the same city, seems like the latest chapter in the still-unfolding backlash. Trump and his aides have spent the first year of his presidency demonstrating their willingness to use force against those who opposed his policies--whether at home or abroad. Federal agents carrying out Trump's immigration crackdown have appeared more and more jumpy, and quicker to point their weapons at protesters and cars. Trump has deployed border agents to cities deep within U.S. territory, and he has demanded that ICE officers boost their arrest and deportation numbers to levels they've never had to meet before. He has seemed to delight in every opportunity to escalate tensions between the federal forces he leads and some of the people he routinely casts as his enemies: blue-state and city leaders.



The shooting today orphaned Good's 6-year-old son, whose father died in 2023, The Minnesota Star Tribune reported. It also appeared destined to aggravate the nation's already-raw divisions over immigration enforcement. Jacob Frey, the Minneapolis mayor, erupted at ICE at a press conference hours after the shooting. "This was an agent recklessly using power that resulted in somebody dying," Frey said, telling ICE to "get the fuck out of Minneapolis."



Trump has ordered nearly 2,000 federal agents to Minnesota in recent weeks to make immigration arrests and hunt for cases of fraud involving immigrants. The investigations, which focus on Minneapolis's Somali community, have upended state politics, prompting Governor Tim Walz this week to scrap his plans to run for reelection.



Within hours of today's shooting, the FBI and Minnesota authorities announced a joint investigation. Former ICE officials and a few attorneys I spoke with said it was too early to say whether state officials will try to charge the ICE officer. They said such cases are rare when the incident involves an officer carrying out their federal duties. Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison, who is considered a possible candidate for governor, released a statement after the shooting, saying he would "continue to do everything in my power to oppose this brutality, ensure justice is served, and keep Minnesotans safe." But he made no mention of the state's role in the investigation, or of any possible criminal prosecution.



A 2023 DHS memo authorizes the use of deadly force on suspects who are fleeing if an officer "has a reasonable belief that the subject poses a significant risk of death or serious physical harm" to the officer or others. Under ICE's rules of engagement, officers are allowed to use force if they reasonably believe their lives are in immediate danger from a weapon, including a vehicle trying to strike them.



Administration officials immediately began attacking Good, though many of their statements were at odds with what the bystander videos showed. Department of Homeland Security officials labeled her a "domestic terrorist," and Trump said on social media that she "violently, willfully, and viciously ran over the ICE Officer" as she attempted to drive off. "The situation is being studied, in its entirety, but the reason these incidents are happening is because the Radical Left is threatening, assaulting, and targeting our Law Enforcement Officers and ICE Agents on a daily basis," he said.



Addressing reporters this evening in Minneapolis, DHS Secretary Kristi Noem said the officer who shot Good was an experienced ICE veteran who "followed his training" and acted in self-defense. She said he and other officers were being harassed by "agitators," including Good, who had been "stalking and impeding them." (In Minneapolis, as in other cities where ICE activity has surged, pro-immigrant activists often drive around honking and blowing whistles to create a kind of rolling community alarm system.) Noem said the officer had been struck and dragged by a vehicle during a previous incident over the summer. She said he was treated today at a hospital for unspecified injuries from Good's vehicle, then released.



Noem, in her remarks, made reference to the fury in Minneapolis after Floyd's killing in order to take a swipe at Walz and Frey. "This city has burned before. And your governor and your mayor let it happen," she said. "President Trump is not going to let that happen."



Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller



One veteran ICE official I asked about the video, who was not authorized to speak with reporters, told me that because the officer was in front of Good when she began to drive toward him, "it would be authorized if he reasonably believed he might be hit."



John Sandweg, an attorney who was acting ICE director during Barack Obama's first term, told me the videos raise "serious questions about the reasonableness of the shooting."



"As with every officer-involved shooting, but especially one like this, there has to be a comprehensive investigation," he said. "Of course, given the lack of any investigation, the DHS rush to judgment is incredibly irresponsible and only fosters more distrust between the public and ICE." That, he said, is ultimately "undermining the agency's effectiveness."



"I'm up for another round of fuck around and find out," the Border Patrol agent Charles Exum told his buddies in a group chat on October 5, the day after he shot Marimar Martinez five times as she drove on a Chicago street. Martinez, a U.S. citizen, survived the bullets. But she was arrested and charged with attempting to ram Exum's vehicle. DHS officials accused Martinez of trying to ambush agents conducting Trump's Chicago immigration crackdown, Operation Midway Blitz, calling her a "domestic terrorist."



Cellphone records and body-cam video began to puncture the government's claims in the weeks that followed, and in November the Department of Justice dropped the charges against Martinez and walked away from the case. But the Trump administration's combative approach to immigration enforcement continued unabated.



Read: The conquest of Chicago



Chris Parente, a former federal prosecutor in Chicago who defended Martinez, told me the group-chat messages among Border Patrol agents that became evidence in her case were "an inside look into the mentality of those people that are now patrolling the streets of Minneapolis and will continue to go into other communities across the country."



They are out of their element, asked to take on a mission for which they are ill-equipped. They are facing constant pressure from activists and protesters. And they're being given crude encouragement by their leaders to treat those protesters as threats to their lives.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/ice-shooting-minneapolis-trump/685548/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



An Underappreciated Variable in Sports Success

Sometimes athletes just get lucky.

by Alex Hutchinson

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Chief among the burdens weighing upon the weary sports parent--worse than the endless commutes, the exorbitant fees, the obnoxious parents on the other team--is the sense that your every decision has the power to make or break your child's future. Should your 11-year-old show up to her elementary-school holiday concert, even if it means missing a practice with the elite soccer team to which you've pledged 100 percent attendance? What if this turns out to be the fork in the road that consigns her to the athletic scrap heap?

These are heavy decisions--at least they are for me, a soccer dad who happens to have spent years writing about the science of athletic success. Making it to the pros, the conventional wisdom says, is a consequence of talent and hard work. Best-selling books have bickered over the precise ratio--whether, say, 10,000 hours of practice trumps having the so-called sports gene. But the bottom line is that you need a sufficient combination of both. If you're talented enough and do the work, you'll make it. If not--well, decisions (and holiday concerts) have consequences.

Rationally, stressing out over missing a single practice is ridiculous. Believing that it matters, though, can be strangely reassuring, because of the suggestion that the future is under your control. Forecasting athletic careers is an imperfect science: Not every top draft pick pans out; not every star was a top draft pick. Unexpected injuries aside, the imprecision of our predictions is usually seen as a measurement problem. If we could only figure out which factors mattered most--how to quantify talent, which types of practice best develop it--we would be able to plot athletic trajectories with confidence.

Unless, of course, this tidy relationship between cause and effect is an illusion. What if the real prerequisite for athletic stardom is that you have to get lucky?

Joseph Baker, a scientist at the University of Toronto's Sport Insight Lab, thinks that the way talent development is usually framed leaves out this crucial ingredient. Baker is a prominent figure in the academic world of "optimal human development," who moonlights as a consultant for organizations such as the Texas Rangers. He's also a longtime skeptic of the usual stories we tell ourselves about athletic talent. The most prominent is that early performance is the best predictor of later performance. In reality,  many cases of early success just mean an athlete was born in the first months of the year, went through puberty at a young age, or had rich and highly enthusiastic parents.

This critique of talent is not entirely new. It's been almost two decades since Malcolm Gladwell's Outliers spurred a cohort of hyper-ambitious soon-to-be parents to begin plotting January birth dates (or at least to tell people they were considering it). Over time, the debate about what factors actually matter has devolved into a game of whack-a-mole. If physical development isn't the best predictor of long-term success, then it must be reaction time, or visual acuity, or hours of deliberate practice. The default assumption is that there must be something that reveals the presence of future athletic greatness.

Baker's perspective changed, he told me, when he read Success and Luck, a 2016 book by the former Cornell University economics professor Robert H. Frank. Frank describes a hypothetical sports tournament whose outcome depends 49 percent on talent, 49 percent on effort, and 2 percent on luck. In mathematical simulations where as many as 100,000 competitors are randomly assigned values for each of these traits, it turns out that the winner is rarely the person with the highest combination of talent and effort. Instead, it will be someone who ranks relatively highly on those measures and also gets lucky.

This turns out to be something like a law of nature: It has been replicated and extended by others since Frank's book came out. Among the most influential models is "Talent Versus Luck," created by the Italian theoretical physicist Andrea Rapisarda and his colleagues, which simulates career trajectories over dozens of years and reaches the same conclusion. This model earned a 2022 Ig Nobel Prize "for explaining, mathematically, why success most often goes not to the most talented people, but instead to the luckiest."

To Baker, these models suggest that it's not just hard to reliably predict athletic futures; it's impossible. He cites examples including a youth-soccer player for Northampton Town who missed a text message from the team's manager telling him that he'd been dropped from the roster for an upcoming game. He showed up for the bus, went along for the ride, subbed in when another player got injured, impressed the manager, earned a spot for the rest of the season, and went on to play in the Premier League. Luck takes many forms, such as genetics, family resources, and what sports happen to be popular at a given place at a given time. But sometimes, it's simply random chance: a gust of wind or an errant bounce or a missed text.

It's easy to see how luck shapes individual moments in sport--how it changes the course of a game, a series, even an entire season. But what's harder to accept is that luck might also play a role in longer arcs--not just what happens in games but who appears on the court in the first place. The more you reckon with this, the more disorienting it can be, as things start to feel ever more arbitrary and unfair. As Michael Mauboussin, an investor who writes about luck in his 2012 book, The Success Equation, put it to me: "Talking about luck really quickly spills into the philosophical stuff."

You might think that the growing professionalization of youth sports offers an escape from this randomness--that by driving to this many practices and paying for that many coaches, you're ensuring the cream will rise to the top. But the opposite is actually true, according to Mauboussin. In The Success Equation, he describes what he calls the "paradox of skill." Now that every soccer hopeful is exhaustively trained from a young age, an army of relatively homogeneous talent is vying for the same prizes. "Everyone's so good that luck becomes more important in determining outcomes," Mauboussin said.

Baker and one of his colleagues at the University of Toronto, Kathryn Johnston, recently published a paper on the role of luck in athletic development in the journal Sports Medicine-Open. I felt a curious sense of relief when I read it. My daughters, who are 9 and 11, both play competitive soccer on teams requiring a level of commitment that I had naively thought went out of style with the fall of the Soviet Union. Seeing the evidence that future athletic success is not entirely predictable felt like a license for parents to loosen up a bit--to choose the holiday concert over the soccer practice without worrying about the long-term ramifications.

Linda Flanagan, the author of the 2022 book Take Back the Game and a frequent critic of today's youth-sports culture, doesn't share my optimism. She has no trouble believing that luck is involved with athletic success, but she doesn't think that acknowledging this fact will change parental behavior. "Hell, they might double down on the investment in time and money, thinking that they need to give their child more chances to get lucky and impress the right coach," she told me.

But that sort of luck--getting a job on your hundredth interview because the interviewer went to the same high school as you did, say--arguably is more about hustle than it is about serendipity. So is showing up to every soccer practice. Mauboussin's definition of luck is narrower: It's the factors you can't control. No matter how much luck you try to "create" for yourself or your kids, some irreducible randomness might still make or break you.

To Baker, the takeaways from recognizing the role of luck are less about individual parents and more about how sports are organized. His advice to teams and governing bodies: "If there's any way possible for you to avoid a selection, don't select." Keep as many athletes as you can in the system for as long as you can, and don't allocate all of your resources to a chosen (and presumably lucky) few. When real-world constraints eventually and inevitably do require you to select--when you're anointing these lucky few as your future stars, and casting out those who perhaps sang in one too many holiday concerts--try to leave the door open for future decisions and revisions. After all, Baker says, no matter how carefully you've weighed your predictions, "you're probably wrong."
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A Deadly Shooting in Minnesota

A federal immigration agent's killing of a woman driving an SUV fits into a tragic pattern.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




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

When a federal immigration agent shot and killed a woman in Minneapolis today, the details were fresh but the story was familiar. Once again, a law-enforcement officer had fired into a moving vehicle, even though experts on use of force, and many agencies' rules, prohibit or discourage the practice as dangerous and ineffective.

The facts of the Minneapolis shooting are still emerging, but bystander videos and eyewitness accounts provide some sense of what happened. Federal agents are in Minnesota as part of an enforcement push as the Trump administration focuses on welfare fraud among Somali immigrants in the state. Video shows bystanders watching (and heckling) federal agents. A truck with flashing lights pulls up; the driver and a second agent jump out and rapidly approach a burgundy SUV blocking the road, and the driver appears to tell a woman to get out of her car. The SUV reverses briefly, then starts to move forward. A third officer then fires several shots. The car veers away before crashing.

According to a witness who spoke to The Minnesota Star Tribune, a doctor at the scene attempted to help the woman who was shot, but was kept away by federal agents. When an ambulance finally arrived, it was blocked from reaching her by law-enforcement vehicles, and paramedics had to reach her on foot. The woman has died.

An initial statement by Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security, appeared to be false in most of its key details, including claiming that "violent rioters" were at the scene and alleging that the driver had "weaponized her vehicle, attempting to run over our law enforcement officers in an attempt to kill them." The available footage suggests that the driver may instead have been trying to flee. Many DHS claims about incidents between civilians and agents have been misleading or plainly false, and the Trump administration has sought spurious charges against anti-ICE protesters.

Residents and local officials reacted with outrage. An emotional Mayor Jacob Frey blasted the federal operation at a press conference. "To ICE--get the fuck out of Minneapolis," he said. "We do not want you here. Your stated reason for being in this city is to create some kind of safety and you are doing exactly the opposite."

Firing at a car like this is problematic as a matter of both law and practice. Under a 1985 Supreme Court ruling, police aren't permitted to open fire on someone who is fleeing unless that person presents a serious danger to the officer or others. Justice Byron White wrote that "it is no doubt unfortunate when a suspect who is in sight escapes," but "it is not better that all felony suspects die than that they escape." (The driver in question here was not clearly under arrest, much less a felony suspect.) Prosecuting police who open fire is challenging, though, because prosecutors and juries tend to grant wide deference to officers who say they feared that they or others were in peril.

Shooting into moving cars is often a bad idea, though, even when it might be legally justified. Officers who fear they are in danger often miss their target--sometimes harmlessly, sometimes striking bystanders or other officers. "If you actually hit the driver and are successful, now you've got an unguided missile," Geoffrey Alpert, a professor at the University of South Carolina and an expert on police use of force, told me in 2021. "It's just as likely if you shoot someone that a foot's going to go on the gas as on the brake." In this case, photos suggested that the SUV struck another car after its driver was shot.

Because of this, many departments advise against opening fire on moving vehicles. Following a 1972 shooting, the New York Police Department adopted a policy that banned officers from shooting from or at moving vehicles unless the person in the vehicle was using or threatening deadly force, which did not include the vehicle itself. Many other agencies have since followed suit, and guidelines recommended by police organizations tend to concur.

Nonetheless, shootings at moving vehicles continue to happen frequently. Violations of departmental rules may draw internal discipline, but they're not enforceable as a matter of law. Many officers subscribe to the idea that they're better safe than sorry--or, as an expression goes, that it's "better to be tried by 12 men than carried by six" pallbearers.

Experts also point to poor training as a common reason for these shootings. Though the identity and experience of the officer who opened fire today are not yet known, it should be one area of focus. As ICE and other border agencies scramble to add staff and to reach huge deportation quotas set by the White House, they have lowered standards and shortened training in the hopes of getting agents on the streets sooner--but untrained officers are more likely to make mistakes.

Tense relationships between state and local governments and the federal government will complicate the investigation into this shooting, which the FBI will reportedly lead in conjunction with the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension.

Governor Tim Walz, a Democrat, today accused DHS of "propaganda" and promised "accountability and justice." Officers who kill civilians are seldom charged with crimes, and when charges are brought, officers are often acquitted, but Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison has shown a willingness to prosecute officers for violence, including securing the convictions of four Minneapolis police officers in the murder of George Floyd. A successful prosecution here might be even trickier.
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A New Understanding of Human Beings' Most Basic Desire

The philosopher Rebecca Newberger Goldstein's latest book looks beyond happiness as the goal of a well-lived life.

by John Kaag

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Philosophers are generally expected to display wisdom and calm in the face of existential questions. I am just not one of those philosophers. I spent 30 years racing away from these thoughts by running and swimming obsessively, pretending that I had no physical limits. Certain evasions are bound to fail: At 40, I suffered a cardiac arrest after an ill-advised treadmill workout. The sheer physicality of the event--the stopped heart, the failing body, the onerous recovery--threw into sharp relief a question that had always lurked beneath the surface: Does my life have a purpose? Or, put another way, how can I justify my existence? This dilemma gnaws at us in times of crisis and whispers to us in quiet moments of self-reflection. Rebecca Newberger Goldstein's new book, The Mattering Instinct, helped me understand this feeling, to see it not as a personal quirk or a philosophical indulgence but as a fundamental aspect of what it means to be human.

We are, Goldstein asserts, "creatures of matter who long to matter." This phrase captures the central paradox of the human condition: We are physical beings governed by the indifferent laws of nature, yet we are consumed by an obsession with our own significance. Her book is about, as she puts it, "a missing piece in the puzzle of understanding ourselves, one another, and our troubled times." Goldstein, a philosopher and novelist known for her ability to bridge the worlds of science and the humanities, undertakes an ambitious project. She seeks to trace the origin of this profound desire and redefine what it means for a human life to flourish. She comes to a somewhat-surprising conclusion: that happiness isn't always attainable or even desirable, but that anyone can achieve a good life by working to create order out of nature's chaos.

Goldstein's analysis hinges on an unexpected concept: the second law of thermodynamics. This is the principle of entropy, the inexorable tendency of any closed system to slide from order into chaos. Entropy is why houses fall into ruin, relationships fray, and bodies age. Life, in this framework, becomes a temporary act of defiance. Every living thing, Goldstein writes, is an intricate, energy-driven project engaged in a "ceaseless struggle against entropy."

Using the "mattering map"--a classification system Goldstein first developed in her 1983 novel, The  Mind-Body Problem--she explains that this struggle manifests in different ways in different types of people. These types include the "heroic striver," who believes the meaning of life is found in the next A+; the "transcender," who seeks fulfillment in a relationship with the divine;  the "competitor," who is motivated by defeating others; and the "socializer," who seeks to matter by mattering to others.  I am--for better and occasionally for much worse--a heroic striver, which probably explains why I almost killed myself on that treadmill.

We each resist entropy in our own way, but in every case we are enacting a primitive, biological imperative that Goldstein refers to as self-mattering. Every organism is metabolically programmed to prioritize its own survival. "Biology's response to the supreme law of physics," she writes, "is what makes self-mattering deeper than any instinct, making it, rather, the organizing principle behind all the instincts." If our genes could speak, "they would make for the best of self-esteem coaches," she imagines. They would "incessantly and urgently exhort the organism forward," saying, "You are special, oh so special." This universal drive is the raw material of our story, as Goldstein tells it, but it is not the finished product. The uniquely human drama begins when people start to reflect back on this instinct.

Read: What a cranky new book about progress gets right

This is the book's central transformation. According to Goldstein, the leap from being simply a living thing to being a human occurs through the act of self-reflection, which turns us into what she dubs Homo iustificans--the creature who needs a reason. People's capacity to "step back and survey themselves," as the philosopher Thomas Nagel wrote, reveals a stark dissonance between our biological drive to survive and the fact that every life ends in death anyway. This realization gives rise to what Goldstein calls "the mother of all mattering questions--Do I matter?" The biological sense of importance is no longer enough. Instead, "We need to convince ourselves that our own self-mattering is warranted," she writes. "We long to demonstrate that the reason we subjectively feel that we matter is that we objectively do." That desire is what Goldstein defines as the "mattering instinct."

Here, Goldstein makes a pivotal philosophical claim: Our inherent human dignity lies not in some immutable essence like a soul or a divine image, but in this very struggle. Recasting the story of Eden--a world without entropy--she argues that the expulsion from paradise was not a fall but a step into humanity, the moment we became "values-seeking creatures." Goldstein isn't the first philosopher to argue that we are driven by the quest to justify our existence, but she sees it as an overriding instinct, even when our attempts are flawed or lead us astray.

With this "mattering instinct" established as humans' core driver, Goldstein redefines the goal of a well-lived life. She asks readers to look beyond what she considers a modern obsession with happiness, which she characterizes as a fleeting emotion, a mere "surge of neurotransmitters." The true aim, she argues, is the richer, classical concept of "eudaimonia"--a deep and reflective sense that one's life is being lived well. She borrows from Aristotle to underscore the point: Eudaimonia "is not found in amusement; for it would be absurd if the end were amusement, and our lifelong efforts and suffering aimed at amusing ourselves." This thriving rests, instead, in feeling that our life is significant both to ourselves and to others.

Crucially, this state of flourishing can, and often does, coexist with great suffering. To illustrate this, Goldstein turns to figures such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, who experienced constant mental anguish yet who exclaimed on his deathbed, "Tell them I've had a wonderful life." This, Goldstein contends, was a statement not about happiness but about eudaimonia. His life, for all its misery, had been ferociously engaged in a mattering project: He developed what is arguably the most rigorous philosophical system of the 20th century, the goal of which was to understand the limits of language and thought. This heroic undertaking, which brought him no small amount of distress, gave Wittgenstein's life coherence and purpose.

Similarly, Goldstein examines the American philosopher William James, who had an existential crisis in his youth. In a thinly veiled anonymous account, James described the moment his sense of self collapsed: "Suddenly there fell upon me without any warning, just as if it came out of darkness, a horrible fear of existence," he described it. "It was as if something hitherto solid within my breast gave way entirely, and I became a mass of quivering fear." James's recovery came from a decision to believe in his own "individual reality and creative power"--which contributed greatly to the field of empirical psychology, expanded American pragmatism, and reshaped theology in the 20th century. Both men struggled mightily in service of a project that made their lives feel not just bearable, but meaningful.

Of course, certain mattering projects are ill-conceived from the start, as Goldstein shows through the story of the former white supremacist Frank Meeink. According to his book, Autobiography of a Recovering Skinhead, after severe emotional and physical abuse during his childhood left him feeling worthless, Meeink was desperate never to be a victim again. He found a perverse sense of belonging and destiny in the neo-Nazi skinhead movement, which convinced him that he was, as he put it, a "warrior" and that being white was "all that mattered," turning his extreme self-doubt into destructive power. Later, while in prison, Meeink grew close with Black inmates. After his release, a Jewish employer showed him unconditional respect and helped replace his hate with constructive self-worth. Transformed by these experiences, Meeink ultimately channeled his need to matter into a heroic project: dedicating his life to fighting extremism.

Read: To get happier, make yourself smaller

If the mattering instinct originates in life's resistance to entropy, then this same principle can help provide a standard for what Goldstein calls "getting mattering right." A flourishing, morally good life, she proposes, is counter-entropic: It increases "the spread of flourishing, knowledge, love, joyfulness, peace, kindness, comity, beauty." A life lived wrongly is one that aligns with entropy, increasing the world's sum of chaos, cruelty, and dissolution. "People's effects on entropy," she states plainly, "provide the best overarching means I know to assess their lives."

Nowhere is this vision more powerfully embodied than in the subject of the book's final portrait: Lou Xiaoying, an impoverished Chinese woman who survived by scavenging through rubbish and died around 2012. Over the course of her 88 years, she found and raised more than 30 abandoned baby girls left to die in dumpsters and on roadsides. As her adopted daughter Juju recalls, "If she had the strength enough to collect garbage, then how could she not recycle something as important as human lives?" Lou Xiaoying's existence was one of almost uninterrupted  hardship, yet Juju describes her as happy, fulfilled by a purpose that was profoundly counter-entropic. She created life, connection, and love where society had left only waste and decay.

The Mattering Instinct is a testament to the idea that humans find purpose when, as the poet Rumi wrote, we "let the beauty we love be what we do." In a world fractured by competing claims on what's important, Goldstein offers a vision that is both intellectually resonant and humane, reminding us that the struggle to justify our existence is the very thing that makes our existence matter.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/01/the-mattering-instinct-rebecca-newberger-goldstein-book-review/685536/?utm_source=feed
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The Wrath of Stephen Miller

The man who turns President Trump's most incendiary impulses into policy

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer, Nick Miroff

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Stephen Miller runs his daily 10 a.m. conference calls--yes, even on Saturdays--less like a government adviser and more like a wartime general. His is the dominant voice, as he plays the role of browbeater, inquisitor, and bully. He accepts no excuses, entertains no dissent.

Donald Trump's deputy chief of staff for policy ruthlessly pursues the president's vision, especially when it comes to pushing immigrants out of the country, and he runs a tight, efficient meeting. Consensus is not the goal.

Instead, Miller demands progress reports on his mass-deportation campaign and issues orders to the full alphabet soup of federal enforcement agencies, including the FBI, CBP, ICE, HHS, and the DOD. One senior official who has participated in the calls told us that the intensity and urgency often veer into hectoring. "He pushes everybody to the absolute limit because he knows that the clock is ticking," this person said. "He gets on the phone and he yells at everybody. Nobody is spared from his wrath."

In May, Miller told Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials that he wanted 3,000 immigration arrests a day, a nearly tenfold increase over the number they'd arrested on U.S. streets in 2024. He demands daily updates on the ICE hiring surge too; the administration had pledged to deploy 10,000 new deportation officers by this month--more than doubling the agency's workforce. And Miller expects regular updates on detention capacity, deportation flights, and border crossings.

Miller publicly shames bureaucrats he feels are falling short or resisting orders. "If there's a problem and you're the owner, you have to fix it quickly," another frequent conference-call participant told us. "It's not a place where you can say, 'I have to get back to you.'"

A third official told us that the calls are unlike any other government meetings they've attended. "If you say something stupid, he'll tell you to your face. You are expected to perform at a certain level, and there's no excuse for not meeting those expectations," this person said.

In Trump's inner circle--even with the president himself--Miller is known as a dogmatic force whose ideas are sometimes too extreme for public consumption. "I'd love to have him come up and explain his true feelings--maybe not his truest feelings," the president joked at an Oval Office briefing in October. But in Trump's second term, Miller finds himself at the height of his powers--the pulsing human id of a president who is already almost pure id.

Miller has tried to recast the nation's partisan political disagreements as an existential conflict, a battle pitting "forces of wickedness and evil" against the nation's noble, virtuous people--a mostly native-born crowd that traces its lineage and legacy "back to Athens, to Rome, to Philadelphia, to Monticello." He accuses federal judges of "legal insurrection" for ruling against Trump's policies, describes the Democratic Party as a "domestic extremist organization," and dismisses the results of even legal immigration programs as "the Somalification of America." And he has declared an end to the post-World War II order of "international niceties" in favor of a world that rebukes the weak, "that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power," as he put it this week when discussing recent military action against Venezuela.

Along with Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Miller was the chief force behind Trump's decision to capture the Venezuelan strongman Nicolas Maduro. "We are a superpower, and under President Trump, we are going to conduct ourselves as a superpower," Miller told CNN's Jake Tapper on Monday, articulating a worldview that started with the fear of immigration but has gradually expanded to a broader national-security and rule-of-law argument. (In this Darwinian vein, Miller also declared that the U.S. military could seize Greenland without a fight, echoing a social-media post that his wife, Katie Miller, had made two days earlier, showing an American flag superimposed on a map of the icy landmass alongside the word: SOON. NATO leaders have nervously affirmed Denmark's claim to the territory.)

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

Miller's official titles--he is also the director of the interagency Homeland Security Council--understate the full sweep of his purview. Steve Bannon, a former Trump adviser and a Miller ally, describes him as Trump's "prime minister." Miller has a role in nearly every area about which he cares deeply: immigration and border security, yes, but also national security, foreign policy, trade, military action, and policing. He may draft a flurry of executive orders one day, lead a meeting on lowering domestic beef prices the next, and travel to deliver a fiery speech of his own--think Trump at his angriest and most dystopian, without any of the president's impish humor--the following week. (Miller declined to comment for this story.)

Early in Trump's second term, he invoked the Alien Enemies Act of 1798 to treat migrants as part of a foreign invasion, directed Congress to pass $150 billion in new funding for homeland-security enforcement, and captained the administration's assault on elite universities such as Harvard and Columbia. Late last year, he helped orchestrate Trump's authorization of military strikes on suspected drug-smuggling boats in the Caribbean Sea and eastern Pacific Ocean, setting the stage for the military operation against Maduro.

The force behind Miller's directives became clear during Signalgate--in which the Trump administration accidentally included The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, on a private Signal chat about a bombing campaign in Yemen. It was Miller--not Trump's national security adviser, Pentagon chief, or even vice president--who ended the debate and directed the group to move forward with the strikes. Trump has described Miller as sitting "at the top of the totem poll" inside the White House.

"He oversees every policy the administration touches," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us. "I can't tell you the number of times a policy matter is discussed in the Oval and Trump will say, 'Where's Stephen? Tell him to get that done.'"

To critics, Miller is the smirking embodiment of everything they view as dangerous and authoritarian about the Trump administration. He has been called a Nazi, a neo-Nazi, a white supremacist, a kapo, and Lord Voldemort. Posters of Miller--pursed lips, furrowed brow--have been plastered around the nation's capital, stamped with CREEP and FASCISM AIN'T PRETTY. His own uncle has denounced him, writing at one point that if Miller's immigration policies had been implemented a century ago, their family--which fled anti-Jewish pogroms in Europe--"would have been wiped out." 

Yet if Miller has internalized any of the criticism, or acknowledged the parallels to his own lineage, he has not shown it, even among friends or colleagues. Miller is now acting as an accelerant for the president's most incendiary impulses and shaping the lives of individual Americans in nearly every realm. He has demonstrated neither the interest nor the ability to moderate his views--even for tactical purposes. He is apt to overreach. And he has shown that he's not afraid to use the power of the government to go after those who try to stand in his way--even his liberal neighbors, whom he has accused of threatening his family.

During Trump's first term, Miller pushed the family-separation policy at the southern border, a measure long considered too extreme to implement. It triggered such a massive backlash that Trump's wife and eldest daughter urged him to stop it. The separations became the defining immigration policy of Trump's first term, undermining his ability to run on the issue in 2020. Now that he's back in office, the latest polling shows eroding support for the president's immigration crackdown, especially among the Latino voters who helped carry him to victory in 2024.

But Miller has continued to push not just for the deportation of people in the country illegally but also for narrowing or closing legal immigration pathways, especially for people from poor, not-majority-white, non-Christian nations. His actions have struck many Americans as racist and xenophobic. (In 2019, for instance, the Southern Poverty Law Center reported on leaked emails in which Miller urged the conservative Breitbart News to promote ideas from The Camp of the Saints, a 1973 French novel popular in white-nationalist and neo-Nazi circles.) Colleagues who have worked with him for years say they have never heard him utter a racist slur, even in private. His devotion is not to white supremacy per se, they insist, but to the political and intellectual thesis he has been pushing since before he arrived in Washington. He wants to halt and reverse America's post-1960s immigration boom, and he pursues that goal with a fervor that has made him the public face of Trump's restrictionist immigration policies.

Read: The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book

During debate prep for the 2024 campaign, Miller found himself in a contentious back-and-forth over immigration with a more moderate Trump ally. Finally, a frustrated Trump interrupted the two men: Stephen, he said, if you had it your way, everyone would look exactly like you, someone familiar with the exchange told us.

"That's correct," Miller said, before turning back to continue sparring.

The nexus of Miller's power is a vestige of President George W. Bush's War on Terror. Weeks after the attacks of September 11, 2001, Bush established the Homeland Security Council to coordinate the government's domestic response to the new threats from abroad. More than two and a half decades later, Miller has attached that rubric of national emergency to a new target, turning the council into a daily war room to track and fine-tune Trump's campaign to deport 1 million people a year.

The September murder of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk, who was close to many in the administration, including Miller, plunged Trump's already single-minded martinet into a maximalist frenzy. A portrait of Ronald Reagan hangs prominently in the Oval Office--just over Trump's left shoulder when he's seated at the Resolute Desk--but Miller has made it abundantly clear that this is no longer Reagan's Republican Party.

Former Senator Jeff Flake, the Arizona Republican who retired during Trump's first term, told us that he has noticed a clear shift from one Trump administration to the next. "Before, it was more subtle, more nuanced, but now it's pretty plain. He wants to see more immigration from the Nordic countries, and not so much from the Third World countries. It's just a clear break from the huddled masses yearning to breathe free," said Flake, who, as a senator, worked unsuccessfully to pass a bipartisan immigration overhaul. "It's not the Reagan vision. It's not the traditional Republican vision."

Flake said that although the immigration system has serious problems, Trump and Miller's goal seems to be "to change the nature of who we are as a country."

Read: Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement

Beyond immigration, Miller specializes in turning the president's whims and rantings into government policy. As Trump griped about the homeless encampments near the State Department one day, Leavitt recalled that he turned to Miller and said: "Get it done." "And within six hours," she said, "I looked at Twitter, and there were cranes cleaning them up."

"Stephen is the most effective political aide of this generation--and probably since James Baker," the former Trump adviser Cliff Sims told us in a text. "No one is more deft at moving the levers of government to turn the President's policies into action."

May Mailman, who last year worked closely with Miller to punish elite universities that the administration claims are rife with anti-Semitism and "woke" ideology, explained to us how Miller approaches a problem. In March, for instance, upset with Columbia University for several reasons--including prominent pro-Palestinian protests on campus--Trump posted a message on social media that began, "All Federal Funding will STOP for any College, School, or University that allows illegal protests." Miller told Mailman to come up with some options, but, with Trump's buy-in, Miller was ultimately the one who approved pulling federal funding from the school.

Then he carefully watched for the reaction. "If taking money from Columbia was a bad idea and backfired in some way, then Stephen would be the one to demand a course correction," said Mailman, who first worked with Miller during Trump's first term. "But because that worked out pretty well, he then tries to figure out: How can we use that tool in other areas?"

Close observers of Miller say that his total command is a marked contrast to his role during the first Trump term, when, despite being a senior adviser, he was limited in his ability to direct others. David Lapan, a retired Marine Corps colonel and aide to former Homeland Security Secretary John Kelly, told us that he remembers attending a 2017 meeting at which Miller urged officials to send him examples of crimes committed by immigrants so he could publicize them. The difference then, Lapan said, is that Miller had an advisory role, and the other meeting attendees could disregard requests that they felt were too outlandish. "We came out of that meeting and said, Yeah, we're not doing that," Lapan recalled. "We knew that Kelly would cover for us."

"Are there stories like that out there? Sure," Lapan said. "But they're the exception, not the rule. Cherry-picking a few bad cases to paint all immigrants in a negative light is not something that we were willing to do."

Although Miller views himself as the president's loyal servant, Trump's stances appear to have shifted under Miller's direction. The president used to speak favorably about certain immigrant groups he liked, such as DACA recipients and the employees at his golf resorts. But lately, his occasional pro-immigrant chatter has quieted. "'America First' is becoming 'Americans Only,'" Lapan said.
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Miller turned 40 in August and celebrated with a surprise party at the Ned, a chic members-only club blocks from the White House. The president did not show up, but just about everyone else did: White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, House Speaker Mike Johnson, conservative influencers, nearly every Cabinet secretary. Miller did not have a speech prepared but spoke self-deprecatingly, thanking Wiles for putting up with his ideas and suggestions. The turnout was a show of not just Miller's immense power but also his popularity in an administration that has been rife with infighting and backstabbing, especially during Trump's first term.

The gleeful brawler Miller plays on TV is no act, his colleagues told us, and he behaves similarly in private (although often with a dash of deadpan humor). Several people told us that they appreciate how dogmatic he is, for a possibly surprising reason: They always know where he stands on the issues, and where they stand with him. As Trump's speechwriter during the first administration, he built goodwill with colleagues by warning them when the president was about to say something contrary to their plans, so they had time to try to convince him otherwise.

"The lazy and clearly false hit on him is to call him these disgusting names," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told us, about the accusations that Miller is a Nazi or a fascist. "If you dig deeper and aren't suffering from Trump Derangement Syndrome, he's not what the media portrays him as. He's actually a very nice and cordial person who cares about this country and wants to do a good job. He's very easy to work with. I've been in Trump world a long time, and he's probably the easiest to work with."

Several people described Miller as an exacting boss, even a micromanager, but one who looks out for his team--including younger aides. In Trump's first term, he was not yet married, and he spent many of his nights out, grabbing drinks or dinner with everyone from Cabinet secretaries to more junior staff, who were eager to get time with him. When Trump's first term wound down, Miller helped ensure that everyone on his staff (and even some not on his team) had a job lined up.

Friends and colleagues say he has rarely seemed hurt by the criticism and caricatures. But he can be vain about his appearance; in Trump's first term, he once showed up to Face the Nation with what was roundly mocked as spray-on hair. (In Trump's second term, the hair is gone.) And after a recent Vanity Fair photo shoot of senior West Wing staff, the photographer--whose close-up, often unflattering photos went viral--recounted to The Washington Post that Miller "was perhaps the most concerned about the portrait session," asking whether or not he should smile. Colleagues also describe a proud sartorialist who regularly debated fashion and traded menswear tips with another West Wing fashionista, Hogan Gidley, a deputy press secretary during Trump's first term.

"We would talk about the difference in fabrics for seasons, and lapel size and width of ties and these types of things," Gidley told us, before describing Miller's style as "sophisticated and smart and chic but also daring at times."

In a recently resurfaced 2003 video, a 17-year-old Miller--prominent sideburns and tightly coiled brown hair--sits in the back of a moving school bus, opining on the war in Iraq. In the video, Miller smirkily suggests that the "ideal solution" for "Saddam Hussein and his henchmen" would be "to cut off their fingers"; he argues that torture is the proper punishment in a nonbarbaric society. (In a barbaric society, he implies, death would be the appropriate punishment.) "Torture is a celebration of life and human dignity," he continues, briefly unable to hide his delight as his latest outlandish proclamation illicits titters from his peers--his mouth widens into a toothy grin, and he emits an audible chuckle before taking a breath and continuing.

This is Miller the troll, who has confided in friends that he enjoys starting a fire, then dousing it with gasoline. But after more than two decades relishing his role as the gleeful contrarian, the persona has now become more true character than occasional outlandish caricature. "He has a flair for the dramatic, and you can tell that now with the way he comports himself on TV," Bannon told us. "He plays the character well, knowing he always wants to have the libs'--the progressives'--heads blow up."

After graduating from Duke in 2007--where he vigorously defended white lacrosse players who were falsely accused of rape by a Black stripper--Miller landed a job with newly elected Republican Representative Michele Bachmann of Minnesota. As young Capitol Hill aides, he and Sergio Gor--who recently became Trump's ambassador to India--helped launch the supernova ambitions of Bachmann, a right-wing darling whose then-fringe ideology presaged the rise of MAGA. By the time Bachmann's 2012 presidential bid flamed out, Miller was already firmly ensconced with then-Senator Jeff Sessions of Alabama, who shared his hard-line obsession with immigration, and Bannon, who provided a broader nationalist, populist scaffolding.

Read: Trump's right-hand troll

As Sessions's aide-de-camp, Miller helped his boss sabotage the bipartisan "Gang of Eight" immigration bill, which passed the Senate by a wide margin in 2013. At the time, a post-2012 Republican autopsy was calling for a gentler, more inclusive GOP, and the proposed immigration overhaul had the support of business and tech leaders, interest groups, and wealthy donors. But Miller was undaunted, buttonholing reporters in the hallways of Congress to press his anti-immigrant case, and calling them later at home to talk--for hours, if they'd let him--about the bill's minutiae and why it would harm American workers. The bill died in the House, where it never came up for a vote.

Miller pushed colleagues to keep the same round-the-clock hours as he did, including calling meetings on Friday afternoons, when most Hill staffers were eager to skip out early to happy hours. Instead, Republican staffers sullenly reported to messaging meetings to talk about immigration.

Working with Bannon, Miller made Breitbart News the communications arm of his effort. And, understanding that data and statistics, however dubious, could lend their cause the sheen of legitimacy, they elevated obscure anti-immigration groups--the Center for Immigration Studies, NumbersUSA--into prominent sources. "The more outrageous the headline, the better," Bannon said.

By the time Miller joined Trump's 2016 campaign--officially launched with claims that Mexico was sending "rapists" and criminals across the border--his immigration bona fides were well established, and he learned to channel Trump's voice into policy prescriptions. The baby-faced Miller quickly moved from the back of Trump's plane to the inner circle at the front.

By March 2016, Miller was Trump's opening act, riling up crowds across the country with an anti-immigrant, anti-Washington populism that sometimes threatened to overshadow Trump himself. "I said, 'Listen, the point of an introduction is that Trump doesn't have to top it,'" Bannon said. "He was so insane over-the-top. But of course the MAGA base can't get enough of him."

In Trump's first White House, Miller made quick use of the various levers available to him, no matter how buried in the bureaucratic bowels. He took a particular interest in the office of the staff secretary, a little-known but powerful team that vets any memo or speech or policy before it reaches the president. Not a lawyer himself, he nevertheless leaned on creative and expansive interpretations of statutes to push the president's agenda. In the early days of COVID, for instance, he successfully urged the administration to invoke a 1944 emergency public-health law to shut down the border and rapidly expel migrants to Mexico or their home country. In a White House staffed partly by amateurs, he also benefited from his deep understanding of policy issues, which he'd been honing since high school. He coached Trump and others into even more extreme immigration positions, explaining why, for instance, he believed that giving merit-based green cards to promising foreign students was problematic.

Even his allies find Miller to be something of an "acquired taste," as one put it. Another quipped that he has the bedside manner of Heinrich Himmler, one of Adolf Hitler's earliest followers and a key architect of the Holocaust. But Mailman said that Miller could be strategic when making a policy pitch. On immigration, he instinctively understood if someone was a "type person" (who cared about the type of immigrant coming to the country) or a "numbers person" (who cared simply about the sheer number of immigrants) and often tailored his message accordingly. "He thinks about the rationale of how someone is approaching something," she said.

Because Miller's views--especially on immigration--were so well known, he earned Trump's trust despite also, at times, vigorously disagreeing with him. "Miller is 100 percent firm in every conviction and feeling he has, and he just says it the way he believes it, and if it aligns with what the president wants to do, then great," a first-term Trump aide told us. "And if it's nuanced or different, then Miller stakes out his position--he doesn't care if it's different from what other people think or what the president wants--but then once the president makes his position clear, Miller executes on it, whether or not he agrees with it."

Read: Stephen Miller has a plan

Despite his years as Sessions's protege, Miller quickly distanced himself from his longtime mentor, several people told us, when Sessions, then Trump's first attorney general, recused himself from the investigation into Russian interference in the 2016 election, angering the president. In fact, the rupture was more acute than was publicly known; Miller was enraged by what he viewed as Sessions's unforgivable betrayal of Trump.

During the first term, Miller aligned himself with Ivanka Trump and her husband, Jared Kushner, once it became clear that they held tremendous sway with the president. The pairing was unusual, given that the president's daughter and son-in-law were seen as misguided "globalists" by much of the far-right base. One person familiar with the dynamic described Miller spending hours with Ivanka Trump on her key initiatives--paid family leave and tax credits for parents. The charitable explanation, this person continued, is that Miller was being generous with his time and expertise; the more cynical one is that Miller understood that Ivanka Trump was less likely to complain to her father about Miller's hard-line immigration policies if the two had a good relationship.

"He always understood where power lies," Bannon said. "No matter what--he can be coaching a Little League team--Miller can very quickly analyze."

Miller's fealty to his boss was on display right up until the end of Trump's first term. On January 6, 2021, Miller's wife--who had worked as Vice President Mike Pence's communications director--was on maternity leave but still employed by Pence. But when Trump called Miller that morning to discuss adding lines to his speech attacking Pence, Miller--ever the good soldier--did as he was told.

Later that day, angry Trump supporters marched to the Capitol, calling for the vice president to be hanged for treason.

The enemy arrived at the Millers' doorstep on a warm September morning in the form of a retired gender and peace-studies professor in a loose striped dress. Barbara Wien, who had been protesting the family's presence in Arlington, Virginia, pointed her index and middle fingers at her own eyes, then directed those fingers at Katie Miller, who was on the front porch.

Stephen Miller took the gesture at his wife, which was captured on video, as a call to violence--an offense that he uniquely had the power to punish.

The Millers had already felt under siege, facing threats and fearing that the entire family was being surveilled by sophisticated actors. A Rhode Island man had been indicted in August for publicly threatening to kill Miller and other officials. A law-enforcement official told us that Katie Miller had been surreptitiously photographed in her neighborhood--while going to the gym, and at least once while walking with her kids--and said that there was a "coordinated" and "malicious" effort to, at the very least, intimidate them. Someone had also posted flyers at neighborhood parks where their kids played, revealing their home address and calling him a Nazi. The Millers had stopped allowing their children to play in front of the house or in the backyard.

But they were not going to be intimidated by a 66-year-old activist.

"You want us to live in fear? We will not live in fear," Miller said days later, in an appearance on Sean Hannity's Fox News program. He had gone on the program to discuss the federal response to Kirk's recent assassination, but although he was focused on "domestic terrorists," he included doxxing on the list of related offenses. For those familiar with the Millers' personal lives, it sounded less like he was talking about Kirk's assassin than about Wien, who'd distributed flyers with his address.

"You will live in exile," he continued, "because the power of law enforcement under President Trump's leadership will be used to find you, will be used to take away your money, take away your power, and, if you have broken the law, to take away your freedom."

Miller set about drafting a series of executive orders, later signed by Trump, that directed federal law enforcement to refocus counterterrorism efforts on people with "anti-fascist" ideas, such as "extremism on migration, race, and gender" and "hostility towards those who hold traditional American views on family, religion, and morality."

This fall, Miller also began describing a central divide in the country, pitting "legitimate state power" against what he termed left-wing "street violence." His definition of the latter was broad. He accused Democratic politicians who called him or Trump "authoritarian" of "inciting violence." (Never mind that he had repeatedly called the Biden administration "fascist.") He placed doxxing--what his family faced--on the continuum that leads to violence. (Also never mind that Vice President J. D. Vance encouraged calling out those who celebrated Kirk's murder, including at their place of employment.)

As Miller announced federal policies aimed at combatting the threat, he was also fighting a private battle against the very enemy he described. In the weeks after Wien made her gesture in front of his wife, the Millers decided that they were no longer safe in their six-bedroom, roughly $3 million Northern Virginia home. They sought out military housing at a nearby base, arguing to friends and allies inside the administration that their safety depended on it.

Read: Top Trump officials are moving onto military bases

But the legitimate powers of the state repeatedly declined to fully cooperate with the Millers' attempt to turn their own situation into a catalyst for the sort of crackdown they claimed was necessary. The FBI was initially hesitant to take a major role in the investigation of Wien, prompting the Millers to demand its involvement, according to a person briefed on their efforts. A Democratic Virginia state prosecutor became concerned about the federal involvement in a search warrant on Wien, and sought to narrow its scope. A federal magistrate judge refused to approve federal search warrants, according to a report by Axios.

Katie Miller, who hosts her own podcast, recently appeared on Piers Morgan's YouTube show and accused a progressive guest, Cenk Uyger, of attacking her Jewish children by merely having a difference of opinion with her. She then offered a veiled threat to have Uyger's citizenship revoked. (Uyger is a naturalized citizen; in a text message, he described Katie Miller's threat as "not an attack on me as much as it's an attack on America.") When the investigation against Wien appeared to stall, Miller's longtime ally Jim Jordan, the House Judiciary Committee chair, announced that he had opened an inquiry into the Democratic prosecutor in Virginia who had sought to narrow the search warrant and raised concerns about federal involvement.

"This is so cool," Katie Miller said on social media. "Thank you."

Days later, the prosecutor said that she would not cooperate with Jordan's inquiry, because the investigation was ongoing and Congress lacked the ability to intervene in a state law-enforcement matter. There were still some powers of the state that Miller did not control.
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Change May Be Coming to Iran

Trump's ouster of Venezuela's president has the Islamic Republic on edge and the opposition energized.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Few world capitals have been as shaken by the dramatic ouster of Nicolas Maduro as faraway Tehran. Anti-Americanism has united Iran and Venezuela in a tight alliance for more than two decades. As recently as 2022, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei welcomed Maduro to Tehran, praising the Venezuelan strongman's "resistance" against America and his "anti-Zionist positions," adding: "No two countries are as close as we are."

Khamenei also promised that Iran would "come to the aid of its friends when they are faced with danger." But when American troops rousted Maduro and his wife from bed early on the morning of January 3, neither Khamenei nor his more powerful allies in Moscow and Beijing came to the rescue.

By now, Khamenei has gotten used to losing friends. He appeared helpless to protect his main regional ally, Syria's Bashar al-Assad, from being overthrown a year ago. Israeli strikes have decimated the so-called Axis of Resistance, a coalition of anti-Israel Arab militias backed by Iran. Khamenei has now also lost an alliance first forged with Maduro's predecessor, Hugo Chavez, who christened it the Axis of Unity. A former Iranian official quipped on X that Iran had to accept Hezbollah's disarmament next: Donald Trump's "new order is not that hard to understand!"

The blow couldn't come at a worse time for Iran's dictator. Khamenei's regime faces a new round of street protests and a deepening economic crisis. Iran's 12-day war with Israel and America ended inconclusively last year; the possibility of renewed attacks is never far from mind. The U.S. president has already compared the success of the operation in Caracas to last year's bombing of Iran. And if that were not ominous enough, Maduro's capture took place on the sixth anniversary of the Trump-ordered killing of Qassem Soleimani, Khamenei's top general.

Read: A high-seas gambit that humiliates Putin

And so the regime reacted with evident panic. Reports on Iran's state broadcaster insisted for hours that the United States might be lying about capturing Maduro. Once that line became impossible to sustain, a well-known former member of parliament blustered that Maduro would return to power "as a national hero" and that America's "revolutionary youth would send Trump to the dustbin of history." Ahmad Vahidi, the newly appointed deputy commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, said that the operation signaled "America's collapse and decline."

Be that as it may, Khamenei's partner in resistance had been spirited to a New York courtroom, and Russia and China, the great-power allies supposedly backing both Caracas and Tehran, had sat the whole episode out. What lesson was the Iranian regime to draw? One Guards-linked analyst concluded that international law was an illusion, and that Iran needed "military and economic power" to survive. Commentators in more reformist-leaning outlets countered that what Iran actually needed was a government with popular legitimacy.

Certainly the news from Caracas has emboldened the Iranian regime's opponents. On social media, many Iranians joked about being jealous of Venezuelans. A journalist at a reformist daily taunted the rulers in Tehran: "If you don't leave power with the vote of the people, you will have to do so by a larger foreign force." A left-leaning dissident in Tehran simply posted, "Congratulations Venezuela."

The implicit premise of these reactions is that Trump could be contemplating as bold an action in Tehran as he undertook in Caracas. One former U.S. official I spoke with was skeptical that the Trump administration has any interest in decapitating the Iranian regime. "Venezuela is a core U.S. interest in a way that Iran isn't," Alan Eyre, who was the Persian-language spokesperson for the State Department under President Barack Obama and is now a diplomatic fellow at the Middle East Institute, told me. "I think this administration is focused elsewhere, and is by and large content to leave Iran to Israel, unless and until Israeli actions in Iran threaten to further destabilize the region."

Still, the chatter about regime change--whether affected by the U.S. and Israel or by protesters pressing against a weakened power structure--has been growing louder, and one figure has moved inescapably to its center. Former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, from his American exile, has declared himself Iran's transitional leader, and many Iranian protesters have chanted support for him in recent days. Pahlavi has told The Wall Street Journal that he doesn't advocate military strikes on Iran. But he didn't oppose the American and Israeli attacks over the summer, and some of those close to him, including his wife, Yasmine Pahlavi, openly backed them.

Is there a conceivable future in which an American-military intervention installs Pahlavi in power? Venezuela doesn't offer a very promising precedent. Control in Caracas has passed not to the popular democratic opposition leader, Maria Corina Machado, but to Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, whom U.S. officials reportedly chose to lead the country weeks ago. One can easily imagine that in Iran, too, Washington would bypass exiled oppositionists in favor of a pliant strongman. And Pahlavi is a divisive figure, with less sway among Iranian-regime critics than Machado has with their Venezuelan counterparts. In fact, Ali Javanmardi, Trump's appointee to head the Voice of America's Persian-language service, claimed on air on Sunday that Trump had "concluded that the opposition groups can't come to a consensus and thus can't be defined as the alternative" to the regime. Javanmardi added that the U.S. State Department believes that "the alternative is inside Iran."

Inside Iran, the protest movement appears to be growing, and Khamenei, besieged by his people and surrounded on all sides by foreign adversaries, must know that his days are numbered. No matter who comes out on top when he's gone, the core structures and central policies of his regime are bound to change. How and by whom the Islamic Republic will be dismantled, and what will succeed it, are the questions that remain.
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'Aren't We Supposed to Be the Good Guys Here?'

Senator Mark Kelly says that taking Greenland "would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country."

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




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

Democratic Senator Mark Kelly is fluent in insult, particularly when it comes to Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth: "unqualified," like "a 12-year-old playing army." In November, Kelly and five other Democratic lawmakers--all of them military or intelligence veterans--released a video telling current service members, "Our laws are clear. You can refuse illegal orders."

President Donald Trump was predictably furious, writing on Truth Social, "SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH." This week, Hegseth announced that his department had initiated proceedings to demote Kelly and reduce his pension pay.

Senator Kelly joined Radio Atlantic to discuss the implications of this brand of revenge: If the president can punish a sitting senator for making a video he doesn't like, what could that mean for the average dissenting American? Or the average service member if asked to do something they don't believe is lawful? Kelly elaborated on the personal reprisal but seemed equally exercised about the plight of the whole world.

This week, the White House pointedly said that using the military to take Greenland is an option. "That  would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country," Kelly said.  "For us to threaten them, especially with force. That we're just gonna take your stuff; we're gonna take your territory. I mean, is that who we've become? That's Russia. We are not that kind of a nation."

This week on Radio Atlantic, we talk to Kelly about Hegseth, Greenland, Venezuela, the evolving role of the military under Trump, and the 15th anniversary of the shooting of his wife, the former congresswoman Gabby Giffords.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Democratic Senator Mark Kelly can be blunt, particularly on subjects he knows about. He served decades in the Navy, flying dozens of combat missions. Also, he's an astronaut. So he has had a lot to say over the last few months about how the Trump administration has been using the military, at home and abroad--little of it positive.
 
 [Music]

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. We could start in a lot of different places with Mark Kelly on the subject of [Donald] Trump and the U.S. military: appointing Pete Hegseth as the defense secretary, actions in Venezuela. But we'll start with this week's news: the Trump administration saying that using the military to take Greenland is an option.

Senator Mark Kelly: It  would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country.
 For us to threaten them, especially with force, that we're just gonna take your stuff; we're gonna take your territory--is that who we've become? That's Russia. We are not that kind of a nation.


Rosin: Kelly had his own personal run-in with the U.S. military this week--or at least with Hegseth. It concerned a video that Kelly made, along with five other Democratic lawmakers who had also served in the military or the intelligence community.

They released it a couple of months ago, and its intended audience was people who are currently serving.

Kelly (from the lawmakers' video): (Music plays.) This administration is pitting our uniformed military--
 Senator Elissa Slotkin: --and intelligence-community professionals--
 Representative Chris Deluzio: --against American citizens.
 Kelly: Like us, you all swore an oath--


Rosin: The video came out two months into the U.S. military's strikes on alleged drug boats, strikes that many have called illegal.

In the video, Kelly and others say that "threats to our Constitution aren't just coming from abroad, but from right here at home."

Kelly: Our laws are clear: You can refuse illegal orders.
 Slotkin: You can refuse illegal orders--


Rosin: Well, someone did not like the sound of that.

[Music]

News anchor: Now, that is the statement right there from the president. It says, in part, "It's called SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR AT THE HIGHEST LEVEL. Each one of these traitors to our Country should be ARRESTED AND PUT ON TRIAL."
 Kelly issued a joint statement--


Rosin: On Truth Social, Trump kept posting and wrote, "SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH!"

Senator Kelly responded--

Kelly (from press conference): President Trump is trying to silence me, threatening to kill me for saying what is true. And he sent his secretary of defense after me.


Rosin: This week, Hegseth sent the details of the intended punishment. He announced that his department had initiated proceedings to reduce Kelly's retirement grade, which could mean a reduction in rank and pension pay. Echoing Trump, Hegseth called Kelly's remarks "seditious."

So I started my interview with Kelly by talking about that.

Rosin (in interview): There are people who can look at what the administration has done and say, What's the big deal? A senator made this video, the president didn't like it, and they're docking his pension pay. So why is it a big deal? What's unusual about this action?

Kelly: Well, first of all, he said I should be hanged, executed. If you're looking for evidence why we needed to put out that video, that's one valid point: We have a president who is rather unhinged and doesn't like people speaking out in a way that he does not agree.

And in this case, we were just reminding service members of what is lawful, telling them that they should not follow illegal orders. It's something we're all trained on. We may not be reminded of it frequently.

And we had some serious concerns about what this president might do. In 2016, he called for the U.S. military--as a candidate--he said the U.S. military should be killing the family members of terrorists. That means killing women and children who are not involved. How horrific is that? And then started talking about shooting U.S. citizens who were protesters in the legs, sending troops into U.S. cities, and using those cities for training for the U.S. military.

These are things that are dangerous. So we put this video out as a friendly reminder that you do not follow illegal orders. When the law and orders are in conflict, you stick with the law; it's a pretty simple message.

So getting to the point about demoting me, taking away part of my pension, I guess what they realize is they would not do well in front of a jury--because for a while there, they were threatening to court-martial me. They figured out that wasn't a good option because they probably knew they would lose. So this is an administrative option.

But I'm gonna fight this with everything I have because it's wrong. And,by the way, it sends a powerful and chilling message to retired service members, to ex-military, to people on active duty that you cannot say anything about this government.

Rosin: Or what? So that's why the average American should care?

Kelly: Absolutely. We all have First Amendment constitutional rights of not only freedom of speech, but freedom to speak out against the U.S. government and to its leadership. And they don't like that.

They're trying to send a message--this isn't just about me anymore. This is a message to the American people: Shut up, or there are consequences. And we cannot let that stand. So I'll fight this with everything I have.

Rosin: Now, you and your colleagues published that video back in November. The secretary announced this reprisal against you two days after the U.S. bombed Venezuela, captured [Nicolas] Maduro. Do you think there's any message in the timing of that?

Kelly: Well, here's something interesting on timing, right--this wasn't just about the video. If you read their censure letter to me, they go all the way back to June and said there were things that I said that they didn't like.

They are pointing to my criticism of them for firing admirals and generals, and here's why I was critical: They fired people that I confirmed, and they fired them because of the color of their skin or because they were women. That's pretty clear to people, and I criticized Pete Hegseth and the administration over that. They point to that as a reason why I am now censured and I should be demoted--because I said something.

They also pointed to the fact that I said I will always stand up for the Constitution, as if that's an objectionable thing for them. So, yeah, this is not just about me anymore. This is about all of our rights under the Constitution.

Rosin: So you're a senator, and you have some power. I wanna put you in the mind of, say, when you were a younger person in the military. If you were young and in the military now, would you have refused any of the administration's orders?

Kelly: Well, it depends on what the order was, right? I flew 39 combat missions in the first Gulf War. I was almost shot down multiple times, had a missile blow up next to my airplane.

On two occasions, I was ordered to sink ships, and I knew at the time that that was the right thing to do. It was legal for me to go into Kuwait harbor and sink this Osa II missile patrol boat, or in the case of the second one, this Polnocny troop carrier that was Iraqi--they were both Iraqi ships; it was very clear. I had no question about that.

If, under different circumstances, I was given an order to do something that any reasonable person would understand as illegal, yeah, I would've said, I'm not gonna do that. That's what we're all trained to do.

Rosin: So what about what actually happened, which is the second shot against the Venezuelan boat that killed the two sailors? Is it clear that was an illegal order? Is that an order--

Kelly: So I saw that video. I've been in a brief in a classified setting on the details of that second strike on that first boat, and I still have a lot of questions.

It would be a positive thing for the American people to see that video and to get briefed on it by the United States military, because transparency of what our Department of Defense is doing is--I think it's something that is fundamental to the way we do things. Aren't we supposed to be the good guys here?

I continue to have questions about that decision to strike that boat a second time. When you look at the rules of warfare--one of the examples that is cited in the manual of war, the law of Armed conflict, is that, for shipwrecked crew members, that you have an obligation to rescue them. And in this circumstance, that did not happen.

Now, DOD gives their rationale for why they did not do that. And it is questionable at best.

Rosin: And do you know what, in the moment, you would've done, as a person who served for a long time? 'Cause it's different in retrospect, looking at it.

Kelly: It's always different, right? And for somebody who's been in that environment, where the bullets are flying and the missile's blowing up next to your airplane, it is dynamic; it is chaotic; you have to make decisions quickly.

What myself and my colleagues were talking about were those obvious things, where a reasonable person in those circumstances would know that what you are asking to be done is unlawful--not the stuff that's, like, on the line.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So is there anything--

Kelly: Now, we all have the--

Rosin: --that you would count as clearly unlawful, of the many things that have happened over these last few months?

Kelly: I continue to have a lot of questions about how this Department of Defense, under the leadership of Pete Hegseth--and let me repeat something I've said multiple times: This guy is not qualified for this job. I did not vote for him.

We had to have the vice president come over to break a tie to get him across the finish line--by the way, after a lot of arm-twisting, I think that's very fair to say, by the White House of my Republican colleagues who were hesitant, very hesitant, for good reasons.

He shouldn't be anywhere near the front office of the Pentagon. I even question whether he should be in the building.

Rosin: You know what? I've heard you say he's unqualified a lot of times. Can I ask you something I'm really curious about? What is--

Kelly: Yeah.
 
 Rosin: Say you and your Navy people were talking about him. How would you talk about him--internally, privately? How would people describe someone like that who are military guys? What would they say about him?

Kelly: Well, he is a guy who served in multiple Guard units. I thank him for his service to this country. He doesn't have the experience to run an organization of this size. He doesn't have management experience at a high level. He doesn't have policy experience--creating policy.

It's hard to find somebody that checks all the boxes to be secretary of Defense 'cause it's, perhaps, after being president of the United States, the hardest job in the country. It's hard to find somebody that checks every box.

The problem with Pete Hegseth--he doesn't check any of the boxes, zero. I'm shocked that the president nominated him for this. Why would you put this guy in this job?

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back, what happens if the U.S. were to take Greenland by force? That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: I wanna talk to you about how this administration is using the military. This week, the White House put out a statement that, in the range of options to acquire Greenland, utilizing the military is an option. How concerned are you about these threats to Greenland?

Kelly: Months ago, I was not concerned at all. I thought it was just typical bluster from Donald Trump, wanting to show people he's a strong man, and he can do what he wants and take what he wants.

After seeing what happened in Venezuela and the latest comments not only by Donald Trump, but people in the administration, and now even some of my colleagues, talking about why Greenland should be under the control of the United States.

First of all, Denmark is a member of NATO and an ally of ours. If we have concerns about security in the Arctic, we currently have U.S. service members based in Greenland. One option for us would be to go to Denmark and say, Hey, we want to increase our posture on Greenland for security reasons, and negotiate some sort of a deal with them to make sure that our national-security needs are met--which, by the way, also helps Denmark and Greenland.

But for us to threaten them, especially with force, that we're just gonna take your stuff; we're gonna take your territory--is that who we've become? That's Russia. We are not that kind of a nation. This doesn't make any sense.

So to answer your question, yeah, right now, I'm really concerned--when you listen to Stephen Miller and what he has said about this issue. But now some of my Republican colleagues in the Senate start talking about how, Well, sure. Why not?

Well, I'll tell you why not: We're the United States of America. We follow the rules. We uphold a standard of morality and an ethical code, and we just don't go around and take other territories from other countries, or threaten to do that.

So, yeah, right now, I am rather concerned about where this is heading.

Rosin: Can you play the scenario out? What if we do go through with this, in the same way that the administration went through with Venezuela? Then what is happening (a) to the military and (b) to our standing in the world?

Kelly: Well, you're putting members of the military into an uncomfortable position, and we'll get into constitutional issues about what power the president has.

Certainly, the president has the ability at any moment to take action to protect U.S. territory and U.S. citizens and U.S. assets. Does that extend to just seizing territory from an ally? I don't think so. He should come to Congress if he wants to do that, and let's have a vote. Let's see how many of my Republican colleagues are gonna vote to allow the president of the United States to use military force against a NATO ally.

But I'll tell you what it would mean if we did this: It would mean NATO--which, I think it's fair to say, has been a driver of peace in the world since World War II--as an organization, that is done if the United States takes Greenland by force.

Well, this has huge consequences. And I doubt the president listens to The Atlantic podcast, but the message I would wanna send to him is: You are making a huge strategic mistake here that will reverberate in a negative way for the United States of America for decades if you try to take Greenland by force.

Rosin: And reverberate how?

Kelly: Well, taking that kind of action is possibly the justification that the People's Republic of China would need to go in there and say, Well, you took Greenland; we're gonna take Taiwan. They make a claim that Taiwan's part of the People's Republic of China--that's their claim--and they think that they need to bring it back into the fold. So if we go and use the military against Denmark in taking their territory of Greenland, I think that's a justification that the Chinese would like to have.

And how about Russia, by the way--hhas already attacked Ukraine. What if they say, Well, Kazakhstan, that was part of the Soviet Union before. And, oh, they also have a lot of oil and mineral wealth. Why can't we go and take Kazakhstan?

So you're creating an environment that puts us, strategically, in a very, very uncomfortable position, and it will last for decades.

Rosin: It sounds like worldwide chaos you're describing; it's more than uncomfortable.

Kelly: It would probably be the biggest mistake any president has made in the history of this country, to do something like that.

Rosin: The executive actions you're describing are unprecedented; the use of the military is dangerous--you've laid that out. And yet, very few people in Congress seem to be doing anything. What do you say to people who look at Congress and think they've given up; there's no resistance?

Kelly: Well, I'll say, Republicans in the United States Congress have given up and ceded all of their power to the White House, to the president, to the people around him, to Stephen Miller. They basically said, Here you go. We're not gonna stop you from doing anything.

The levers of power we have here in the United States Congress are substantial, but they reside with the majority, not with the minority, and Democrats are currently in the minority. So we win back the House or the Senate in November of 2026, and when we swear in a new Congress about a year--I actually think it's probably a year from today or a couple days ago--then we have the levers we would need to really put a check on the lawlessness of this president.

And it extends beyond the military. This guy is enriching himself and his family and his friends in a way we have never seen before, the corruption from Donald Trump and his family. In the last year, he has increased his wealth by--I don't think it's fair to say an order of magnitude, but he has--multiple times, through meme coins and stablecoins and deals with foreign nations and selling people a bunch of crap, like tennis shoes and gold watches.

This is something like we've never seen before--so when we win back the House and/or the Senate, we'll have the levers we need to do something about it.

Rosin: I'm taking it you don't have those gold Trump sneakers in your closet.

Kelly: I--

Rosin: (Laughs.) No.

Kelly: Nor will I ever have anything with the name of Donald Trump on it.

Rosin: I'll just ask you: Are you gonna run for president in 2028?

Kelly: I haven't made a decision.

Rosin: You haven't made a decision, okay. If you were gonna run for president, what would be a Democratic nominee's positioning that you think would be effective pushback to everything we've just described, which is big?

Kelly: One thing here is that this guy is trying to distract from all the problems that the American people have, right? This is a big distraction--and problems that he has personally. When was the last time somebody talked about all the [Jeffrey] Epstein information that DOJ has and when that's gonna be released, right? That's gone away. He has successfully moved that to the back burner for, I don't know, days or weeks.

But we need people in charge of this country that are gonna address the issues that the American people care about. That's the cost of their rent and their mortgage and their groceries and health care--he's destroyed health care for millions of Americans. My constituents, some of 'em who are paying hundreds of dollars now have to pay thousands of dollars to get health care off the exchange.

So we need leadership that are focused on the things that matter, and this president is causing these distractions that occupy a tremendous amount of his time and his effort and his staff, and he doesn't seem to care about the other stuff.

Rosin: I know you said many times you're not gonna let the administration distract you, stop you, but this week is the 15th anniversary of your wife Gabby Giffords's shooting. Your family knows better than most that it can be devastating to put yourself out there, and this moment feels way more dangerous than 15 years--

Kelly: Yeah, it could be deadly too.

Rosin: Yeah. So do you have real conversations about this?

Kelly: With my wife?

Rosin: Yeah.

Kelly: With Gabby? Sure. This is 15 years--we were just up in New York City the other day; we did Good Morning America. She's here now, in Washington; we'll be together for the 15th anniversary of when she was nearly assassinated and took a bullet into the left side of her head. Yeah, we realize that this is a dangerous business.

I used to fly the space shuttle, right? I thought I had the dangerous job--I flew in combat. It was my wife, Gabby, who nearly lost her life serving this country. But neither of us are quitters. We do not give up. Neither of us are gonna be intimidated.

Because of what Donald Trump has said about me and what Pete Hegseth continues to do in going after me, the threats against me, my life, have gone up significantly. You know who they've also gone up for is my wife, Gabby. She now gets death threats because of Donald Trump saying I should be hanged. This is somebody who went through hell.

Rosin: And she says, Keep going?

Kelly: Of course, she's gonna keep going. She's not backing down. She doesn't back down to anybody--

Rosin: But she tells you to keep going?

Kelly: Absolutely. One hundred percent.

Rosin: Well, Senator Kelly, good luck to both of you, and thank you for talking with me today.

Kelly: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend and fact-checked by Sam Fentress. Rob Smierciak engineered and composed original music. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of audio at The Atlantic, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

Listeners, if you enjoy the show, you can support our work and the work of all Atlantic journalists when you subscribe to The Atlantic at TheAtlantic.com/Listener.

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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MAGA's Foundational Lie

The movement claims to stand with the police. Trump's decision to pardon the cop-beaters of January 6 exposed his movement for what it is.

by Jeffrey Goldberg

Tue, 06 Jan 2026


David Nicholas Dempsey, January 6, 2021 (United States District Court for the District of Columbia)



At 1:42 a.m. on December 19, 2020, Donald Trump--disturbed, humiliated, livid--posted the following message on Twitter: "Statistically impossible to have lost the 2020 Election. Big protest in D.C. on January 6th. Be there, will be wild!"

In California, David Nicholas Dempsey, a 33-year-old man-child with multiple felony convictions and a profound affection for the president, answered the call. On January 6, wearing a tactical vest and an American-flag gaiter, Dempsey came to the Capitol. Shortly before he assaulted several police officers, he shared his perspectives in an interview given while standing near a gallows. The gallows had been erected as a reminder to Vice President Mike Pence to do, in Trump's words, "the right thing."

"Them worthless fucking shitholes like fucking Jerry Nadler, fucking Pelosi, Clapper, Comey, fucking all those pieces of garbage, you know, Obama, all these dudes, Clinton, fuck all these pieces of shit," Dempsey said. "They don't need a jail cell. They need to hang from these motherfuckers while everybody videotapes it and fucking spreads it on YouTube."

Dempsey was not an organizer of the siege, but he was one of its most energetic participants. He assaulted Metropolitan Police Detective Phuson Nguyen with pepper spray. Nguyen was certain in that moment that he was "going to die," he later testified. Dempsey assaulted another police officer with a metal crutch, cracking his protective shield and cutting his head. Dempsey, who was heard yelling "Fuck you, bitch-ass cops!," assaulted other officers with broken pieces of furniture, crutches, and a flagpole. Prosecutors would later argue that "Dempsey's violence reached such extremes that, at one point, he attacked a fellow rioter who was trying to disarm him." All told, more than 140 police officers were injured in the riot, many seriously.

I attended the January 6 rally on the Ellipse, at which Trump told his supporters, "If you don't fight like hell, you're not going to have a country anymore." Then I walked with the crowd to the Capitol. One woman, a QAnon adherent dressed in a cat costume, told me, "We're going to stop the steal. If Pence isn't going to stop it, we have to."

Read: Mass delusion in America

What I remember very well about that day was my own failure of imagination. I did not, to my knowledge, see Dempsey--he had positioned himself at the vanguard of the assault, and I had stayed near the White House to listen to Trump--but I did come across at least a dozen or more protesters dressed in similar tactical gear or wearing body armor, many of them carrying flex-cuffs. I particularly remember those plastic cuffs, but I understood them only as a performance of zealous commitment. Later we would learn that these men--some of whom were Proud Boys--believed that they would actually be arresting members of Congress in defense of the Constitution. I interviewed one of them. "It's all in the Bible," he said. "Everything is predicted. Donald Trump is in the Bible." Grifters could not exist, of course, without a population primed to be grifted.

After the riot, Dempsey returned to California, where he was eventually arrested. In early 2024, he pleaded guilty to two felony counts of assaulting an officer with a dangerous weapon. He was sentenced to 20 years in prison.

Six months later, in the summer of 2024, Trump, who would come to describe the January 6 insurrection as a "day of love," said that, if reelected, he would pardon rioters, but only "if they're innocent." Dempsey was not innocent, but on January 20, 2025, shortly after being inaugurated, Trump pardoned him and roughly 1,500 others charged with or convicted of offenses related to the Capitol insurrection. (Fourteen people, mainly senior figures in the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys movements, saw their sentences commuted but did not receive pardons.)

Of the 1,500 or so offenders who received pardons, roughly 600 had been charged with assaulting or obstructing police officers, and 170 had been accused of using deadly weapons in the siege. Among those pardoned were Peter Schwartz, who had received a 14-year sentence for throwing a chair at police officers and repeatedly attacking them with pepper spray; Daniel Joseph Rodriguez, who was sentenced to 12.5 years for conspiracy and assaulting an officer with a stun gun (he sent a text message to a friend, "Tazzzzed the fuck out of the blue"); and Andrew Taake, who received a six-year sentence for attacking officers with bear spray and a metal whip.

A day after the pardons were announced, Trump said in a press conference, "I am a friend of police, more than any president who's been in office." He went on to describe the rioters. "These were people that actually love our country, so we thought a pardon would be appropriate."

Trump had something else to say during that first press conference of his new term: "I think we're going to do things that people will be shocked at." This would turn out to be true, but unfortunately, shock does not last. Here is the emblematic inner struggle of our age: to preserve the ability to be shocked. "Man grows used to everything, the scoundrel!" Dostoyevsky wrote. A blessing that is also a curse.

I understand that a review--even a short and partial review--of the past year might seem dismally repetitive. But repetition ensures that we remember, and perhaps even experience shock anew.

So, in brief: Trump has dismantled America's foreign-aid infrastructure and gutted a program, built by an earlier Republican president, that saved the lives of Africans infected with HIV; he has encouraged the United States military to commit war crimes; he has instituted radical cuts to U.S. science and medical funding and abetted a crusade against vaccines; he has appointed conspiracists, alcoholics, and idiots to key positions in his administration; he has destroyed the independence of the Justice Department; he has waged pitiless war on prosecutors, FBI agents, and others who previously investigated him, his family, and his friends; he has cast near-fatal doubt on America's willingness to fulfill its treaty obligations to its democratic allies; he has applauded Vladimir Putin for his barbarism and castigated Ukraine for its unwillingness to commit suicide; he has led racist attacks on various groups of immigrants; he has employed unusually cruel tactics in pursuit of undocumented immigrants, most of whom have committed only one crime--illegally seeking refuge in a country that they believed represented the dream of a better life. Those are some of the actions Trump has taken. Here are a few of the things he has said since returning to office: He has referred to immigrants as "garbage"; he has called a female reporter "piggy" and other reporters "ugly," "stupid," "terrible," and "nasty"; he has suggested that the murder of a Saudi journalist by his country's government was justified; he has labeled a sitting governor "seriously retarded"; he has blamed the murder of Rob Reiner on the director's anti-Trump politics; he has called the Democrats the party of "evil."

Yet, even when weighed against this stunning record of degeneracy, the pardoning by Trump of his cop-beating foot soldiers represents the lowest moment of this presidency so far, because it was an act not only of naked despotism but also of outlandish hypocrisy. By pardoning these criminals, he exposed a foundational lie of MAGA ideology: that it stands with the police and as a guarantor of law and order. The truth is the opposite.

The power to pardon is a vestige of America's pre-independence past. It is an unchecked monarchical power, an awesome power, and therefore it should be bestowed only on leaders blessed with self-restraint, civic-mindedness, and, most important, basic decency.

Liz Oyer: Trump is using a sacred power for depraved purposes

We have been watching indecency triumph in the public sphere on and off for more than 10 years now, since the moment Trump insulted John McCain's war record. For reasons that are quite possibly too unbearable to contemplate, a large group of American voters was not repulsed by such slander--they were actually aroused by it--and our politics have not been the same. Much has been said, including by me, about Trump's narcissism, his autocratic inclinations, his disconnection from reality, but not nearly enough has been said about his fundamental indecency, the characteristic that undergirds everything he says and does.

In an important essay, Andrew Sullivan noted this past fall that Trump's indecency is comprehensive in style and substance. "It is one thing to be a realist in foreign policy, to accept the morally ambiguous in an immoral world; it is simply indecent to treat a country, Ukraine, invaded by another, Russia, as the actual aggressor and force it to accept a settlement on the invader's terms," Sullivan wrote. "It is one thing to find and arrest illegal immigrants; it is indecent to mock and ridicule them, and send them with no due process to a foreign gulag where torture is routine. It is one thing to enforce immigration laws; it is another to use masked, anonymous men to do it. It is one thing to cut foreign aid; it is simply indecent to do so abruptly and irrationally so that tens of thousands of children will needlessly die. We have slowly adjusted to this entirely new culture from the top, perhaps in the hope that it will somehow be sated soon--but then new indecencies happen."

The subject of Trump's indecency came up in a conversation I had with Barack Obama in 2017. I asked him to name the most norm-defying act of his successor to date. Somewhat to my surprise, Obama mentioned Trump's speech at the Boy Scouts' National Jamboree earlier that year. This appearance has been largely forgotten, but it was a festival of indecency. At one point, Trump told the scouts about a wealthy friend of his who, he suggested, did unmentionable things on his yacht.

Obama, a model of dignified presidential behavior (just like nearly all of his predecessors, Democratic and Republican), understood viscerally the importance of self-restraint and adherence to long-established norms. Which is why he was so troubled by Trump's decadent performance. "You can stand in front of tens of thousands of teenage boys and encourage them to be good citizens and be helpful to their mothers," Obama said, "or you can go Lord of the Flies. He went Lord of the Flies."

We are in a long Lord of the Flies moment, led by a man who, to borrow from Psalm 10, possesses a mouth "full of cursing and deceit and fraud." For many people--government scientists seeking cures for diseases; FBI agents investigating corruption and terrorism; military leaders trying to preserve respect for the rules of warfare; and, in particular, police officers who were brutalized by Trump's army of deluded followers--these days can seem infernal. Trump's term is one-quarter over; a piece of advice often attributed to Churchill has it best: When you're going through hell, keep going.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "The Triumph of Indecency."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/02/trump-indecency-jan-6-pardons/685324/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Early Days of American Imperialism

Trump has upended the national tradition of claiming, however hypocritically, that foreign intervention is not about power or profit.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




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

Exactly 39 years after Julia Ward Howe's "Battle Hymn of the Republic" was first published in The Atlantic, Mark Twain scratched out a new version. "Battle Hymn," which Twain considered "beautiful and sublime," was in need of revision. In 1901, the United States was entering the third year of a war to establish colonial rule in the Philippines, and Howe's rousing vision of a sacred national struggle didn't quite fit the moment. "Mine eyes have seen the orgy of the launching of the Sword," Twain began. "He is searching out the hoardings where the stranger's wealth is stored." The rest of the verses deal in similar substitutions: a bandit gospel for a fiery gospel; instead of truth and God, lust and greed go marching on.

Twain's satire worked because it exposed the hypocrisies of America's first embrace of an overseas empire at the turn of the 20th century. Advocates of intervention spoke confidently of spreading democracy; Twain and other anti-imperialists answered by holding those professed ideals up against the anti-democratic reality of conquest and violence. This pattern of argument would persist through the Iraq War. The guiding questions were always around what we really believed we were doing in other countries--spreading democracy, or simply exploiting people and advancing our interests? With this weekend's ouster of Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela, America has crossed into a new era, in which leaders no longer bother with the pretense.

Twain and the anti-imperialists were processing what seemed like a profound turn in American history. Prior conquest of North America was the real beginning of American imperialism, and the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy in 1893 anticipated advances in the Pacific. But the Spanish-American War of 1898--what the Atlantic editor Walter Hines Page deemed "a necessary act of surgery for the health of civilization"--commenced a new phase of overseas empire. The United States made Cuba something of a protectorate, formally annexed Hawaii, and added Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines as part of the Spanish-American War peace treaty.

For the champions of empire, 1898 presented a kind of deliverance. Americans would take their rightful place on the global stage alongside the Europeans, bringing democracy, civilization, commerce, and Christianity with them. White American men, thought to have become feminized and overcivilized by domestic comforts, could redeem themselves in the process of occupying their new colonial possessions. American workers of all kinds would be rescued from what many believed to be the dangers of excessive production, with ready markets for their goods beyond American borders. God "has marked us as his chosen people, henceforth to lead in the regeneration of the world," Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana boasted. "We are trustees of the world's progress, guardians of its righteous peace."

The reality on the ground did not match the rhetoric, particularly in the Philippines. Purchased for $20 million from Spain in the peace proceedings, the archipelago promised access to the Chinese market--and a laboratory for a benevolent theory of American empire. "If we can benefit those remote peoples," President William McKinley had asked, "who will object?" But his promise that "our priceless principles undergo no change under a tropical sun" did not survive the Pacific crossing. American forces worked to crush something they knew well--a popular uprising against colonial rule. The methods the army employed were brutal, including a water torture and rounding suspected rural insurgents into concentration camps--a tactic practiced by the Spanish in Cuba that had helped galvanize American support for war there.

Twain was horrified by the violence, but he was particularly enraged about the redemptive rhetoric that cloaked it. "We have gone there to conquer, not to redeem," he told a reporter in 1900. His many subsequent published writings opposing American imperialism (as well as his version of the "Battle Hymn," which he did not publish but was found written into a book he owned) were works of bitter satire highlighting the disconnect between the reality of conquest and the language of redemption. In "To the Person Sitting in Darkness," Twain extracted what he called "the Actual Thing"--war, violence, greed exploitation--from the "outside cover" of the "Blessings of Civilization." The United States had become "yet another Civilized Power, with its banner of the Prince of Peace in one hand and its loot-basket and its butcher-knife in the other."

The anti-imperialist movement that Twain joined was a motley gathering of both moral idealists and virulent racists who scorned even association with nonwhite people, much less their elevation. But insofar as Twain's satire worked, it did so because it presumed that American ideals mattered--and that their violation did too. Even those who were less concerned about the violence or the fate of nonwhite people could note the disconnect between America as an anticolonial nation practicing colonialism. During the 1900 presidential election, Democratic candidate William Jennings Bryan responded to Republican censure of his anti-imperial stance with the suggestion that they extend their censure to Patrick Henry, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln.

Neither Twain nor Jennings Bryan stopped the drift toward overseas intervention that had begun in 1898. Theodore Roosevelt, elevated to the vice presidency by the spectacle of his famous charge up San Juan Hill in Cuba, would tender an even more forceful expression of American power after he became president. Such expressions would only grow through the remainder of the century. But even the most strident interventionists felt compelled to temper their justifications with the language of anti-imperialism. "We don't seek empires," Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said a few months into the second Iraq War. "We're not imperialistic. We never have been."

President Trump and his administration have upended this American tradition of claiming, however hypocritically, that foreign intervention is not about power or profit. In the days since Maduro's capture, the president has repeatedly bragged about being "in charge" of Venezuela, and suggested that the U.S. might run the country for years. He has openly explained that his priority is taking control of the country's oil business to make the U.S. wealthier (a plan that's not economically sound, as my colleague Jonathan Chait points out). Earlier this week, the State Department's social-media account shared a post reading "THIS IS OUR HEMISPHERE," while Representative Andy Ogles, a Tennessee Republican, repeated the boast in a television interview on Wednesday: "We are the dominant predator force in the Western hemisphere."

The absence of urgency to empower the democratic opposition, or even to pay lip service to the goal of restoring liberal democracy within the country, marks a new form of American intervention abroad. To this administration, the show of force is a good in itself--no pandering to ideals required. With America's goals so clearly laid out, it's not clear what good satire might do, or how much use Mark Twain might be now. The administration's posturing suggests that even the oil might be beside the point. The most valuable resource has perhaps already been extracted: the spectacle of power itself.
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Trump's Slippery Definition of 'Patriots' and 'Terrorists'

The president has odd ideas about who constitutes an enemy of the state.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




On January 6, Donald Trump's administration published an apologia for the Trump supporters whom he incited to storm the Capitol five years earlier. The next day, Stephen Miller, in response to news that an ICE agent had shot and killed a woman in Minneapolis, lambasted the Democratic Party on X for "inciting a violent insurrection."

The juxtaposition of the January 6 anniversary and the shooting of Renee Nicole Good in Minnesota the next day is a coincidence of timing. But the echo of language between that which the Trump administration has attacked (alleged violence against federal law-enforcement officers) and that which it has defended (actual violence against federal law-enforcement officers) is striking.

President Trump's long-standing view has become official policy: His supporters are definitionally "patriotic" and therefore entitled to take any actions on his behalf, regardless of how violent or illegal they may be. His opponents are definitionally terrorists, and therefore constitute legitimate targets of state violence. This is how an organized mass attack to overthrow the government becomes "peaceful" and "patriotic," while a single woman attempting to flee ICE agents constitutes a violent attempt to overthrow the government.

Adam Serwer: First the shooting. Then the lies.

It is possible that the ICE officer who shot Good feared that she intended to drive her car into him. But video documentation shows that she was turning her car away from the officer when he shot her. Although it remains unclear whether her car grazed him, videos show the officer running down the street to check on Good, then walking away unaided. As for Good, her ex-husband has told Minnesota Public Radio that she was not a political activist--she had never protested anything, to his knowledge--and that she had merely been caught in the vicinity of the ICE raid after dropping off her 6-year-old at school.

The Trump administration, however, immediately circulated a fantasy version of what happened.

In a message on Truth Social, Trump recited what has become the new MAGA talking points. The president called Good part of a "Radical Left Movement of Violence and Hate" and charged that she "violently, willfully, and viciously ran over the ICE Officer." He added, "It is hard to believe he is alive."

Vice President J. D. Vance insisted that the officer was "defending his life against a deranged leftist who tried to run him over." The Homeland Security Department described the shooter as bravely saving "his own life, as well as the lives of his fellow officers" from "an anti-ICE rioter" engaged in "an act of domestic terrorism."

Read: Lethal force on a frozen street 

What's notable about these hysterical claims is how far they go beyond the simplest possible defense. The administration is not merely insisting that the ICE officer believed Good's car might strike him, an argument that might have reframed the shooting as a tragic error. Instead, they have presented the shooting as absolutely necessary--an act of patriotism, even--and its victim as an unhinged would-be murderer posing a threat to the republic.

This account is especially jarring when read in contrast with the White House's stream of lies about January 6. (National Review's Noah Rothman has written an excellent point-by-point refutation.) The administration's revisionist history not only says that the insurrection was just a peaceful march that went awry because of mistakes made by the Capitol Police; it also says that Ashli Babbitt, an actual rioter who attempted to breach a barricaded room protecting members of Congress, was "Murdered in Cold Blood" by a Capitol Police officer.

There is no objective standard of conduct that could possibly explain why beating police officers is peaceful but attempting to flee from them is terrorism. This is not an oversight, but the essence of Trumpism. This administration believes that it is entitled to do as it pleases. Its perceived enemies are entitled to nothing.
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The Two Sides of America's Health Secretary

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has a very different approach to food than to vaccines.

by Nicholas Florko

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Since he was confirmed as Health and Human Services secretary early last year, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has previewed big changes to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans--the government's go-to guide on what to eat, and how much of it. Rewritten only every five years, the dietary guidelines are ubiquitous in American life: The food pyramid, launched in the 1990s, is a result of the document. The guidelines determine what millions of kids eat in school cafeterias every day.



Chief among those supposedly forthcoming changes that Kennedy has promised is a dramatic rethinking of how the United States deals with saturated fat. For decades, the dietary guidelines have recommended that people get no more than 10 percent of their daily calories from these fats because they increase bad cholesterol. But Kennedy is a saturated-fat evangelist. The HHS secretary, who has said that he follows a "carnivore diet," once famously prepared a Thanksgiving turkey by submerging the raw bird in a vat of beef tallow.



Surprisingly, the new guidelines, which were released earlier today, retain the exact same recommendation about saturated fat that Kennedy seems to loathe. During a press briefing, he declared that the guidelines "end the war on saturated fat." The guidelines do plug beef tallow as a "healthy fat" and say that Americans should get some of their protein from red meat. (The previous version says that a healthy diet includes "relatively lower consumption of red and processed meats.") But all of that is hardly a dramatic change in how Americans should approach saturated food.



What happened? Despite all of Kennedy's bluster, the revisions appear to be built much more around incremental change than around any all-out war on established health wisdom. Kennedy and his staff appear to understand that an embrace of saturated fat is controversial. "It was our goal for this report to not be 'activist'--and only make statements that are widely accepted by the latest nutritional research," Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me in a statement. "No universal nutrition recommendation will be agreed on by everyone in the nutrition research field--nor should it," he added. Indeed, there is little evidence to back up the adoption of an explicitly pro-fat diet. The American Heart Association, for example, recommends that fewer than 6 percent of daily calories come from saturated fat.



Overall, the new dietary guidelines focus on a much less controversial take-home message than "Make Frying Oil Tallow Again." The takeaway, as Kennedy put it in a post on X, is "EAT REAL FOOD." One of the biggest points of emphasis is on the importance of eating more protein--which already is a popular message among Americans. The release of the new guidelines was paired with a new inverted version of the food pyramid that's meant to stress that a healthy diet consists of a majority of fruits, vegetables, healthy fats, and proteins. Few people follow the dietary guidelines to a T, but those who actually want to keep their saturated-fat intake to a minimum while upping their protein consumption will have to look to leaner options, such as beans and tofu. The carnivore health secretary may have inadvertently encouraged more Americans to embrace the "soy boy" lifestyle.



For the first time, the guidelines explicitly recommend against eating ultra-processed foods, which they refer to as "highly processed foods." An accompanying scientific report that was released today notes that processed foods have been "consistently associated with increased risk" for a number of conditions, including type 2 diabetes and obesity. And the guidelines also take a particularly strong stance against added sugar. Both the 2020 and 2025 guidelines stress the need to limit added sugar, but the new guidelines add that "no amount of added sugars or non-nutritive sweeteners is recommended or considered part of a healthy or nutritious diet."



These new suggestions come with some controversy. Ultra-processed foods constitute a broad and amorphous category, as I've previously written, and whether recommending that people stay away from all ultra-processed foods is feasible or desirable remains to be seen. But the guidelines are largely being well received by major health and nutrition groups. The American Medical Association said in a statement that the guidelines "offer clear direction patients and physicians can use to improve health."

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-grain bread?

The average American won't necessarily change what they eat because of these new recommendations, but the guidelines do play a central role in determining what food can be served by a number of programs that provide food to millions of Americans. The lunch menus offered in schools, for example, legally must be "consistent with the goals" of the dietary guidelines. Kennedy has pledged to remove processed food from schools, and these new guidelines could pave the way for this to happen by giving the Trump administration justification for such a ban. That said, doing so would be hard, given the ubiquity of these foods and the limited resources that schools have to make all of their meals from scratch. Any such change would require formal regulation and could take years to finalize, and it's not actually Kennedy's call: The rules for school lunches are set by Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins.



Regardless of the challenges ahead, the release of the guidelines is a milestone in Kennedy's tenure as HHS secretary, and it's indicative of the way that he's approached food regulation generally. Kennedy came into office pledging radical reform, yet he has seemed content with small steps. Before taking office, for example, he implied that he thought a number of chemical additives in foods should be banned. But so far, he's settled for companies' promises that they will voluntarily phase out certain synthetic dyes over the course of several years.



The strategy marks a sharp departure from Kennedy's willingness to impose his own beliefs on another major priority area: vaccines. On that front, Kennedy initially pledged to be a moderate, although he has been anything but. Just this week, the CDC removed six shots from its list of recommended childhood vaccines--after Kennedy told Congress during his confirmation hearing that he would "support the CDC schedule." In other words, America's health policy seems like it's being led by two health secretaries with very different approaches.
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Does Congress Even Exist Anymore?

The fast fade of a co-equal branch of government

by Russell Berman, Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Representative Seth Moulton is a senior member of the House Armed Services Committee, but he learned about the U.S. military's middle-of-the-night capture of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro the same way many Americans did: A friend who saw the news on the internet texted him.

"That is not the way Congress is supposed to be notified of operations by the Department of Defense," Moulton, a Democrat from Massachusetts, told us wryly. Still, Moulton was surprised neither by the Trump administration's decision to attack Venezuela nor by the fact that it declined to give Congress a heads-up about the mission, much less seek its approval. A Marine who served four tours of duty in Iraq, Moulton had watched for months as the military stationed warships off Venezuela's coast, and he gave little credence to the insistence of senior administration officials, in classified briefings to lawmakers, that they were not planning to take out Maduro. "I know what it means to be a Marine, sitting on a ship off the coast, and you're not there to interdict boats or conduct a naval blockade," he said. "Those are ground troops. And so it was no mystery to me why they were there."

The president and his aides can lie to Congress with impunity, he argued, because the Republicans who run the House and Senate have shown they will do nothing about it. "This is the weakest Congress in American history," Moulton said, accusing Republican leaders of making a co-equal branch of the federal government "essentially fade away."

Moulton is running for a Senate seat, giving him even more reason than usual to criticize the GOP. But his views about Congress's self-diminishment are widely shared inside and outside the Capitol, and the facts are hard to dispute. In the first weeks after Donald Trump returned to the White House, top Republicans offered no protest as his administration flouted their constitutional authority over spending, shutting down agencies that Congress had authorized and funded. Now the same leaders are handing over Congress's power to authorize war-making without a fight. They've hardly made a peep over a military attack in which the administration cut out even the senior-most lawmakers, who are customarily informed about major operations.

Speaker Mike Johnson has praised the capture of Maduro and parroted the administration's argument that the mission amounted to a law-enforcement action rather than an act of war to oust a foreign leader. "We are not in a war in Venezuela," he told reporters today. "It is not a regime change. I want to emphasize that. It is a change of the actions of the regime." With rare exceptions, rank-and-file Republicans have offered similar support for the Venezuela mission. Some have joined Trump in denigrating Congress, echoing his assertion that congressional leaders couldn't be trusted with advance news about the operation. "Congress is a sieve," Representative Tim Burchett of Tennessee told us. "I'm glad that the president would forgo that formality."

Other Republicans compared the Maduro mission to President George H. W. Bush's unilateral 1989 invasion of Panama to depose Manuel Noriega and President Barack Obama's drone strikes on suspected terrorists in the Middle East. They also noted that the Biden administration put a $25 million bounty on Maduro's head. But as in so many other areas, Trump has pushed the boundary of executive power further than his predecessors. Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican, acknowledged that if Obama had, say, "bombed Israel and not told us about it," the GOP would want to hold him accountable. But he said Congress's role in this case was simply to listen to the administration's briefings about Venezuela. "I don't think any accountability is warranted here," Fine told us. "I think the president did the right thing."

For a moment last fall, Congress showed some life. A group of Republicans joined Democrats to force the passage of legislation requiring the Justice Department to release its files on the convicted sex predator Jeffrey Epstein, defying an aggressive push by both Trump and Johnson to kill the proposal. Similar bottom-up efforts have gained steam, including a bill that would extend health-insurance subsidies that expired last year. Democratic Representative Ro Khanna of California, an author of the Epstein bill, told us the legislation "changed the entire game. It's opened up a floodgate of Republicans willing to stand up to the president."

Still, the administration isn't exactly demonstrating renewed deference to Congress. In addition to ignoring (and, according to Democrats, deliberately misleading) lawmakers on the Maduro operation, the administration has released only a small fraction of the required Epstein files, and those have come with heavy redactions. And the floodgates of Trump criticism end, apparently, at foreign and military policy--an area where, Khanna acknowledged, Congress has been abdicating its responsibility for decades: "I've unfortunately not seen enough of a reaction against these strikes."

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away' 

Khanna's Republican partner on the Epstein bill, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, has sharply criticized the Venezuela attack. But other Republicans have returned to the president's side. "He's doing the right thing to keep America safe," Representative Nancy Mace of South Carolina, a Republican backer of forcing a vote on the Epstein legislation, told us. She didn't fault Trump for the lack of a congressional heads-up, saying it would have been "a recipe for disaster because members of Congress just can't be trusted."

Beyond the GOP's acquiescence, Khanna and Moulton have also been frustrated by the lack of a unified and unequivocal Democratic condemnation of the Venezuela attack. The House and Senate Democratic leaders, Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer, began their initial statements by noting how detestable Maduro is before shifting to criticism of the Trump administration for acting unilaterally to take him out. That kind of throat clearing, Moulton said, took some of the sting out of their response. Democrats, he told us, need to stick to "the blunt truth, which is that this is insane, utterly insane."

In the Senate, Democrats are hoping that at least four Republicans will join them in passing a War Powers Resolution to bar the president from taking further military action in Venezuela without congressional approval. Its author, Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, told reporters that it was time for Congress to "get its ass off the couch" and reassert its war-making powers. At least one Trump ally, Judiciary Committee Chair Chuck Grassley of Iowa, took issue with the administration's claim that the Maduro mission was a law-enforcement operation. He released a statement with the panel's top Democrat, Senator Dick Durbin of Illinois, saying that if that was the case, it was "unacceptable" for the administration to exclude the committee that oversees the Justice Department from its classified briefings.

Over the weekend, it looked like another Trump ally, Senator Mike Lee of Utah, might break ranks over the Maduro operation. "I look forward to learning what, if anything, might constitutionally justify this action in the absence of a declaration of war or authorization for the use of military force," Lee posted on X before dawn on Saturday, briefly returning to his pre-Trump roots as a separation-of-powers hawk. Within two hours, however, Secretary of State Marco Rubio had brought his former Senate colleague back into the fold. By Saturday evening, Lee was reposting memes of Rubio dressed as a saint and a Latin American warlord.

A few Republicans have sought something of a middle ground, backing the Venezuela attack while arguing that Congress should have a say in what happens next. "From here on out, Congress needs to play a central role," Representative Kevin Kiley of California told us.

Moulton sees little chance of that happening--at least as long as the Republicans in charge remain subservient to Trump. "At this point," he lamented, "Trump could kill these Republicans' kids, and they'd tell him it was a great job."
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I Tried to Be the Government. It Did Not Go Well.

My five-month quest to monitor the weather, track inflation, and inspect milk for harmful microorganisms

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




People look at you differently when you carry a Geiger counter. Or, at least, when you carry a Geiger counter and exclaim things like "Much less radiation here than you might expect!" But how else are you to know that the radiation in your food is at acceptable levels?

They have government inspectors for this, you might say. It is their job.

That was before Elon Musk's Department of Government Efficiency started hacking away at our bureaucracy. Before the federal government was shut down for much of the fall. And before I bought a Geiger counter to do my own food inspections.

For a while--maybe since 1883, when the Pendleton Act created a merit-based civil service of experts--we, as a nation, thought to ourselves: Life is too short for everyone to inspect their own food. Let the government handle this. But then along came the Trump administration to wonder: What if we didn't?

FDA inspections at foreign food manufacturers are at historic lows because of staffing cuts, according to ProPublica. My Geiger counter cost $22.79. I thought it would give me a sense of agency and reassurance in this era of dismantlement. Instead, buying the Geiger counter was the first step toward losing my mind.

While the Trump administration conducted a sweeping experiment in government erosion, I started an experiment of my own. As each government function was targeted for cuts--or an official suggested that it was standing between me and my freedom--I put it on my to-do list, as a way to feel like I was doing something other than fretting about what was not being done.

About 300,000 civil servants--roughly 10 percent of the federal workforce--left their job between January and late November last year, according to the Office of Personnel Management. In February 2025, hundreds of weather forecasters and other employees of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration were canned. In June, the National Science Foundation was told it had to leave its headquarters. In the fall, during the shutdown, about 1,400 nuclear-security employees were furloughed, and the ranks of air-traffic controllers continued to dwindle.

There is a concept called "mental load"--the weight of knowing all the Things That Need to Get Done Around the House. Someone has to know when to do laundry, take out the trash, buy groceries, locate the winter clothes, cook dinner, set a budget, vacuum, etc. This is the kind of labor that, if not properly divided, ruins marriages and drives people to the brink.

Now multiply that mental load by 343 million. That's the number of people in the house of America. You can't worry only about buying the groceries; you must also worry about whether those groceries are radioactive. You don't just have to make sure the kids are dressed for the weather; you must also forecast the weather. It's not enough to merely buy eggs; you must also know how much eggs should cost, and what they cost last week, because the economy sort of depends on it.

What became a five-month quest to assume government responsibilities took me from the overgrown fields of Antietam to the cramped basket of a hot-air balloon about 1,400 feet over Ohio; from a biology lab at Johns Hopkins University, where I beheaded flies, to a farmstead in Maryland, where I inspected the fly-bothered udder of a cow named Melissa.

And the potential duties kept piling up as I learned about each round of cuts. Since I started typing this paragraph, Donald Trump has fired many of the people who surveil infectious diseases; before I finish typing this paragraph, he may have hired them back. I hope so! I would do almost anything for a good story, but perhaps I should draw the line at "monitor Ebola."

John F. Kennedy famously implored us: "Ask not what your country can do for you--ask what you can do for your country." Well, I asked! And the answer is: lots of things. If you don't mind doing them wrong.

1. I FORECAST THE WEATHER

I have just driven six and a half hours to Ohio in order to forecast my own weather. From a hot-air balloon.

"Anyone that tells you they're not afraid of heights is either lying or insane," Tim the balloon pilot is telling me. It is 5 p.m. on a clear Tuesday in September, and we are getting ready, in a field outside Columbus, to go up and find weather. Tim has a trim white beard and a confident demeanor that I find reassuring. There are two kinds of balloonists, Tim tells me: old ones and bold ones. He is the former.

Weather forecasting is among the legion of chores that the government does, or used to do more thoroughly, through NOAA, whose budget the Trump administration attempted to slash--a scenario that would "stop all progress" in U.S. forecasting, as James Franklin, a former branch chief at the National Hurricane Center, told USA Today.

In the founding days of the country, individuals collected weather data alone, without the aid of computers, weather balloons, or modeling. George Washington kept a fairly detailed weather diary. Behold his entry for April 14, 1787: "Mercury at 62 in the Morning--74 at Noon and 68 at Night. Cloudy in the Morning with a few drops of rain." But while journaling is fine if you want to know what the weather was, most people want to know what the weather will be. For that, you need other people.

The advent of the telegraph allowed weather watchers to share observations and data across great distances, in almost real time. This launched the era of forecasts--or, as the pioneering meteorologist Cleveland Abbe called them, "probabilities." Cleveland left his home base of Cincinnati (just to confuse you!) to work for an arm of the federal government that would later become the National Weather Service.

"The nation has had few more useful servants than Cleveland Abbe," the meteorologist Thomas Corwin Mendenhall wrote around 1919, praising his storm warnings, which saved millions of dollars' worth of property every year.

Human observation and telegraph chitchat were eventually supplanted by radiosondes, which are sensor packages launched by balloon twice a day, all across the country, to determine wind direction, temperature, pressure, and so on. After DOGE cuts in February, several sites pared back to one launch a day; the Alaskan cities of Kotzebue (along the western coast) and St. Paul (out in the Bering Sea) stopped launches altogether.

I had asked Keith Seitter, a senior policy fellow at the American Meteorological Society, how I could forecast weather myself, without using government models. He made the mistake of suggesting that weather generally travels west to east at a rate of 20 to 30 miles an hour. I latched on to this. Could I simply find a city that is about 500 miles west and drive there to get tomorrow's weather today?

Well, sure, Keith said, but that seems like a big waste of time.

Please! I have two children under the age of 4. I have nothing but time.

I Googled my way to Tim and his hot-air-balloon company in Columbus. It had a single review on Yelp, from 2012, but that review was five stars: "Tim is a great pilot." Good enough for me!

I meet Tim and his crew in a parking lot near a golf course. We pile into his balloon van, with the balloon basket attached to the back, and drive to our takeoff point. The basket is stunningly small--more like a double-wide grocery cart. We arrive at 5:37 p.m., just as the sun is starting to slide toward the horizon.

The Geiger count in Ohio is a tiny bit lower than in Washington, D.C., if you were wondering. But my instrument now is a combination thermometer-barometer-anemometer that I bought for $22.89.

Tim reassures me that "the vast majority of people in a balloon don't realize any sensation of height issues," because "balloons use natural forces." I thought gravity was a natural force? I am becoming agitated. Tim, in our initial call, described some balloon landings as "sporty," an adjective I do not like having applied to my physical safety.

Listen. I am actually very afraid of heights. I always forget this until I am irretrievably committed to a course of action that will take me to the top of a height, and then, as I am borne ineluctably to the top of that height, I think, Oh, right. I am terrified of these.

I hoist myself over the edge of the basket. My palms are sweating. Suddenly everything around us becomes very small. There is a miniature tractor doing neat laps around a miniature field. A hawk is ... below us?

"Very high was a mistake" is what my notes say at this point.





The author goes to Ohio to look for tomorrow's weather today. (Maddie McGarvey for The Atlantic)



My phone has acquired a thin film of sweat, maybe from condensation? 29.06 on the barometer. 85.3 degrees Fahrenheit. It is eerily quiet except for the periodic firing of the propane tank, which sounds like someone is grilling very urgently right in my ear. 28.26, 87.3 F. The temperature is suddenly much cooler: 47.3 degrees, although it doesn't feel like that at all.

Then I realize that I have been reading the dew point instead of the temperature.

When I switch to the actual temperature, I realize a second problem: Whenever Tim fires the burner, the basket of the balloon becomes hot. It is like being aloft with a small campfire. Now, instead of telling me that it is 52.9 degrees, my thermometer informs me that it is 91.2 degrees! It is a beautiful, still, cloudless evening. If only Cleveland Abbe could see me now! He would probably say something like "What a senseless waste of astonishingly futuristic equipment."




We drift over more fields and hummers, which is what some balloonists call power lines. Below us: trees, fields, houses, old junked cars, the occasional dog.

Our descent is not at all sporty, although I hold my breath as we approach the hummers. Tim has done this 1,600 times, and thus we do not fly into a power line, or you would not be reading this. It turns out that in this business, you just sort of ... land in people's yards? Members of the balloon crew have had guns pulled on them before, and dogs unleashed.

Improbably, the yard we land in belongs to a proud Atlantic subscriber named Deborah, who is apparently a competitive pinball player. I try to explain why we landed in her yard, making Deborah the first of many strangers to be confused by my project. Deborah is nonetheless so excited by my affiliation with The Atlantic that she asks for a hug. For a subscriber, anything!

On the ground it is 7:18 p.m., somewhere between 78.3 and 80.8 degrees. I cannot stress enough how lovely this weather is. Clear and crisp and the perfect temperature, the kind of fall day you order from an L.L. Bean catalog.

The next day, I begin my easy, convenient, six-plus-hour drive home to see my weather.

I close in on D.C. and notice it is raining. The sky is gray. Gray gray gray.

This is not my weather! I did not drive all the way from Ohio to bring this! I DON'T KNOW THIS WEATHER!

A friend whose hobby is meteorology informs me that current pressure systems are making the weather travel from east to west today. Whoops.

There is a certain indignity in having done this astoundingly inefficient thing and not even gotten the weather right at the end of it. So for my next government function, I will try something that involves no data collection. The only thing at stake? The safety of myself and my family.

2. I INSPECT MY OWN MILK

We currently do not have a Senate-confirmed surgeon general, who is supposed to be the "nation's doctor." But the president's nominee for the role, Casey Means, has offered food-related advice for cutting the government out of your life. She is more of a doctor than I am (in that she finished medical school) but less of a doctor than you might want the nation's doctor to be (in that she didn't complete her residency and decided to get really into "good energy"). The week after the 2024 election, Means said something interesting about raw milk, in the context of burdensome government regulation, on Real Time With Bill Maher.

"I want to be able to form a relationship with a local farmer," Means said, "understand his integrity, look him in the eyes, pet his cow, and then understand if I can drink his milk."

Thus, I am at a farm in southern Maryland to do just that. The difficulty with raw milk is that it isn't always legal to sell for human consumption. Fortunately, this farm sells allegedly delicious "pet milk" (wink, wink). It also gives its cows operatic names, such as Tosca, Traviata, and Renee Fleming. I have asked for permission to put Casey Means's vision into practice here.

A farmer named Brian takes me to the cows, past the egg layers and the meat chickens, bivouacked in what he tells me are excellent conditions in a nearby field. ("Raise me this way and you can slaughter me too!" Farmer Brian says.)

In preparation for this visit, I spoke with a veterinarian, who told me how to assess the health of a cow. The vet said that I should be able to see some of the cow's 13 sets of ribs, but not too many. The cow should not be oddly hunched. Its udder should be long and pendulous.

Brian introduces me to Melissa, who is named for a singer.

"Etheridge?" I ask.

Brian laughs. No further information on Melissa's surname is forthcoming.

Melissa just stands there, covered in flies.

"Flies help clean them up," Farmer Brian tells me. Is this true? I add it to a growing list of Things I Am Not Sure Are Facts.

It used to be that milk only came raw, and everyone had to decide for themselves whether to drink it. The penalty for drinking subpar milk was that you died. In the 19th century, this happened fairly often, especially to American children. Then we discovered that diseases were caused by microorganisms. Tuberculosis, scarlet and typhoid fevers, diphtheria, brucellosis--all of these could be transmitted by milk.

At the urging of President Theodore Roosevelt, fresh off the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906, a commission of public-health officers put out a 751-page report tracing recent outbreaks to contaminated milk. Milk was a wonderful environment for germs to grow in. Some of them could join your gut microbiome as helpful allies; others could give you deadly diarrhea. Instead of rolling the dice, the report made the case for pasteurizing milk--that is, heating it--to kill harmful microorganisms.

Making milk safe to drink was one of the greatest public-health breakthroughs in history. "For every 2 billion servings of pasteurized milk or milk products consumed in the U.S., only about one person gets sick," the FDA reports.

I've been especially leery of diseases lately. FoodNet--the CDC's Foodborne Diseases Active Surveillance Network--is scaling back the germs it tracks, from eight to two (salmonella and one type of E. coli ). I guess we want listeria to come as more of a surprise. And now followers of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement are encouraging us to drink the kind of milk that we stopped drinking around 1924 because it was too risky.

Anyway, back to Melissa. She has horns. This is good, Farmer Brian says, because "horns are the antennae, and all the cosmic energy comes down in through the horns." I add this to my list of Things I Am Not Sure Are Facts.





The author acquaints herself with farm life in Maryland. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



How long does this milk keep? "It doesn't go bad," Farmer Brian says. This feels famously untrue of milk. "If you're on the standard American diet, it will give you the runs," Farmer Brian admits.

I tentatively ask why this milk seems so much more shelf-stable than the milk I myself have been producing for my infant, which can last in the refrigerator for only four days. Brian seems puzzled by this, and hands me 13 pamphlets, including "Cod Liver Oil: Our Number One Superfood" and "After Raw Breast Milk, What's Best?" They do not answer my question.

I pause in the farm's gift shop, which has folk-music CDs, hats made out of alpaca wool, and books explaining why COVID was not caused by a virus ("are electro-smog, toxic living conditions, and 5G actually to blame?"). I had better buy some milk, I guess.

I bring the milk home and stare at it. It is in a plastic jug, with a label that says NOT FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION. I am starting to miss the government. It used to be that when I brought milk home, I could drink it. Now I have to do all of this research.

I leave the milk on the counter overnight. My husband wants to throw it out, on the grounds that it is confusing and growing stinky, but I explain that I am writing about it, and that we do not throw out the U.S. economy and politics (what he writes about) because they are confusing and growing stinky.

To make myself more comfortable with the milk on my counter, I read studies. The more I read, the more I am discouraged. A study from 2017 says that 96 percent of illnesses caused by contaminated dairy came from raw milk and cheese. I don't like those odds.

I enjoyed petting Melissa and looking Farmer Brian in the eyes. But I don't think that gave me the information I needed to understand whether I could drink the milk. What I should have done was scan the milk for microorganisms or simply boil it. In the time it has taken to figure this out, the milk has turned a cloudy yellow and formed three distinct strata.

Months later, I still have not thrown it away, or opened it. I am hoping that if I procrastinate long enough, it will simply become cheese.

3. I COLLECT CONSUMER PRICES

I'm darting through grocery stores across D.C., trying to get someone to help me nail down the price of eggs over time. I have to get better at economic-data collection quickly, because the Trump administration is targeting the Bureau of Labor Statistics. You might wail something like: Who cares about the most bureaucratic-sounding bureau, at a time like this?

I do. I am becoming more of the government, every day, and it is going great.

The BLS is an attempt, through relentless data collection, to get everyone a nice set of shared facts about the economy and the workforce. Are there enough jobs to go around? The BLS puts out a monthly jobs report (though it missed October because of the shutdown). How far does your paycheck go? The BLS tabulates the Consumer Price Index, which identifies All the Things That People Buy and then figures out if they cost more or less than they used to. In essence--since 1884, when it was the Bureau of Labor--the BLS takes pictures of the economy for us.

But the pictures have not been very flattering lately, and so the Trump administration has responded by trying to smash the camera. After the July jobs report did not have enough jobs, the president fired the BLS commissioner. Trump's 2026 budget proposes an 8 percent cut to the BLS budget. And DOGE's hacking at the BLS may have contributed to a suspension of data collection in three cities: Buffalo, New York; Provo, Utah; and Lincoln, Nebraska.

To collect my own economic data, I need to become a "first-rate noticer," says Jay Mousa, a former associate commissioner for the BLS office of field operations. That is part of what BLS field economists do. They are an army of perceptive extroverts who go from place to place, look around, talk with people, and find out what they are paying or charging for goods and services.

Mousa suggests that I go from store to store and find out the price of an item, now and in the past. Finding out the current price seems doable. But the past price? I could ask employees, he suggests. Perfect! I will use my thing-noticing, people-coaxing skills, just like a real BLS field economist.

Glancing at the dozens of items priced by the BLS in its list of average retail prices, I select eggs (one dozen, large, grade A). Eggs feel very present. They were the thing, during the 2024 election cycle, that people said cost too much, and now look where the country is.

I begin at a Safeway, asking a cashier what eggs cost now and what they cost earlier in the month. The clerk reports that eggs cost $4.99 a dozen, and remembers that they used to be a lot more expensive, like nine-something dollars. I feel awkward enough about this exchange that I buy the eggs. Did I collect data, or did I just go grocery shopping?

At Trader Joe's, I stare at a sample cup of butternut-squash mac and cheese before knocking it back like a shot. Then I notice that I am being offered a fork. First-rate noticing! A cardboard gargoyle peers down at me from the corner of the store. "That is a gargoyle," I say, trying to ease myself into conversation with the employee who offered me the mac and cheese.

"It's cardboard," the employee says. "It has been there five years."

I ask him about the historic price of eggs and he says that the cost has gone down--eggs that are $2.99 were $3.99 a mere two days ago! A secret weekend egg deal? Like a real field economist might find? He doesn't know. I leave the store with two specific numbers and without buying anything, which I consider a double win. Plus, I have data on the longevity of the cardboard gargoyle, just in case.

"I can't help but notice we are in a Whole Foods," I tell a Whole Foods employee who--perhaps having noticed me walking around with no shopping cart and a Geiger counter--has asked if I need help. "Is there any way of finding out what eggs used to cost in the past?"

He tells me that they have roughly doubled in price--eggs that are now $9 a carton were once $5; those that are now $4 were once $2.

These are the peaks of my data collection. At Giant, I am informed that eggs used to cost triple what they cost now. At Rodman's, when I ask what eggs used to cost, all I get is the assurance that eggs are expensive everywhere. At Target, an employee responds to my inquiry about the historic price of eggs by asking if I want to go to the egg aisle and see for myself. "No," I say, "I meant in the past." I complete the rest of my self-checkout in silence.

I need something to show for this effort. So I make a table using the data that I collected for a dozen large eggs, grade A.




This takes me only three hours. Should I be averaging the variables? That feels like a thing I can do. Can you average a number ending in ish ?

Maybe it's better not to collect too much economic data. Maybe doing so would frighten the economy. Maybe I'd better do something that can only help the economy: basic scientific research, which can ripple into world-changing breakthroughs. Did you know that studying the venom of gila monsters--decades ago, at a Veterans Affairs medical center--yielded a treatment for type 2 diabetes that, in the past few years, has spawned a weight-loss revolution?

And so I drive to Johns Hopkins University, where I hear they do a lot of science.

4. I DO MY OWN RESEARCH

I have just destroyed eight human retinal organoids with my subpar pipetting.

Allie--a grad student in Professor Bob's biology lab here at Johns Hopkins--is being very nice about it, but I feel terrible. She needs these retinas so she can study how different photoreceptors are made.

Johns Hopkins, "America's first research university," receives a lot of government funding. Or, at least, it used to. Something like $3 billion in grants were cut last year across the National Science Foundation and the NIH. When USAID was dismantled, Johns Hopkins lost $800 million in grants, leading to the elimination of more than 2,200 jobs around the world.

In Professor Bob's lab, grad students are trying to figure out how genes are expressed and how that affects an organism's physiology. Flies are helping them understand this by dying in large quantities. These are special flies whose genotype we know a lot about, and they live in jars full of a special sugary food, which they consume contentedly for their entire life (about 45 days).

They (the researchers, not the flies) suggest that I start small. My task will be to help flip the flies--move them from one jar full of a dense sugary substance to another jar--without releasing too many. Then I get to sex the flies, and then, with a microscope and forceps, I get to behead them. This is the closest I will ever get to being a praying mantis. The grad students report that informing people of the sex of nearby flies is a fun trick they perform at parties. (Gen Z needs to drink more.)

The percentage of the federal budget that goes to general science and basic research is not huge--about 0.2 percent--unless you consider the F-35 fighter jet a form of science. But the return is astounding. Google's beginnings can be traced to a federal grant for digital libraries. Now look at the company, helping to keep the entire economy afloat--and leading me to Tim the balloon pilot!

"Without scientific progress," the eminent engineer Vannevar Bush (also an eminent Atlantic writer) once wrote, "no amount of achievement in other directions can insure our health, prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern world." He submitted a report to Harry Truman in 1945 to argue for creating an agency that could support and fund basic research around the country. His brainchild, the National Science Foundation, was born in 1950. Dedicated support for scientific research has given us GPS (where would we be without it?), cancer-research funding that's helped save millions of lives (something we used to agree was an obvious good), and the atomic bomb (a parenthetical aside is the wrong venue to sum up my feelings about the atomic bomb).

So those are the stakes. Just millions of lives, the entire economy, and, of course, our health, prosperity, and security as a nation in the modern world.

I have to focus! My next task is to help grow human retinal organoids, for study. Grad Student Allie does this by starting out with a set of stem cells and then using chemicals to insist that those cells become retinas. She shows me the ones she has been working on, all in various stages of development. The newest ones resemble leaves with little nibbles around the edges; the more mature ones have become blobs with little meatballs attached; later, she removes the meatballs and, presto, a retina. To me, this is functionally witchcraft.


At Johns Hopkins, the author does not really know what she's looking at. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)






I do my best to help her in the earlier stages of retina development, by extracting waste from vials with growing retinas and then pipetting in pink liquid (food? Do baby retinas eat?).

I extract something that I hope is waste and gently squirt it into a waste container. Whatever it is, I guess it's waste now. Then I use the pipette to draw up a quantity of pink liquid and squirt it into the tube. I do this slowly and carefully, in the same way that I drive slowly and carefully: in little, jagged bursts of speed, interrupted by long pauses. This is not ideal pipetting. Bubbles form. Retinas are destroyed.

Allie is very kind, despite the devastation I have wrought. I won't be able to replicate this at home, anyway. I don't have any stem cells--unless some are growing between the yellow strata in my jug of raw milk that might soon become cheese?

5. I BEGIN TO LOSE MY MIND

I am starting to unravel a little bit. Becoming aware of all of these things I did not formerly think about has only made me aware of even more things.

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting took a hit--perhaps I should make children's programming?

Cuts to the IRS? I've got to audit things! Does anyone know a billionaire willing to share his tax records with me?

The U.S. Geological Survey's budget might be cut by almost 40 percent. WHERE IS THE OCEAN? GET ME A MEASURING TAPE!

Did I mention that the first hot-air-balloon ride I booked--before I found Tim in Columbus--charged my credit card twice and sent me to a Cincinnati rendezvous point where no one showed up? No balloon, no balloon pilot, nothing! Does the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau investigate balloon fraud? If it does, it probably won't for much longer. Trump is trying to shut down the bureau.

Bridge inspectors at the Department of Transportation are still on the job, but maybe I should familiarize myself with the varieties of truss.

Who's watching all of the airplanes? I play the simple games for aspiring air-traffic controllers that NASA (not the FAA, curiously) hosts on its website. These games offer all the fun of basic trigonometry, plus an ominous announcement, if you get the math wrong, reading, "SEPARATION LOST"--an aviation reference for occasioning a mid-air collision.

All the while, I have my Geiger counter, which is now a dear old friend, having stuck with me through it all. But what happens if I find actual radioactive material? My knowledgeable friends suggest vitrification, which can turn liquid waste into solid waste, because solid waste is much easier to deal with than liquid waste (as a parent of two young children, I can confirm). Unfortunately I do not have good vitrifying equipment in my kitchen.

I catch my husband Googling what price divorce, but he assures me it is just to help with my BLS research. Also, I made the mistake of telling my 3-year-old that I stepped in cow dung at the farm, and now every time she gets into the car, she claims that it "smells poopy."

I'm tired of asking what I can do for my country! I'll just go for a soothing walk.

But taking a soothing walk reminds me that the National Park Service, too, is suffering cuts; 24 percent of its permanent workforce is gone. But I don't know how to help. I thought that maybe I could clean toilets on the National Mall; an internal NPS spreadsheet listed Areas Where It Was Stretched Thin, including bathroom maintenance. But when I poke my head in the stalls, the bathrooms around the Washington Monument seem just fine. Maybe everything's just fine!

I think about offering my interpretive services at the World War I Memorial, but the plaques there imply that every day at 5 p.m., the actor Gary Sinise sends a bugler to play taps, and I don't want to compete with Gary Sinise's bugler.

I read in the same NPS spreadsheet that the Antietam battlefield has curbed its mowing and is "less-than-manicured," which "may be viewed negatively by visitors." Perhaps this is how I can help. I will go to the place that saw the bloodiest day of the Civil War and see what needs doing. Maybe I can tidy up? And maybe I can finally feel like I'm doing something for my country.

6. I DO YARD WORK AT ANTIETAM

I am scrabbling in the dirt with my bare hands in Antietam National Battlefield, trying to clear a walking path around a felled tree. "I don't think I'm helping!" I say, for the fifth or sixth time, to the photographer who is documenting my civic-minded humiliation. I am sweating. There is dirt under my nails and dirt in my boots. I have moved what feels like a lot of dirt around, but also I have not moved enough dirt around. The path is still blocked.

It is October. It is lovely in the autumn way of clear water moving over rocks as leaves fall. Antietam is the name of a creek, and something about the creek's scale feels wrong, given what happened here 164 years ago. Too small, somehow. Suspiciously still.

I don't know what else to do, in this current chapter of American turmoil, so I am doing this: clearing a path, because there ought to be a path here.

This task would be easy for a person with the right equipment. It would take an hour for someone with a chainsaw. But I am trying my best, and my best is no good at all.

"You have perhaps believed Government jobs to be 'soft' and 'easy,' " Horace M. Albright, the superintendent of Yellowstone, wrote to park-ranger applicants in the summer of 1926. "Most of them are not, and certainly there are no such jobs in the National Park Service."

The hard work of the park rangers at Antietam is to protect this place of history for visitors in the future. Antietam was brutal, with thousands of casualties--among them, arguably, slavery. After the battle, Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, declaring the end of slavery in the Confederate states. The bloodshed at Antietam helped extend the promises of the Declaration of Independence to more people.

The site needs to be preserved. It needs to be kept sightly. It needs ... to be mowed.

I see some unkempt grass near a few cannons and get my friend Dave's hand mower out of my trunk. The moment when you push a hand mower around Antietam is a moment when you must ask yourself questions, such as: How did I get here? How did we get here?


The author, at Antietam National Battlefield, thinks big thoughts while doing small things. (Jason Andrew for The Atlantic)



How I got here: a five-month experiment in self-government as an individual.

How we got here: a 250-year experiment in self-government as a group.

I push the mower forward, and think about truths that are self-evident. The world is full of threats to life and liberty, before you even start thinking about the pursuit of happiness. If you want to have life, that means you want to be able to buy a sandwich, take a bite out of it, and not die. You want your children to drink milk and not die. If a big storm is coming, you want to know about it so you can evacuate if you need to. Where there is nuclear waste, you want it put away properly. You want to increase your sum total of knowledge about the human body and the world, so that you can prevent disease, or cure it. And, ideally, you want passionate citizens to handle the specialized stuff--people who love flies, or dew points, or the price of eggs, or making sure airplanes don't hit each other.

If there were a big button that said, "Hey, push this button and somebody else will handle all the hard, technical stuff, and in exchange you will pay a percentage of your annual income, but don't worry: We will have a team of people to make sure that you pay the right amount; also, there will be large, beautiful places where you can go for walks and learn about nature and history. And all the time you save will be your own!," I would absolutely push that button.

But for now, I push the mower.

People have tried to walk away from the federal government before. To break it up. And on this hill that I am mowing, some men died saying, "No. You don't get to do that. You're in this with us."

When I think of civil servants in this current uncivil moment--the air-traffic controllers who worked during the shutdown; the NOAA weather chasers flying into a hurricane to measure it, paycheck or no paycheck; the Park Service employees scrambling to keep bathrooms clean despite the cuts to their ranks--I will now think of Antietam.

I asked what I could do for my country and the answer was: alone, not much. Indeed, many things are weird at best, or destructive at worst, when you try to do them yourself. But if enough people get together and commit to doing them, you've got yourself a government.

Together, it's doable.

Alone, I give up!

Time to drive home from Antietam. Having mowed slightly, and been humbled greatly, I declare my experiment in self-government to be over. Save for one final task.

I've got a glass of cheese to drink.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "I'm Not From the Government but I'm Here to Help."
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Lethal Force on a Frozen Street

Trump's immigration crackdown takes a dark turn in Minneapolis.

by Nick Miroff

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Aidan Perzana woke up to honking vehicles and looked out his window just as ICE officers surrounded an SUV. The 31-year-old data engineer told me he saw the officers moving to the side of the vehicle as the driver attempted to pull away. "There was not a thought in my mind that she was going to hit one of them," he said. "I was surprised to hear the gunshots."



Videos circulating on social media showed more of the confrontation. They start like so many of the chaotic clips from Chicago, Los Angeles, Charlotte, and other cities where President Donald Trump has ordered Border Patrol agents and ICE officers to ramp up arrests. Heavily armed federal agents in body armor and masks fill neighborhood streets and crowds gather; bystanders hold up cellphones; protesters blow whistles and honk car horns.



It's not clear how Renee Nicole Good's SUV ended up in the street between ICE vehicles--and many other details of what preceded the shooting remain unknown. In the video recordings, two ICE officers approach the 37-year-old's car, and one attempts to open her driver's-side door. She backs up and starts to pull away. It is in this sequence that controversy will undoubtedly flourish. A third officer, standing in front of the SUV, draws his weapon. As Good accelerates, one of the videos appears to show the vehicle clipping him. The officer shoots into her windshield and then at close range through the driver's-side window. Good's vehicle careens into a parked car.

Read: A deadly shooting in Minnesota

Nearly six years after the killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis sparked riots and a movement for racial justice, today's shooting, in the same city, seems like the latest chapter in the still-unfolding backlash. Trump and his aides have spent the first year of his presidency demonstrating their willingness to use force against those who opposed his policies--whether at home or abroad. Federal agents carrying out Trump's immigration crackdown have appeared more and more jumpy, and quicker to point their weapons at protesters and cars. Trump has deployed border agents to cities deep within U.S. territory, and he has demanded that ICE officers boost their arrest and deportation numbers to levels they've never had to meet before. He has seemed to delight in every opportunity to escalate tensions between the federal forces he leads and some of the people he routinely casts as his enemies: blue-state and city leaders.



The shooting today orphaned Good's 6-year-old son, whose father died in 2023, The Minnesota Star Tribune reported. It also appeared destined to aggravate the nation's already-raw divisions over immigration enforcement. Jacob Frey, the Minneapolis mayor, erupted at ICE at a press conference hours after the shooting. "This was an agent recklessly using power that resulted in somebody dying," Frey said, telling ICE to "get the fuck out of Minneapolis."



Trump has ordered nearly 2,000 federal agents to Minnesota in recent weeks to make immigration arrests and hunt for cases of fraud involving immigrants. The investigations, which focus on Minneapolis's Somali community, have upended state politics, prompting Governor Tim Walz this week to scrap his plans to run for reelection.



Within hours of today's shooting, the FBI and Minnesota authorities announced a joint investigation. Former ICE officials and a few attorneys I spoke with said it was too early to say whether state officials will try to charge the ICE officer. They said such cases are rare when the incident involves an officer carrying out their federal duties. Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison, who is considered a possible candidate for governor, released a statement after the shooting, saying he would "continue to do everything in my power to oppose this brutality, ensure justice is served, and keep Minnesotans safe." But he made no mention of the state's role in the investigation, or of any possible criminal prosecution.



A 2023 DHS memo authorizes the use of deadly force on suspects who are fleeing if an officer "has a reasonable belief that the subject poses a significant risk of death or serious physical harm" to the officer or others. Under ICE's rules of engagement, officers are allowed to use force if they reasonably believe their lives are in immediate danger from a weapon, including a vehicle trying to strike them.



Administration officials immediately began attacking Good, though many of their statements were at odds with what the bystander videos showed. Department of Homeland Security officials labeled her a "domestic terrorist," and Trump said on social media that she "violently, willfully, and viciously ran over the ICE Officer" as she attempted to drive off. "The situation is being studied, in its entirety, but the reason these incidents are happening is because the Radical Left is threatening, assaulting, and targeting our Law Enforcement Officers and ICE Agents on a daily basis," he said.



Addressing reporters this evening in Minneapolis, DHS Secretary Kristi Noem said the officer who shot Good was an experienced ICE veteran who "followed his training" and acted in self-defense. She said he and other officers were being harassed by "agitators," including Good, who had been "stalking and impeding them." (In Minneapolis, as in other cities where ICE activity has surged, pro-immigrant activists often drive around honking and blowing whistles to create a kind of rolling community alarm system.) Noem said the officer had been struck and dragged by a vehicle during a previous incident over the summer. She said he was treated today at a hospital for unspecified injuries from Good's vehicle, then released.



Noem, in her remarks, made reference to the fury in Minneapolis after Floyd's killing in order to take a swipe at Walz and Frey. "This city has burned before. And your governor and your mayor let it happen," she said. "President Trump is not going to let that happen."



Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller



One veteran ICE official I asked about the video, who was not authorized to speak with reporters, told me that because the officer was in front of Good when she began to drive toward him, "it would be authorized if he reasonably believed he might be hit."



John Sandweg, an attorney who was acting ICE director during Barack Obama's first term, told me the videos raise "serious questions about the reasonableness of the shooting."



"As with every officer-involved shooting, but especially one like this, there has to be a comprehensive investigation," he said. "Of course, given the lack of any investigation, the DHS rush to judgment is incredibly irresponsible and only fosters more distrust between the public and ICE." That, he said, is ultimately "undermining the agency's effectiveness."



"I'm up for another round of fuck around and find out," the Border Patrol agent Charles Exum told his buddies in a group chat on October 5, the day after he shot Marimar Martinez five times as she drove on a Chicago street. Martinez, a U.S. citizen, survived the bullets. But she was arrested and charged with attempting to ram Exum's vehicle. DHS officials accused Martinez of trying to ambush agents conducting Trump's Chicago immigration crackdown, Operation Midway Blitz, calling her a "domestic terrorist."



Cellphone records and body-cam video began to puncture the government's claims in the weeks that followed, and in November the Department of Justice dropped the charges against Martinez and walked away from the case. But the Trump administration's combative approach to immigration enforcement continued unabated.



Read: The conquest of Chicago



Chris Parente, a former federal prosecutor in Chicago who defended Martinez, told me the group-chat messages among Border Patrol agents that became evidence in her case were "an inside look into the mentality of those people that are now patrolling the streets of Minneapolis and will continue to go into other communities across the country."



They are out of their element, asked to take on a mission for which they are ill-equipped. They are facing constant pressure from activists and protesters. And they're being given crude encouragement by their leaders to treat those protesters as threats to their lives.
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Does Congress Even Exist Anymore?

The fast fade of a co-equal branch of government

by Russell Berman, Elaine Godfrey

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Representative Seth Moulton is a senior member of the House Armed Services Committee, but he learned about the U.S. military's middle-of-the-night capture of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro the same way many Americans did: A friend who saw the news on the internet texted him.

"That is not the way Congress is supposed to be notified of operations by the Department of Defense," Moulton, a Democrat from Massachusetts, told us wryly. Still, Moulton was surprised neither by the Trump administration's decision to attack Venezuela nor by the fact that it declined to give Congress a heads-up about the mission, much less seek its approval. A Marine who served four tours of duty in Iraq, Moulton had watched for months as the military stationed warships off Venezuela's coast, and he gave little credence to the insistence of senior administration officials, in classified briefings to lawmakers, that they were not planning to take out Maduro. "I know what it means to be a Marine, sitting on a ship off the coast, and you're not there to interdict boats or conduct a naval blockade," he said. "Those are ground troops. And so it was no mystery to me why they were there."

The president and his aides can lie to Congress with impunity, he argued, because the Republicans who run the House and Senate have shown they will do nothing about it. "This is the weakest Congress in American history," Moulton said, accusing Republican leaders of making a co-equal branch of the federal government "essentially fade away."

Moulton is running for a Senate seat, giving him even more reason than usual to criticize the GOP. But his views about Congress's self-diminishment are widely shared inside and outside the Capitol, and the facts are hard to dispute. In the first weeks after Donald Trump returned to the White House, top Republicans offered no protest as his administration flouted their constitutional authority over spending, shutting down agencies that Congress had authorized and funded. Now the same leaders are handing over Congress's power to authorize war-making without a fight. They've hardly made a peep over a military attack in which the administration cut out even the senior-most lawmakers, who are customarily informed about major operations.

Speaker Mike Johnson has praised the capture of Maduro and parroted the administration's argument that the mission amounted to a law-enforcement action rather than an act of war to oust a foreign leader. "We are not in a war in Venezuela," he told reporters today. "It is not a regime change. I want to emphasize that. It is a change of the actions of the regime." With rare exceptions, rank-and-file Republicans have offered similar support for the Venezuela mission. Some have joined Trump in denigrating Congress, echoing his assertion that congressional leaders couldn't be trusted with advance news about the operation. "Congress is a sieve," Representative Tim Burchett of Tennessee told us. "I'm glad that the president would forgo that formality."

Other Republicans compared the Maduro mission to President George H. W. Bush's unilateral 1989 invasion of Panama to depose Manuel Noriega and President Barack Obama's drone strikes on suspected terrorists in the Middle East. They also noted that the Biden administration put a $25 million bounty on Maduro's head. But as in so many other areas, Trump has pushed the boundary of executive power further than his predecessors. Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican, acknowledged that if Obama had, say, "bombed Israel and not told us about it," the GOP would want to hold him accountable. But he said Congress's role in this case was simply to listen to the administration's briefings about Venezuela. "I don't think any accountability is warranted here," Fine told us. "I think the president did the right thing."

For a moment last fall, Congress showed some life. A group of Republicans joined Democrats to force the passage of legislation requiring the Justice Department to release its files on the convicted sex predator Jeffrey Epstein, defying an aggressive push by both Trump and Johnson to kill the proposal. Similar bottom-up efforts have gained steam, including a bill that would extend health-insurance subsidies that expired last year. Democratic Representative Ro Khanna of California, an author of the Epstein bill, told us the legislation "changed the entire game. It's opened up a floodgate of Republicans willing to stand up to the president."

Still, the administration isn't exactly demonstrating renewed deference to Congress. In addition to ignoring (and, according to Democrats, deliberately misleading) lawmakers on the Maduro operation, the administration has released only a small fraction of the required Epstein files, and those have come with heavy redactions. And the floodgates of Trump criticism end, apparently, at foreign and military policy--an area where, Khanna acknowledged, Congress has been abdicating its responsibility for decades: "I've unfortunately not seen enough of a reaction against these strikes."

Read: 'They're delusional if they think this is going to go away' 

Khanna's Republican partner on the Epstein bill, Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky, has sharply criticized the Venezuela attack. But other Republicans have returned to the president's side. "He's doing the right thing to keep America safe," Representative Nancy Mace of South Carolina, a Republican backer of forcing a vote on the Epstein legislation, told us. She didn't fault Trump for the lack of a congressional heads-up, saying it would have been "a recipe for disaster because members of Congress just can't be trusted."

Beyond the GOP's acquiescence, Khanna and Moulton have also been frustrated by the lack of a unified and unequivocal Democratic condemnation of the Venezuela attack. The House and Senate Democratic leaders, Hakeem Jeffries and Chuck Schumer, began their initial statements by noting how detestable Maduro is before shifting to criticism of the Trump administration for acting unilaterally to take him out. That kind of throat clearing, Moulton said, took some of the sting out of their response. Democrats, he told us, need to stick to "the blunt truth, which is that this is insane, utterly insane."

In the Senate, Democrats are hoping that at least four Republicans will join them in passing a War Powers Resolution to bar the president from taking further military action in Venezuela without congressional approval. Its author, Senator Tim Kaine of Virginia, told reporters that it was time for Congress to "get its ass off the couch" and reassert its war-making powers. At least one Trump ally, Judiciary Committee Chair Chuck Grassley of Iowa, took issue with the administration's claim that the Maduro mission was a law-enforcement operation. He released a statement with the panel's top Democrat, Senator Dick Durbin of Illinois, saying that if that was the case, it was "unacceptable" for the administration to exclude the committee that oversees the Justice Department from its classified briefings.

Over the weekend, it looked like another Trump ally, Senator Mike Lee of Utah, might break ranks over the Maduro operation. "I look forward to learning what, if anything, might constitutionally justify this action in the absence of a declaration of war or authorization for the use of military force," Lee posted on X before dawn on Saturday, briefly returning to his pre-Trump roots as a separation-of-powers hawk. Within two hours, however, Secretary of State Marco Rubio had brought his former Senate colleague back into the fold. By Saturday evening, Lee was reposting memes of Rubio dressed as a saint and a Latin American warlord.

A few Republicans have sought something of a middle ground, backing the Venezuela attack while arguing that Congress should have a say in what happens next. "From here on out, Congress needs to play a central role," Representative Kevin Kiley of California told us.

Moulton sees little chance of that happening--at least as long as the Republicans in charge remain subservient to Trump. "At this point," he lamented, "Trump could kill these Republicans' kids, and they'd tell him it was a great job."
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'You Are Now a King, Under a Different Name'

America went to extraordinary lengths to throw off the rituals and titles of monarchy. Why would we fall for royal trappings today?

by Jake Lundberg

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




As president, George Washington received visitors once a week, for exactly half an hour. These "levees," as they were called, were not loose occasions. Washington stood by the fireplace in a dining room cleared of its chairs. Dressed in a black velvet suit, hair powdered, hat in hand, he greeted guests with a formal bow. Handshakes, familiar and egalitarian, were prohibited. Conversation was sparse. The president, per Alexander Hamilton's instructions, might talk "cursorily on indifferent subjects," but nothing more. Then, after having been seen by the guests, he was to promptly "disappear."

If little was said at Washington's levees, much was said about them, beginning with the fact that the entire practice was imported from the royal courts of Europe. For Hamilton and others close to Washington, this was precisely the point. The public needed to appreciate the full "dignity of the office," a goal best accomplished by setting a "high tone in the demeanour of the Executive."

For those opposed to Washington's administration, the tone was entirely too high. The president's bows were aloof and stiff. The guests were sycophantic, exhibiting the "cringing servility" of courtiers. All of it reeked of royalty. After attending a levee in December 1790, Senator William Maclay of Pennsylvania confessed to his diary the hope that Washington might just die. "If there is treason in the wish, I retract it," he wrote. But if the president "were in Heaven," he continued, "we would not then have him brought forward as the constant cover to every unconstitutional and irrepublican act."

A senator in 1790 would seem to have had larger worries than the choreography of presidential receptions. The United States was deeply in debt, vulnerable on the international stage, and operating under a new, controversial Constitution. But to Maclay and his opponents alike, great problems of policy were inseparable from small matters of ritual. Some, like Hamilton, strained for legitimacy in the rites and practices of monarchy. Others feared the dire effects of what Maclay derided as "all the fooleries, fopperies, fineries, and pomp of royal etiquette."

From the October 2015 issue: America's fragile Constitution

Washington, of course, would come to be remembered for his restraint--his reluctance to take power, his keen awareness of his own stature, and his willingness to step away after two terms. Yet in the moment, none of that felt assured, and his presidency was marked by a fierce struggle over symbols and ceremonies--over how nearly a republic should allow its first president to resemble the monarch it had only recently cast off.

It was not hard to imagine Washington as a king. Many Americans already did, if not exactly in title. Going back to the early years of the Revolution, Washington occupied the position left vacant by the English monarch, one George succeeding another. In October 1775, the poet Phillis Wheatley concluded an ode she sent him, "A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine, / With gold unfading, WASHINGTON! Be thine." Wheatley made her offer before he'd even succeeded in expelling the British from Boston. The triumph of the War of Independence would only affirm his elevation; Americans adapted monarchical practices such as celebrating the leader's birthday and singing "God Save Great Washington."

Still, some worried that the indispensable man was too indispensable. The people, John Adams noted during the war, had come to "idolize an image which their own hands have molten." When Washington famously refused the power that could have come with such popular esteem, the move only elevated that esteem. In the 1780s, one Mary Meanwell told a Philadelphia newspaper, "I respect our great general, but let us not make a GOD of him."

The ambiguities surrounding Washington haunted the Constitution's definition of the presidency. At the Convention in 1787, during which Benjamin Franklin noted "a natural inclination in mankind to kingly government," the very suggestion of an executive seemed a provocation in light of the Revolution. Washington's presence there, however, gave the delegates confidence to endow the presidency with vague and expansive powers. As one wrote, the Constitution would not have bestowed such great authority on the executive "had not many of the members cast their eyes toward General Washington, and shaped their ideas of the powers to be given a President by their opinions of his virtue."

The ratification of the Constitution in 1788 and Washington's unanimous election the following year did little to resolve the tensions around the man and the office. As he prepared to leave for New York City, then the capital, following his election, his former aide James McHenry told him, "You are now a king, under a different name." Washington's journey to New York affirmed the sentiment. He was greeted everywhere with the peals of church bells, the firing of cannons, and cheers of "Long live George Washington," a royalist acclamation repeated by the official who administered the oath of office to him. Washington was sensitive enough to the implications of such fanfare that he included (and later cut, at James Madison's suggestion) an assurance in his inaugural address that, because he was childless, he could have no heirs to his power.

If the public seemed ready to crown him, Congress was forced to confront what that might mean in practice. After the inauguration, the Senate was snarled for nearly a month on the mere question of what to call the president. Whatever misgivings Adams may have previously entertained about Washington's lofty status, he told his colleagues that "a royal or at least princely title will be found indispensably necessary to maintain the reputation, authority, and dignity of the President." Human minds, Adams said, simply could not recognize authority "without a Splendor and Majesty, in some degree." Adams argued for "His Highness" or "His Most Benign Highness" at the minimum; others suggested possibilities including "His Majesty" and "His Elective Highness."

From the November 2025 issue: What the Founders would say now

Similar anxieties surfaced in 1792, as the House considered what symbols should represent the new government on its coins. When Hamilton moved to create the United States Mint, he argued that coins were "vehicles of useful impressions" and that they ought to be "emblematical" in their use of symbols. The implication was hardly in doubt. Washington, the most powerful national emblem, had already appeared on privately issued coins and would of course grace the first national coins under the new Constitution. When the matter came before the House of Representatives, a fierce opposition noted that putting living people on coins was the stuff of flattery and the "idolatrous practice of monarchies," or, perhaps worse, the tyrants of ancient Rome. One congressman suggested that Washington should sooner cut off his own hand than sign a bill that would see his likeness on a coin, a move that would put him in the company of Nero and Caligula.

As it happened, Washington didn't have to choose between signing the bill and cutting off his hand. The House defeated the measure, and the now-familiar female figure of liberty found her way onto American coins. Nor was Washington ever addressed as "His Highness" or, as he reportedly preferred, "His High Mightiness, the President of the United States and Protector of Their Liberties." Despite the wishes of Adams (whom opponents came to call "His Rotundity" during the debate), the Senate ultimately settled on the spare and republican address that we still use: "Mr. President."

The fights over who and what Washington was continued to define his presidency, and many in the public still celebrated him as something like a king. But determined opposition, combined with Washington's own restraint, tamed the presidency's regal inheritance. Adams, Washington's successor, possessed monarchical impulses, but not a monarchical aura. His pretensions--riding around in a grand coach and continuing the weekly levees--as well as his administration's notorious effort to enforce deference in the 1798 Sedition Act, fell flat. His failure cleared the way for Thomas Jefferson, who rejected royal trappings altogether. He walked to his inauguration, abandoned formal receptions, and favored plain dress.

From the October 1996 issue: Thomas Jefferson, radical and racist

Jefferson's triumph was so complete that the conflict over Washington's image and authority is largely forgotten. Although Americans continue to debate the extent of presidential authority, they take for granted the unassuming republican rituals of power. Now, though levees may not exactly be back, royal affectations and the disputes that go with them are. The Oval Office has been got up in Louis Quatorze decor. Meetings there unfold with throne-room theater--Donald Trump seated at his desk, with visitors made to stand beside him in supplication. At Trump's orders, the East Wing is giving way to a massive ballroom, funded through courtly patronage, while the mint contemplates a $1 coin with his likeness.

When the House debated putting Washington's visage on a coin in 1792, Representative John Page of Virginia called for "republican cautions" against such kingly notions. Members of Congress had a duty, he said, to "keep the eyes of their constituents open, and to watch over their liberties" before they were lost. Such vigilance has mostly been absent from the current Congress. The deference with which that body has bowed to presidential fiat would make Page and William Maclay shudder. We unlearned the habits of monarchy once; we may need to do it again.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "Foolery, Foppery, and Finery."
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The Wrath of Stephen Miller

The man who turns President Trump's most incendiary impulses into policy

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer, Nick Miroff

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Stephen Miller runs his daily 10 a.m. conference calls--yes, even on Saturdays--less like a government adviser and more like a wartime general. His is the dominant voice, as he plays the role of browbeater, inquisitor, and bully. He accepts no excuses, entertains no dissent.

Donald Trump's deputy chief of staff for policy ruthlessly pursues the president's vision, especially when it comes to pushing immigrants out of the country, and he runs a tight, efficient meeting. Consensus is not the goal.

Instead, Miller demands progress reports on his mass-deportation campaign and issues orders to the full alphabet soup of federal enforcement agencies, including the FBI, CBP, ICE, HHS, and the DOD. One senior official who has participated in the calls told us that the intensity and urgency often veer into hectoring. "He pushes everybody to the absolute limit because he knows that the clock is ticking," this person said. "He gets on the phone and he yells at everybody. Nobody is spared from his wrath."

In May, Miller told Immigration and Customs Enforcement officials that he wanted 3,000 immigration arrests a day, a nearly tenfold increase over the number they'd arrested on U.S. streets in 2024. He demands daily updates on the ICE hiring surge too; the administration had pledged to deploy 10,000 new deportation officers by this month--more than doubling the agency's workforce. And Miller expects regular updates on detention capacity, deportation flights, and border crossings.

Miller publicly shames bureaucrats he feels are falling short or resisting orders. "If there's a problem and you're the owner, you have to fix it quickly," another frequent conference-call participant told us. "It's not a place where you can say, 'I have to get back to you.'"

A third official told us that the calls are unlike any other government meetings they've attended. "If you say something stupid, he'll tell you to your face. You are expected to perform at a certain level, and there's no excuse for not meeting those expectations," this person said.

In Trump's inner circle--even with the president himself--Miller is known as a dogmatic force whose ideas are sometimes too extreme for public consumption. "I'd love to have him come up and explain his true feelings--maybe not his truest feelings," the president joked at an Oval Office briefing in October. But in Trump's second term, Miller finds himself at the height of his powers--the pulsing human id of a president who is already almost pure id.

Miller has tried to recast the nation's partisan political disagreements as an existential conflict, a battle pitting "forces of wickedness and evil" against the nation's noble, virtuous people--a mostly native-born crowd that traces its lineage and legacy "back to Athens, to Rome, to Philadelphia, to Monticello." He accuses federal judges of "legal insurrection" for ruling against Trump's policies, describes the Democratic Party as a "domestic extremist organization," and dismisses the results of even legal immigration programs as "the Somalification of America." And he has declared an end to the post-World War II order of "international niceties" in favor of a world that rebukes the weak, "that is governed by strength, that is governed by force, that is governed by power," as he put it this week when discussing recent military action against Venezuela.

Along with Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Miller was the chief force behind Trump's decision to capture the Venezuelan strongman Nicolas Maduro. "We are a superpower, and under President Trump, we are going to conduct ourselves as a superpower," Miller told CNN's Jake Tapper on Monday, articulating a worldview that started with the fear of immigration but has gradually expanded to a broader national-security and rule-of-law argument. (In this Darwinian vein, Miller also declared that the U.S. military could seize Greenland without a fight, echoing a social-media post that his wife, Katie Miller, had made two days earlier, showing an American flag superimposed on a map of the icy landmass alongside the word: SOON. NATO leaders have nervously affirmed Denmark's claim to the territory.)

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

Miller's official titles--he is also the director of the interagency Homeland Security Council--understate the full sweep of his purview. Steve Bannon, a former Trump adviser and a Miller ally, describes him as Trump's "prime minister." Miller has a role in nearly every area about which he cares deeply: immigration and border security, yes, but also national security, foreign policy, trade, military action, and policing. He may draft a flurry of executive orders one day, lead a meeting on lowering domestic beef prices the next, and travel to deliver a fiery speech of his own--think Trump at his angriest and most dystopian, without any of the president's impish humor--the following week. (Miller declined to comment for this story.)

Early in Trump's second term, he invoked the Alien Enemies Act of 1798 to treat migrants as part of a foreign invasion, directed Congress to pass $150 billion in new funding for homeland-security enforcement, and captained the administration's assault on elite universities such as Harvard and Columbia. Late last year, he helped orchestrate Trump's authorization of military strikes on suspected drug-smuggling boats in the Caribbean Sea and eastern Pacific Ocean, setting the stage for the military operation against Maduro.

The force behind Miller's directives became clear during Signalgate--in which the Trump administration accidentally included The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, on a private Signal chat about a bombing campaign in Yemen. It was Miller--not Trump's national security adviser, Pentagon chief, or even vice president--who ended the debate and directed the group to move forward with the strikes. Trump has described Miller as sitting "at the top of the totem pole" inside the White House.

"He oversees every policy the administration touches," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us. "I can't tell you the number of times a policy matter is discussed in the Oval and Trump will say, 'Where's Stephen? Tell him to get that done.'"

To critics, Miller is the smirking embodiment of everything they view as dangerous and authoritarian about the Trump administration. He has been called a Nazi, a neo-Nazi, a white supremacist, a kapo, and Lord Voldemort. Posters of Miller--pursed lips, furrowed brow--have been plastered around the nation's capital, stamped with CREEP and FASCISM AIN'T PRETTY. His own uncle has denounced him, writing at one point that if Miller's immigration policies had been implemented a century ago, their family--which fled anti-Jewish pogroms in Europe--"would have been wiped out." 

Yet if Miller has internalized any of the criticism, or acknowledged the parallels to his own lineage, he has not shown it, even among friends or colleagues. Miller is now acting as an accelerant for the president's most incendiary impulses and shaping the lives of individual Americans in nearly every realm. He has demonstrated neither the interest nor the ability to moderate his views--even for tactical purposes. He is apt to overreach. And he has shown that he's not afraid to use the power of the government to go after those who try to stand in his way--even his liberal neighbors, whom he has accused of threatening his family.

During Trump's first term, Miller pushed the family-separation policy at the southern border, a measure long considered too extreme to implement. It triggered such a massive backlash that Trump's wife and eldest daughter urged him to stop it. The separations became the defining immigration policy of Trump's first term, undermining his ability to run on the issue in 2020. Now that he's back in office, the latest polling shows eroding support for the president's immigration crackdown, especially among the Latino voters who helped carry him to victory in 2024.

But Miller has continued to push not just for the deportation of people in the country illegally but also for narrowing or closing legal immigration pathways, especially for people from poor, not-majority-white, non-Christian nations. His actions have struck many Americans as racist and xenophobic. (In 2019, for instance, the Southern Poverty Law Center reported on leaked emails in which Miller urged the conservative Breitbart News to promote ideas from The Camp of the Saints, a 1973 French novel popular in white-nationalist and neo-Nazi circles.) Colleagues who have worked with him for years say they have never heard him utter a racist slur, even in private. His devotion is not to white supremacy per se, they insist, but to the political and intellectual thesis he has been pushing since before he arrived in Washington. He wants to halt and reverse America's post-1960s immigration boom, and he pursues that goal with a fervor that has made him the public face of Trump's restrictionist immigration policies.

Read: The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book

During debate prep for the 2024 campaign, Miller found himself in a contentious back-and-forth over immigration with a more moderate Trump ally. Finally, a frustrated Trump interrupted the two men: Stephen, he said, if you had it your way, everyone would look exactly like you, someone familiar with the exchange told us.

"That's correct," Miller said, before turning back to continue sparring.

The nexus of Miller's power is a vestige of President George W. Bush's War on Terror. Weeks after the attacks of September 11, 2001, Bush established the Homeland Security Council to coordinate the government's domestic response to the new threats from abroad. More than two and a half decades later, Miller has attached that rubric of national emergency to a new target, turning the council into a daily war room to track and fine-tune Trump's campaign to deport 1 million people a year.

The September murder of the right-wing activist Charlie Kirk, who was close to many in the administration, including Miller, plunged Trump's already single-minded martinet into a maximalist frenzy. A portrait of Ronald Reagan hangs prominently in the Oval Office--just over Trump's left shoulder when he's seated at the Resolute Desk--but Miller has made it abundantly clear that this is no longer Reagan's Republican Party.

Former Senator Jeff Flake, the Arizona Republican who retired during Trump's first term, told us that he has noticed a clear shift from one Trump administration to the next. "Before, it was more subtle, more nuanced, but now it's pretty plain. He wants to see more immigration from the Nordic countries, and not so much from the Third World countries. It's just a clear break from the huddled masses yearning to breathe free," said Flake, who, as a senator, worked unsuccessfully to pass a bipartisan immigration overhaul. "It's not the Reagan vision. It's not the traditional Republican vision."

Flake said that although the immigration system has serious problems, Trump and Miller's goal seems to be "to change the nature of who we are as a country."

Read: Fast times at Immigration and Customs Enforcement

Beyond immigration, Miller specializes in turning the president's whims and rantings into government policy. As Trump griped about the homeless encampments near the State Department one day, Leavitt recalled that he turned to Miller and said: "Get it done." "And within six hours," she said, "I looked at Twitter, and there were cranes cleaning them up."

"Stephen is the most effective political aide of this generation--and probably since James Baker," the former Trump adviser Cliff Sims told us in a text. "No one is more deft at moving the levers of government to turn the President's policies into action."

May Mailman, who last year worked closely with Miller to punish elite universities that the administration claims are rife with anti-Semitism and "woke" ideology, explained to us how Miller approaches a problem. In March, for instance, upset with Columbia University for several reasons--including prominent pro-Palestinian protests on campus--Trump posted a message on social media that began, "All Federal Funding will STOP for any College, School, or University that allows illegal protests." Miller told Mailman to come up with some options, but, with Trump's buy-in, Miller was ultimately the one who approved pulling federal funding from the school.

Then he carefully watched for the reaction. "If taking money from Columbia was a bad idea and backfired in some way, then Stephen would be the one to demand a course correction," said Mailman, who first worked with Miller during Trump's first term. "But because that worked out pretty well, he then tries to figure out: How can we use that tool in other areas?"

Close observers of Miller say that his total command is a marked contrast to his role during the first Trump term, when, despite being a senior adviser, he was limited in his ability to direct others. David Lapan, a retired Marine Corps colonel and aide to former Homeland Security Secretary John Kelly, told us that he remembers attending a 2017 meeting at which Miller urged officials to send him examples of crimes committed by immigrants so he could publicize them. The difference then, Lapan said, is that Miller had an advisory role, and the other meeting attendees could disregard requests that they felt were too outlandish. "We came out of that meeting and said, Yeah, we're not doing that," Lapan recalled. "We knew that Kelly would cover for us."

"Are there stories like that out there? Sure," Lapan said. "But they're the exception, not the rule. Cherry-picking a few bad cases to paint all immigrants in a negative light is not something that we were willing to do."

Although Miller views himself as the president's loyal servant, Trump's stances appear to have shifted under Miller's direction. The president used to speak favorably about certain immigrant groups he liked, such as DACA recipients and the employees at his golf resorts. But lately, his occasional pro-immigrant chatter has quieted. "'America First' is becoming 'Americans Only,'" Lapan said.
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Miller turned 40 in August and celebrated with a surprise party at the Ned, a chic members-only club blocks from the White House. The president did not show up, but just about everyone else did: White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles, House Speaker Mike Johnson, conservative influencers, nearly every Cabinet secretary. Miller did not have a speech prepared but spoke self-deprecatingly, thanking Wiles for putting up with his ideas and suggestions. The turnout was a show of not just Miller's immense power but also his popularity in an administration that has been rife with infighting and backstabbing, especially during Trump's first term.

The gleeful brawler Miller plays on TV is no act, his colleagues told us, and he behaves similarly in private (although often with a dash of deadpan humor). Several people told us that they appreciate how dogmatic he is, for a possibly surprising reason: They always know where he stands on the issues, and where they stand with him. As Trump's speechwriter during the first administration, he built goodwill with colleagues by warning them when the president was about to say something contrary to their plans, so they had time to try to convince him otherwise.

"The lazy and clearly false hit on him is to call him these disgusting names," White House Communications Director Steven Cheung told us, about the accusations that Miller is a Nazi or a fascist. "If you dig deeper and aren't suffering from Trump Derangement Syndrome, he's not what the media portrays him as. He's actually a very nice and cordial person who cares about this country and wants to do a good job. He's very easy to work with. I've been in Trump world a long time, and he's probably the easiest to work with."

Several people described Miller as an exacting boss, even a micromanager, but one who looks out for his team--including younger aides. In Trump's first term, he was not yet married, and he spent many of his nights out, grabbing drinks or dinner with everyone from Cabinet secretaries to more junior staff, who were eager to get time with him. When Trump's first term wound down, Miller helped ensure that everyone on his staff (and even some not on his team) had a job lined up.

Friends and colleagues say he has rarely seemed hurt by the criticism and caricatures. But he can be vain about his appearance; in Trump's first term, he once showed up to Face the Nation with what was roundly mocked as spray-on hair. (In Trump's second term, the hair is gone.) And after a recent Vanity Fair photo shoot of senior West Wing staff, the photographer--whose close-up, often unflattering photos went viral--recounted to The Washington Post that Miller "was perhaps the most concerned about the portrait session," asking whether or not he should smile. Colleagues also describe a proud sartorialist who regularly debated fashion and traded menswear tips with another West Wing fashionista, Hogan Gidley, a deputy press secretary during Trump's first term.

"We would talk about the difference in fabrics for seasons, and lapel size and width of ties and these types of things," Gidley told us, before describing Miller's style as "sophisticated and smart and chic but also daring at times."

In a recently resurfaced 2003 video, a 17-year-old Miller--prominent sideburns and tightly coiled brown hair--sits in the back of a moving school bus, opining on the war in Iraq. In the video, Miller smirkily suggests that the "ideal solution" for "Saddam Hussein and his henchmen" would be "to cut off their fingers"; he argues that torture is the proper punishment in a nonbarbaric society. (In a barbaric society, he implies, death would be the appropriate punishment.) "Torture is a celebration of life and human dignity," he continues, briefly unable to hide his delight as his latest outlandish proclamation illicits titters from his peers--his mouth widens into a toothy grin, and he emits an audible chuckle before taking a breath and continuing.

This is Miller the troll, who has confided in friends that he enjoys starting a fire, then dousing it with gasoline. But after more than two decades relishing his role as the gleeful contrarian, the persona has now become more true character than occasional outlandish caricature. "He has a flair for the dramatic, and you can tell that now with the way he comports himself on TV," Bannon told us. "He plays the character well, knowing he always wants to have the libs'--the progressives'--heads blow up."

After graduating from Duke in 2007--where he vigorously defended white lacrosse players who were falsely accused of rape by a Black stripper--Miller landed a job with newly elected Republican Representative Michele Bachmann of Minnesota. As young Capitol Hill aides, he and Sergio Gor--who recently became Trump's ambassador to India--helped launch the supernova ambitions of Bachmann, a right-wing darling whose then-fringe ideology presaged the rise of MAGA. By the time Bachmann's 2012 presidential bid flamed out, Miller was already firmly ensconced with then-Senator Jeff Sessions of Alabama, who shared his hard-line obsession with immigration, and Bannon, who provided a broader nationalist, populist scaffolding.

Read: Trump's right-hand troll

As Sessions's aide-de-camp, Miller helped his boss sabotage the bipartisan "Gang of Eight" immigration bill, which passed the Senate by a wide margin in 2013. At the time, a post-2012 Republican autopsy was calling for a gentler, more inclusive GOP, and the proposed immigration overhaul had the support of business and tech leaders, interest groups, and wealthy donors. But Miller was undaunted, buttonholing reporters in the hallways of Congress to press his anti-immigrant case, and calling them later at home to talk--for hours, if they'd let him--about the bill's minutiae and why it would harm American workers. The bill died in the House, where it never came up for a vote.

Miller pushed colleagues to keep the same round-the-clock hours as he did, including calling meetings on Friday afternoons, when most Hill staffers were eager to skip out early to happy hours. Instead, Republican staffers sullenly reported to messaging meetings to talk about immigration.

Working with Bannon, Miller made Breitbart News the communications arm of his effort. And, understanding that data and statistics, however dubious, could lend their cause the sheen of legitimacy, they elevated obscure anti-immigration groups--the Center for Immigration Studies, NumbersUSA--into prominent sources. "The more outrageous the headline, the better," Bannon said.

By the time Miller joined Trump's 2016 campaign--officially launched with claims that Mexico was sending "rapists" and criminals across the border--his immigration bona fides were well established, and he learned to channel Trump's voice into policy prescriptions. The baby-faced Miller quickly moved from the back of Trump's plane to the inner circle at the front.

By March 2016, Miller was Trump's opening act, riling up crowds across the country with an anti-immigrant, anti-Washington populism that sometimes threatened to overshadow Trump himself. "I said, 'Listen, the point of an introduction is that Trump doesn't have to top it,'" Bannon said. "He was so insane over-the-top. But of course the MAGA base can't get enough of him."

In Trump's first White House, Miller made quick use of the various levers available to him, no matter how buried in the bureaucratic bowels. He took a particular interest in the office of the staff secretary, a little-known but powerful team that vets any memo or speech or policy before it reaches the president. Not a lawyer himself, he nevertheless leaned on creative and expansive interpretations of statutes to push the president's agenda. In the early days of COVID, for instance, he successfully urged the administration to invoke a 1944 emergency public-health law to shut down the border and rapidly expel migrants to Mexico or their home country. In a White House staffed partly by amateurs, he also benefited from his deep understanding of policy issues, which he'd been honing since high school. He coached Trump and others into even more extreme immigration positions, explaining why, for instance, he believed that giving merit-based green cards to promising foreign students was problematic.

Even his allies find Miller to be something of an "acquired taste," as one put it. Another quipped that he has the bedside manner of Heinrich Himmler, one of Adolf Hitler's earliest followers and a key architect of the Holocaust. But Mailman said that Miller could be strategic when making a policy pitch. On immigration, he instinctively understood if someone was a "type person" (who cared about the type of immigrant coming to the country) or a "numbers person" (who cared simply about the sheer number of immigrants) and often tailored his message accordingly. "He thinks about the rationale of how someone is approaching something," she said.

Because Miller's views--especially on immigration--were so well known, he earned Trump's trust despite also, at times, vigorously disagreeing with him. "Miller is 100 percent firm in every conviction and feeling he has, and he just says it the way he believes it, and if it aligns with what the president wants to do, then great," a first-term Trump aide told us. "And if it's nuanced or different, then Miller stakes out his position--he doesn't care if it's different from what other people think or what the president wants--but then once the president makes his position clear, Miller executes on it, whether or not he agrees with it."

Read: Stephen Miller has a plan

Despite his years as Sessions's protege, Miller quickly distanced himself from his longtime mentor, several people told us, when Sessions, then Trump's first attorney general, recused himself from the investigation into Russian interference in the 2016 election, angering the president. In fact, the rupture was more acute than was publicly known; Miller was enraged by what he viewed as Sessions's unforgivable betrayal of Trump.

During the first term, Miller aligned himself with Ivanka Trump and her husband, Jared Kushner, once it became clear that they held tremendous sway with the president. The pairing was unusual, given that the president's daughter and son-in-law were seen as misguided "globalists" by much of the far-right base. One person familiar with the dynamic described Miller spending hours with Ivanka Trump on her key initiatives--paid family leave and tax credits for parents. The charitable explanation, this person continued, is that Miller was being generous with his time and expertise; the more cynical one is that Miller understood that Ivanka Trump was less likely to complain to her father about Miller's hard-line immigration policies if the two had a good relationship.

"He always understood where power lies," Bannon said. "No matter what--he can be coaching a Little League team--Miller can very quickly analyze."

Miller's fealty to his boss was on display right up until the end of Trump's first term. On January 6, 2021, Miller's wife--who had worked as Vice President Mike Pence's communications director--was on maternity leave but still employed by Pence. But when Trump called Miller that morning to discuss adding lines to his speech attacking Pence, Miller--ever the good soldier--did as he was told.

Later that day, angry Trump supporters marched to the Capitol, calling for the vice president to be hanged for treason.

The enemy arrived at the Millers' doorstep on a warm September morning in the form of a retired gender and peace-studies professor in a loose striped dress. Barbara Wien, who had been protesting the family's presence in Arlington, Virginia, pointed her index and middle fingers at her own eyes, then directed those fingers at Katie Miller, who was on the front porch.

Stephen Miller took the gesture at his wife, which was captured on video, as a call to violence--an offense that he uniquely had the power to punish.

The Millers had already felt under siege, facing threats and fearing that the entire family was being surveilled by sophisticated actors. A Rhode Island man had been indicted in August for publicly threatening to kill Miller and other officials. A law-enforcement official told us that Katie Miller had been surreptitiously photographed in her neighborhood--while going to the gym, and at least once while walking with her kids--and said that there was a "coordinated" and "malicious" effort to, at the very least, intimidate them. Someone had also posted flyers at neighborhood parks where their kids played, revealing their home address and calling him a Nazi. The Millers had stopped allowing their children to play in front of the house or in the backyard.

But they were not going to be intimidated by a 66-year-old activist.

"You want us to live in fear? We will not live in fear," Miller said days later, in an appearance on Sean Hannity's Fox News program. He had gone on the program to discuss the federal response to Kirk's recent assassination, but although he was focused on "domestic terrorists," he included doxxing on the list of related offenses. For those familiar with the Millers' personal lives, it sounded less like he was talking about Kirk's assassin than about Wien, who'd distributed flyers with his address.

"You will live in exile," he continued, "because the power of law enforcement under President Trump's leadership will be used to find you, will be used to take away your money, take away your power, and, if you have broken the law, to take away your freedom."

Miller set about drafting a series of executive orders, later signed by Trump, that directed federal law enforcement to refocus counterterrorism efforts on people with "anti-fascist" ideas, such as "extremism on migration, race, and gender" and "hostility towards those who hold traditional American views on family, religion, and morality."

This fall, Miller also began describing a central divide in the country, pitting "legitimate state power" against what he termed left-wing "street violence." His definition of the latter was broad. He accused Democratic politicians who called him or Trump "authoritarian" of "inciting violence." (Never mind that he had repeatedly called the Biden administration "fascist.") He placed doxxing--what his family faced--on the continuum that leads to violence. (Also never mind that Vice President J. D. Vance encouraged calling out those who celebrated Kirk's murder, including at their place of employment.)

As Miller announced federal policies aimed at combatting the threat, he was also fighting a private battle against the very enemy he described. In the weeks after Wien made her gesture in front of his wife, the Millers decided that they were no longer safe in their six-bedroom, roughly $3 million Northern Virginia home. They sought out military housing at a nearby base, arguing to friends and allies inside the administration that their safety depended on it.

Read: Top Trump officials are moving onto military bases

But the legitimate powers of the state repeatedly declined to fully cooperate with the Millers' attempt to turn their own situation into a catalyst for the sort of crackdown they claimed was necessary. The FBI was initially hesitant to take a major role in the investigation of Wien, prompting the Millers to demand its involvement, according to a person briefed on their efforts. A Democratic Virginia state prosecutor became concerned about the federal involvement in a search warrant on Wien, and sought to narrow its scope. A federal magistrate judge refused to approve federal search warrants, according to a report by Axios.

Katie Miller, who hosts her own podcast, recently appeared on Piers Morgan's YouTube show and accused a progressive guest, Cenk Uyger, of attacking her Jewish children by merely having a difference of opinion with her. She then offered a veiled threat to have Uyger's citizenship revoked. (Uyger is a naturalized citizen; in a text message, he described Katie Miller's threat as "not an attack on me as much as it's an attack on America.") When the investigation against Wien appeared to stall, Miller's longtime ally Jim Jordan, the House Judiciary Committee chair, announced that he had opened an inquiry into the Democratic prosecutor in Virginia who had sought to narrow the search warrant and raised concerns about federal involvement.

"This is so cool," Katie Miller said on social media. "Thank you."

Days later, the prosecutor said that she would not cooperate with Jordan's inquiry, because the investigation was ongoing and Congress lacked the ability to intervene in a state law-enforcement matter. There were still some powers of the state that Miller did not control.
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The Front-Runner

California's Gavin Newsom would rather be wrong than weak.

by Helen Lewis

Tue, 06 Jan 2026


Gavin Newsom at the California state capitol in December (Ryan Young for The Atlantic)



Read more about the Democrats who might run for president in 2028 here.

Gavin Newsom has a 30-page file of reasons the Democrats lost the 2024 presidential election. Bounding across his Sacramento office, he starts listing them: incumbency, inflation, interest rates, Israel--and that's just the letter I. "Yes, too woke," he adds. "Yes, 107 days," referring to the short campaign after Joe Biden's forced withdrawal. But the California governor distills his party's problem down to one word. Weak.

Newsom slaps his hand on a marked-up hardback of Bill Clinton's memoir, brought down from the shelf a minute earlier. "Given the choice," he tells me, summing up a crucial Clinton insight--one many Democrats still can't quite seem to grasp--"the American people always support strong and wrong versus weak and right."

According to prediction markets and early polling, Newsom is the Democrats' current front-runner for 2028. He is also one of the most visible anti-Trump forces in America. His idea of strength includes a willingness to fight dirty, going lower than Barack Obama could ever imagine, and so his social-media accounts bristle with memes about Donald Trump's bruised hand and advancing age. "Donald has fallen asleep in his own Cabinet meeting," he recently asserted on X. Some posts are downright cruel, such as the one about Elon Musk's estrangement from his transgender child: "We're sorry your daughter hates you, Elon," it said.

He also has a high tolerance for risk. Proposition 50, a ballot measure that has redrawn California's congressional map in favor of the Democrats, was seen as a toss-up when he first backed it last year. The new map was a blatant partisan gerrymander, a departure from the time when the Democrats used to talk up the fairness of independent commissions. Morally wrong, maybe--but do you want to win back the House or not? Prop 50 passed by a two-to-one margin.

Newsom, who is 58, has a memoir coming out next month. This is a traditional rite of passage for people running for president, which he is, even though we are supposed to pretend that he hasn't decided yet. He has some obvious advantages over the likely competition. As a heterosexual white man from a Catholic background, nothing about his identity is electorally risky. He is tall--6 foot 3--and good-looking in a faintly sinister way: You can imagine him being played by Matthew McConaughey or the vampire dad from Twilight. In a political arena now dominated by podcasts, he can talk until he's hoarse; as San Francisco mayor, he once uploaded a multipart "State of the City" address to YouTube that lasted more than seven hours.

As for his liabilities, well, the word smarm comes up a lot: The teeth are too white, the hair perfectly gelled. As if to compensate for his overuse of buzzwords--he told me he was "concerned about the significant expansion in the health-care space from a sustainability perspective"--man and brother are strategically deployed to seem folksy. In person, he is enormously charismatic, and is obviously performing. "He is a good communicator," the Bay Area political strategist Alex Clemens told me. "He tries very hard to be a good communicator, and some people latch on to the trying-hard, instead of the end result."

Newsom's core views are also hard to ascertain. Right now, Democrats are divided into multiple camps: the can-do Abundance crew; centrists, who warn about the overreach of "The Groups," such as the ACLU; Resistance libs, often dismissively referred to as the "wine mom" tendency; and left-wing populists, who think the party should not yield an inch on social issues, but instead focus on bashing billionaires. Newsom is trying to offer something to all four factions. His mentor, former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown, said last year that his protege is a "movie star" capable of being elected president--but also that he has never asked Newsom what he believes, "for fear he doesn't know!"

Read: The week that changed everything for Gavin Newsom

Newsom's campaign tactics are similarly fluid. At the start of Trump's second term, the governor offered him an "open hand, not a closed fist," before casting himself as the leader of the Resistance. He attributes this change to the deployment of the National Guard to his state. "I was shaped by a different consciousness and understanding of our politics," he told me.

And there's another problem: California. Newsom was born and bred in a state widely associated with moonbeams, metrosexuality, and macrobiotics. He has never faced a serious challenge from the right, and has instead spent a career among left-wing interest groups whose stances on immigration, drugs, gender, and climate change seem far-out to Middle America. "If you want to see the socialist Biden/Harris future for our country, just take a look at California," one speaker at the 2020 Republican National Convention said, with the cadences of a carnival barker warning about the apocalypse. "It is a place of immense wealth, immeasurable innovation, and immaculate environment, and the Democrats turned it into a land of discarded heroin needles in parks, riots in streets, and blackouts in homes."

Who was that speaker? Kimberly Guilfoyle, otherwise known as Gavin Newsom's ex-wife. Many California Democrats--and even some of Newsom's friends--still cannot understand why he ever married Guilfoyle, who went on to have an open-casket MAGA makeover and was engaged for a time to Donald Trump Jr.

All of this brings us to the defining question: Who is Gavin Newsom, really, underneath the charm--and the smarm?


At the state capitol (Ryan Young for The Atlantic)



Authors write a memoir when there's something about themselves that they want other people to understand. So what don't outsiders get about Gavin Newsom?

"The memoir opens up with that question," Newsom tells me--the question of whether "I've become a caricature of myself and contributed to it, as it relates to this perception of privilege and wealth that has dogged me--and at times infuriated, not just frustrated, me." I run the caricature as I understand it past him: His father was a friend of the Gettys, one of San Francisco's wealthiest and most well-connected families, and Newsom started his first business with Getty money. "Yeah, you got it, sums it up," he says. So how is it wrong? "Well, you gotta read the book," he deadpans.

Newsom's version is that he grew up between two worlds. His parents divorced when he was still a young child. His late father, Bill, was close to the oil heirs Gordon Getty and John Paul Getty Jr.--so close, in fact, that Bill became an administrator of the Getty family trust and helped deliver the ransom for the kidnapped John Paul Getty III. With the Gettys, Gavin went on safari and watched polar bears in Canada. But at home with his mother, Tessa, life was Wonder bread and mac and cheese.

At his high school in Marin County, north of San Francisco, Newsom was not a great student, but he was a talented first baseman, and he has attributed his acceptance at Santa Clara University to the fact he was "left-handed and could throw a baseball a little bit." At times, an exaggerated version of his college record has spread, giving the incorrect impression that he played for Santa Clara and was drafted by the Texas Rangers. (A spokesperson has previously said, "He is doing his job, and he cannot spend his entire day correcting people when they make errors about him.")

Playing baseball "helped me build confidence, got me out of my shell, and so I have deep reverence--I value sports and athletics, and also competition," Newsom tells me. One of his two podcasts, Politickin', is co-hosted by the former NFL star Marshawn Lynch--the legendary "Beast Mode"--and the sports agent Doug Hendrickson. The show is raucous, fratty, and frequently profane; in one episode, Lynch told their guest, Jimmy Kimmel, that "you gotta let your nuts hang." As Kimmel observed: "This has to be the weirdest podcast ever, right?" (Newsom paused Politickin' during the Palisades Fire crisis, but plans to revive it later this year.)

After college, the young Gavin and his childhood friend Billy Getty founded a wine store called PlumpJack, which has since grown into a restaurant-and-vineyard empire. (The word is a nickname for Shakespeare's Falstaff, and the title of an opera by Gordon Getty.) "I grew a business with a relatively modest investment from a few members of the Getty family," Newsom says now. "There were 13 investors." Then he adds: "I'm not naive as well; I don't run away from a recognition of the advantages and the privileges that I did enjoy."

These connections have led to many of Newsom's unflattering nicknames over the years, such as "Prince Gavin." "Everybody thinks of Gavin and a silver spoon," Nancy Pelosi told me. "But that isn't right." The former House speaker is a strong supporter of Newsom and recently helped him fundraise for Prop 50. There is even a persistent MAGA folk myth that she is his aunt: In fact, Newsom's aunt Barbara was once married to Pelosi's brother-in-law Ron. Pelosi, who has known Newsom since birth, added, "He was a very hard worker in everything that he did, whether it was personally, professionally, and then civically."

One source of lifelong struggle is his dyslexia. He is an obsessive note taker, a habit born of the condition. He reads a book or a briefing agonizingly slowly, then copies out the best points onto a notepad, before transferring them to yellow index cards. Because of this, he prefers to rely on interrogating nearby people or memorizing information. In the 2000s, this tendency led his staff to nickname him Rain Man. "If you notice, when he speaks, he's never reading from notes," Senator Alex Padilla of California, who ran Newsom's first campaign for lieutenant governor, told me. "So he, in some ways, overcompensates through preparation."


Newsom (center) with Peter and Billy Getty at the PlumpJack wine shop's opening party in 1992 (Steve Castillo / San Francisco Chronicle / Getty)



As a result, Newsom can rattle off talking points with disorienting velocity. When I challenged him on his record as California governor, he machine-gunned me with a list of achievements: "$11 billion to reform the Medicaid system, the most significant reforms to Medicaid in the country; taking our whole-person care pilots and bringing them statewide; getting an 1115 waiver, getting a 1332 waiver from the Feds, all hard work; CalRx, not subsidizing costs, lowering costs--$11 insulin as a proof point of that. You can look down a list: $25 minimum wage for health-care workers, $20 for fast-food workers, no other state in the country, hard-fought battles; 800,000 gig workers now can organize, that was a six-year effort . . ."

I checked these numbers afterward, and although some of the claimed policy triumphs were either arguable or still pending, he was word-perfect on the figures. No wonder he's desperate to appear on Joe Rogan's podcast, I thought. He would beast-mode Rogan with a swarm of facts.

Newsom has always, always wanted to be president. In the late '90s, his Balboa Cafe, in San Francisco's Cow Hollow neighborhood, was a place where old and new money mixed. "Though barely out of his 20s, he already has a repertoire of politician's gestures--placing his arm conspiratorily on a listener's shoulder, punching the air to make a point," The New York Times reported in 1998.

His childhood friend Lori Puccinelli Stern once organized a charity auction at Planet Hollywood with future Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger. They sold off a cigar-smoking-and-chess session with the Terminator star and a date with Newsom, then one of the most eligible bachelors in town. The winners of the latter prize were an older couple in real estate, which surprised the hosts. "We were thinking maybe a young girl who had eyes for Gavin would want this," Puccinelli Stern told me. "The couple said, 'We want to have dinner with him and our children, because we want them to get to know someone who we think is probably going to be the president of the United States someday.'" Stern said she wanted to talk to me because too many people saw Newsom as a "cyborg politician" when he was funny and loyal, the kind of guy who, "if you're stuck in a Turkish prison, mistakenly, he's your phone call."

Another close friend, the event impresario Stanlee Gatti, remembers talking with Newsom in the 1990s, when Willie Brown had just appointed his friend to the San Francisco parking commission. Newsom stopped by Gatti's studio and saw him casting the I Ching, a traditional Chinese method of divination that uses coins or yarrow stalks. Newsom wanted to try it. "The I Ching said, If you're thinking about running for political, public office--don't," Gatti told me. "It said, You are an artist and you are a creator, and you should be doing something that uses that part."

In Gatti's telling, Newsom didn't demur. "I can see it so clearly, right now, him standing up there, and he goes: Okay, that's it. I guess I'm not running for office." But Gatti didn't believe his friend. (I asked Gatti if he would cast the I Ching again, to predict his friend's future once more. "I need him to throw it," he said, mulling the idea. If Newsom was willing, Gatti said, "we can do it over the phone." As I waited, he texted the governor. An answer pinged back in less than a minute: "Too risky.")

Family connections quickly propelled him upward in local government. Bill Newsom once told San Francisco Weekly that a friend of his helped engineer his son's appointment to the city's Board of Supervisors. "Besides," Newsom's father said, "they needed a straight white male on the board."

When he ran for San Francisco mayor, Newsom's platform was moderate and pro-business, in the model of Senator Dianne Feinstein. His signature policy was "care not cash," a program to divert welfare spending to housing for the homeless, which he touted as a compassionate answer to Rudy Giuliani's broken-windows toughness. In the runoff, Newsom narrowly beat the Green candidate, Matt Gonzalez, who became a public defender. "I think it was a closer race than he would have hoped for," said Padilla, who first met Newsom around this time.

But within two months of taking office, he made a huge gamble: He started issuing marriage licenses to same-sex couples--effectively daring the state to strike them down. In hindsight, it's easy to forget how provocative this was. Democrats believed that gay marriage was a losing issue, and that Newsom's actions risked a conservative backlash for little practical gain.

Kate Kendell, then the executive director of the National Center for Lesbian Rights, remembers getting a phone call from the mayor's office on a Friday afternoon saying it planned to start issuing licenses the following Monday. She was wary. "Things felt very perilous and tenuous, and it felt like a firecracker moment," she told me. When Newsom's office said it would go ahead anyway, Kendell called the lesbian activists Phyllis Lyon and Del Martin, partners of more than 50 years. She asked if the couple, who were then 79 and 83, wanted to be the first to get a license.

Newsom decided at the last minute not to conduct the ceremony himself--"He felt like it would be too much about him," Kendell said--and so County Assessor Mabel Teng married the couple, who had arrived in matching pantsuits, turquoise and purple. Newsom gave them a copy of the California constitution as a wedding gift. "It was pretty extraordinary," Kendell said, "but he paid holy hell for it. He got angry calls from Dianne Feinstein. He got angry calls from Barney Frank"--an openly gay congressman--"that the Democratic establishment was not happy with him."


With Del Martin (left) and Phyllis Lyon at city hall in 2008, after the California Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage (Marcio Jose Sanchez / AFP / Getty)



Newsom believes that he was not invited to speak at the 2004 Democratic National Convention because of the backlash. When John Kerry lost the White House that year, some Democrats blamed Newsom. "I believe it did energize a very conservative vote," Feinstein said at the time. It was "too much, too fast, too soon."

The young politician didn't fold, but he did brood. "I mean, come on, maybe Democrats shouldn't have supported civil rights in the '60s," he told a public-radio station immediately after the election. The party, and the country, has since validated his gamble. In 2008, the California Supreme Court voted to allow gay marriages--for a brief window, before a ballot measure overturned the ruling. The second time round, Newsom personally married Phyllis and Del at city hall. "Del was much more frail now, but they wore the same pantsuits . . . It was a huge celebratory spectacle," Kendell told me, adding: "I think public opinion had really started to shift."

In 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court legalized gay marriage across the country. "I know change for many of our LGBT brothers and sisters must have seemed so slow for so long," said President Obama, welcoming the ruling. "But compared to so many other issues, America's shift has been so quick."

For Newsom, the fallout from the gay weddings was nothing compared with the implosion of his first marriage. Newsom had married Guilfoyle, an assistant district attorney turned television host, in 2001. Her "something borrowed" was one of Ann Getty's tiaras, and the reception for their 600 guests was held at the Getty mansion.

The marriage was short and tempestuous. Guilfoyle's television career in New York pulled her away from the West Coast, and Newsom would spend Sunday evenings with Puccinelli Stern, her husband, and their new baby, watching Extreme Makeover: Home Edition and eating pizza. She told me he would turn up wearing a baseball cap, and when the lucky families saw their new home, he "would put his hat down so we didn't see him getting emotional."

Guilfoyle took a somewhat unorthodox approach to life as a political consort. Filling in for Newsom at a gay awards dinner, she told the crowd: "I know that many of you wanted to see my husband, and some of you had questions out there. Is he hot? Yeah. Is he hung? Yeah." The couple infamously posed together, sprawled on a rug, for the September 2004 issue of Harper's Bazaar, in a story headlined "The New Kennedys." The rug, and surrounding house, belonged to Ann Getty, and the magazine's fashion editor at the time was Jacqui Getty, who was then Ann's daughter-in-law. Asked about Newsom's ambitions, Guilfoyle replied: "Do I think he could be president of the United States? Absolutely. I'd gladly vote for him."

Within months of the story's publication, however, the couple announced their split. What followed was a dark time for Newsom: He was frequently seen with a glass in his hand at local restaurants, although a spokesperson maintained that he had no alcohol problems. The newly single 38-year-old "Mayor McHottie" had relationships with a Scientologist, a 19-year-old model, and--most damagingly--his former appointments secretary Ruby Rippey Gibney, who was married to one of his closest aides.

Days after coming clean about the last of these relationships, he announced that he would seek treatment because "I will be a better person without alcohol in my life." For a decade, the media reported that he had been to rehab, but in 2018, The Sacramento Bee corrected this assumption. Newsom told the paper he had sought only counseling with a local therapist and later resumed drinking socially. More than one person I spoke with wondered whether Newsom had pleaded alcohol abuse at the time to avoid the charge of moral degeneracy. When the #MeToo movement brought the scandal back into the news, Rippey Gibney wrote on Facebook that she had not felt coerced into the relationship, as a "free-thinking, 33-yr old adult married woman & mother." Around the same time, Newsom revisited the affair. "I acknowledged it. I apologized for it. I learned an enormous amount from it,'' he said.


At San Francisco's city hall in 2007, Newsom admits to an affair with his secretary, the wife of his campaign manager (Michael Macor / San Francisco Chronicle / Getty)



By the late 2010s, Newsom had a personal reason for supporting the #MeToo movement; his second wife is Jennifer Siebel Newsom, an outspoken feminist and a sexual-assault survivor. She was involved with two films about gender roles in America: Miss Representation, about girls, in 2011, and The Mask You Live In, which tackled men's issues, in 2015. She testified that she'd been raped by Harvey Weinstein in 2005. (The jury could not reach a verdict in her case.) In keeping with her feminist principles, Siebel Newsom is not California's first lady, but its "first partner."

Their relationship started with a blind date at a fundraising gala at the Yerba Buena Center in 2006, and within 18 months, Newsom had proposed with a Tiffany diamond ring. They married that summer in a field in Montana, and Stanlee Gatti did the decor. The bride rode to the aisle sidesaddle on a black stallion; the groom wore a tan suit; the theme was "Out of Africa." The ceremony was conducted by Carol Simone, a "modern day mystic" whose website describes her as a medium, an astrologer, and a tarot practitioner. Bill Newsom arrived in Gordon Getty's plane.

The Newsoms now have four children, ages 9 to 16: Montana, Brooklynn, Hunter, and Dutch. Gatti told me that marriage and kids had settled Newsom; he had run into his friend and his son at a museum one morning during the pandemic, and noticed how relaxed he looked. "He had his hair floppy. Some people didn't even recognize him." (Newsom's hair, usually slicked back, has been a source of admiration and horror for two decades. His secret, he once told American Idol's Ryan Seacrest, was L'Oreal Total Control Clean Gel.)

Amid all of his personal upheaval, Newsom ran for--and easily won--reelection as mayor. He was such an obvious shoo-in that the race became a kind of circus: His opponents included a performance artist, a nudist activist, and the owner of a sex club. Tellingly, both the artist, "Chicken John" Rinaldi, and the sex-club owner, Michael Powers, told me they no longer live in San Francisco. Rinaldi was priced out and lives in Isleton, an hour east of the Bay. Powers moved right politically and didn't feel welcome in California anymore. He now lives in Nevada. "I'm definitely a tried-and-true libertarian," Powers said. "I believe that gay guys ought to be able to protect their weed fields with assault rifles."

After Newsom won his second term, in 2007, Gatti designed an inauguration ceremony with 2,000 yellow roses spread across two giant urns, to fill the grand scale of city hall. The very same day, Newsom attended the swearing-in of the city's newly reelected district attorney, Kamala Harris. The two have known each other for decades, but they are not close, sharing neither friends nor a political philosophy. In her book 107 Days, Harris recounts that Newsom did not pick up when she called him to discuss Joe Biden dropping out of the race in the summer of 2024--and, by implication, her need for a running mate. Newsom has said that he did not recognize her number.

The looming end of his second term as mayor presented Newsom with a problem. The obvious next step was to run for California governor in 2010, but his candidacy faltered once the old warhorse Jerry Brown--who had already served in the position in the '70s and '80s--made it clear he was entering the race. Newsom settled for lieutenant governor, a largely ceremonial position that he won easily. He chafed at his lack of responsibilities, and took advantage of Brown's absences to pull stunts such as naming the avocado the official state fruit.

Read: Gavin Newsom can't help himself

Newsom essentially spent eight years treading water--or, as I put it to him in Sacramento, just vibing. "I appreciate that perspective," he replied, a politician's phrase meaning screw you. He has now recast these years of avocado-bothering as a "gestation period of sorts," where he spent time "working with the Brookings Institute, working with McKinsey, working on best-practices policy, urban policy, ultimately writing the first economic plan for the state." An unhappy Jerry Brown "tried to torpedo me on that," Newsom told me, and refused to appoint a committee to take the plan forward. (Brown declined my interview request.) "I was literally neutered," he added. "It was quite brilliant, looking back as a gubernatorial play. I despised it at the time. Now I appreciate it."

To fill the time, he hosted The Gavin Newsom Show on Current TV, interviewing a pre-bonkers Elon Musk about Tesla, listening to Oliver Stone praise California's weed, and trying on Sergey Brin's Google Glass. He also wrote a none-more-2010s book called Citizenville--a title inspired by the game Farmville--which discussed how digital innovation could transform government.

In 2018, after Brown retired, Newsom won the governor's race with 62 percent of the vote. He has taken up a number of fashionable liberal causes, although some of these have fared badly on contact with electoral reality. For example, he declared that the state "could finally beat Big Oil" in 2013, and signed legislation that banned fracking and restricted oil drilling near sensitive sites--then approved a law allowing 2,000 new drilling licenses in Kern County this past September, citing high gas prices.


Election Night, November 2018 (Frederic J. Brown / AFP / Getty)



The Stanford professor Keith Humphreys worked on a blue-ribbon commission to reform cannabis laws with Newsom in the 2010s. Their original vision, he told me, was one that prioritized public health and put social justice over profit. "Gavin articulated this beautifully in the press," Humphreys said. But the legislation that ended up being drafted and approved by voters "weakened the public-good aspirations of our commission and created a more profit-driven model, and Gavin didn't utter a word of protest. Is this because he didn't know the details were different, or is it because he didn't mind, because he gets a lot of campaign donations from the cannabis industry? I genuinely don't know the answer to that even now." Legalization meant that big producers, operating on tiny margins, moved in and actively looked for new customers.

In September, Newsom signed a bill to roll back taxes on the legal-cannabis industry, because the regulatory burden has left it struggling to compete with the black market. Doing something that is sold as socially progressive, but ends up benefiting big-money donors, and then wrapping it up in so much regulation and taxation that the policy collapses under its own weight--how dysfunctionally California is that?

But the state's biggest challenge is the cost of living--specifically, housing. Newsom has recently started name-checking the Abundance movement, which aims to convince Democrats that overregulation and NIMBYism are holding back the growth of blue states. He has signed a series of bills meant to make housing construction easier. But these efforts have yet to bear much fruit, and the candidates to succeed him as governor--he is term-limited--are making housing affordability a centerpiece of their campaigns, too. Mid-tier home prices in California are around double the national average.

"He's much given to--like Trump, in a way--making these grand pronouncements about how something's the greatest ever, how this is going to be the most wonderful thing," the veteran California journalist Jerry Roberts told me, "and then his record is littered with failures." Still, you try to get anything passed in California, a state with strong labor unions, a cadre of well-funded lobbyists, and a masochistic addiction to requiring approval via ballot measure.

The minutiae of policy may matter less in a national election, however, than the overall sense that California is too far left--and so its governor must be, too. Newsom twice supported ballot measures to repeal the death penalty in California, boasts about providing health care to undocumented immigrants, and in 2014 was the only statewide elected official to back Proposition 47, which reclassified some nonviolent offenses as misdemeanors rather than felonies. At the time, he said that there was "a growing, rational thinking around moving in a new direction" on crime and rehabilitation that other politicians were scared to embrace. Opponents drew a direct line between those reforms and the locked plastic cases around the goods in many San Francisco stores. I brought up Prop 47 as Exhibit A in the Republican argument that Newsom is too liberal for Middle America. "California is one of the toughest felony thresholds for shoplifting in America, period," he said, adding that the felony limit is $950, whereas in supposedly tough Texas, it is $2,500. To Newsom's mind, the charge that he is soft on crime is "complete mythology, and makes you question the press."

On social issues, Newsom has already acted to mitigate the weakness of being associated with Californian wokery. Two of the first guests on his interview podcast, This Is Gavin Newsom, were Charlie Kirk and Steve Bannon, ensuring that people actually listened to the show. Kirk advised him to "run to the middle" and say "no men in female sports." Newsom conceded the broader point--"I think it's an issue of fairness" --before retreating to the standard Democratic talking points: Not many athletes are involved. This is a marginalized community with high suicide rates. The Republicans had been able to "weaponize the issue." But even those tentative words were enough, Newsom told me, to cause a huge backlash within his own tent. Two members of the California legislature's LGBTQ caucus declared that they were "profoundly sickened and frustrated" by his words.

"What's so interesting is how painful that position is to many members of my party," he says now. "And I've lost relationships and friendships because of that position." He argues that his record of pro-LGBTQ bills gives him the ability to look for compromises; he also has a trans godson, 33-year-old Nats Getty. "I have someone I love dearly who went through a transition," he says.

Hasn't America been waiting for a politician who can hold this middle ground, I ask, someone who can say that we should treat everyone with respect and dignity, but also acknowledge that in some circumstances--sports, prisons--biological sex matters? "I agree," Newsom says, before becoming uncharacteristically ineloquent. "Yeah. It's ... I ... I've just--it's been--it's been really, it's been an interesting--" He is "hesitating," he tells me, because he has just recorded a podcast reflecting on the year, including his conversation with Kirk, who was assassinated in September.

Another reason for hesitation might be that California has other laws that must have the makers of Republican attack ads salivating with anticipation. In 2020, the state passed S.B. 132, allowing male criminals to self-identify into women's prisons. One of those transferred, Tremaine Carroll, is awaiting trial on charges of raping two female inmates. (Carroll denies the charges.) A.B. 1955, passed in July 2024, prevents schools from having to inform parents if their children have adopted new names and pronouns. I bring up the latter example with Newsom. He reframes it, saying that the law was aimed to stop "commanding that teachers become snitches and say, You'll be fired if you don't snitch on a child. And it wasn't about trans issues. It wasn't just transitioning. It was around sexual orientation generally." Under the Republicans' preferred laws, he says, "if Bobby was going to dress up as a woman, you were compelled to then turn that child in."

Heading into a general election, Newsom has a choice on how to treat his policy record: full-throated defense or brutal disownment. He could also try to reject the premise, rehabilitating the image of California as a place of innovation and dynamism, rather than the socialist dystopia conjured up by his ex-wife. Newsom is already thinking about this strategy, arguing that some people suffer from what he jokingly calls "California Derangement Syndrome." His staff recently gave him a 1977 Time article about how the California "dream fizzled"--to add to the 1994 Time article decrying "clogged freeways, eye-stinging smog, despoiled landscapes, polluted beaches, water shortages, unaffordable housing, overcrowded schools and beleaguered industries." His point is that people love to declare the end of the Golden State.

Pelosi too pushed back on the idea that the rest of the country hates California. "I don't know that we attract hatred," the former speaker told me. "We have jealousy." Padilla also disputes the popular characterization of the state. "There's 58 counties in California, the majority of which are Republican," the senator told me, adding, "It's a lot more diverse than people think."

That might well be, but unlike Bill Clinton--who succeeded as a Democrat in conservative Arkansas--Newsom has not yet shown he can outperform his party. He won his second governor's race, in 2022, with 59 percent of the vote. Two years later, Harris won California's electoral college with 58 percent. Newsom's policies on capital punishment and gun control "are very popular among the Democratic base," Jerry Roberts told me, "but I don't know how that's going to sell in western Pennsylvania, or South Carolina for that matter."
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All right, let's talk about the tweets. The redistricting fight showed one version of Newsom's strength, as he ran an expensive anti-Trump campaign focused on the threat to democracy and civil rights. His online presence, however, demonstrates that he can also mock Trump like a mean ninth grader. This is the work of a team of young staffers, whose Sacramento-office door carries an AI-generated image of Newsom being prayed over by Kid Rock, Tucker Carlson, and Hulk Hogan (RIP). Newsom is not Michelle Obama: When they go low, Newsom's team goes even lower. (Despite this freewheeling approach, Newsom is not an informal boss; his staff calls him Governor, not Gavin.)

On X, the governor's account pumps out all-caps posts in a pitch-perfect imitation of the president's style. When Fox News attacked Newsom, he released a statement that read: "FOX HATES THAT I AM AMERICA'S MOST FAVORITE GOVERNOR ('RATINGS KING') SAVING AMERICA - WHILE TRUMP CAN'T EVEN CONQUER THE 'BIG' STAIRS ON AIR FORCE ONE ANY MORE!!!" Last month, he released a fake physical from the "California Department of Peak Excellence," claiming that he remains "the healthiest person alive and ever to live."

These Trump parodies are aimed at journalists and activists and have already garnered headlines such as "How Gavin Newsom Trolled His Way to the Top of Social Media." On TikTok, he pursues a more populist strategy, pumping out caustic videos steeped in meme culture. He has 2.9 million followers there, the same as conservative commentator Ben Shapiro. In October, he joined a Fortnite game with the popular streamer ConnorEatsPants, as an overture to young men. ("Fifty-one percent of 18- to 24-year-olds have never asked a girl on a date," he told me at one point, shaking his head. "Fifty-one percent. That's just scary.") For their dads, meanwhile, there's the podcast with Marshawn Lynch.

Newsom has also taken his happy-if-bitchy-warrior act into hostile territory by appearing on MAGA podcasts. In July, he spent four hours talking with Shawn Ryan, a former Navy SEAL and Blackwater contractor who shares Joe Rogan's suspicion of the "deep state" and America's "forever" wars. Newsom accepted the gift of a pistol, a Sig Sauer P365-Xmacro, saying, "I'm not anti-gun at all." (The NRA was unimpressed, noting that Newsom wants a Twenty-Eighth Amendment to raise the age of gun ownership, institute waiting periods, and ban assault weapons.) He burnished his common-man credentials by owning up to a 960 score on the SAT--below average--and claiming not to be able to pronounce "bona fides." He recounted a conversation where he used the word Latinx. "And then my chief of staff, who happens to be Hispanic, goes, 'Would you shut up?'"

Newsom can handle these breezy, expletive-filled conversations because he has none of Harris's paralyzing caution. "He can be very cautious and calculating, as any politician with a 30-year track record would probably have to be," Alex Clemens, the political strategist, told me. "But he also, on multiple occasions, including in this moment now, has shown a remarkable boldness in being able to say: I'm going off script." (Trump's military operation in Venezuela was not one of those times, however. Instead of posting a spicy tweet, Newsom released an official statement about the need for "democracy, human rights, and stability" that could have come from any Democrat.)

In the Ryan interview, Newsom said he was a fan of The Joe Rogan Experience--but "he won't have me on the show, by the way." Rogan left California during COVID, and is still energized by annoyance at its masking and school-closure rules. The governor has turned Rogan's snub into another running feud, in posts baiting the "snack-sized podcaster." Newsom is apparently betting that the next presidential election will be fought based on good vibes and naked aggression. "You would have never heard Gavin do these things--like troll Trump in the way he's doing now," Stanlee Gatti told me. But Newsom is "smart enough to know that's the only way you can fight an idiot like Trump."

The instant I mention this combative social-media strategy, Newsom knows where I'm going. "We didn't like the Marie Antoinette?" he says, joshing me. He is referring to the haunting AI-generated image that he'd circulated of Trump decked out in pearls and a towering gray wig. Appealing to his press aide Bob Salladay, sitting quietly in the corner of the room, he adds: "Did we offend her?" The Trump image, Newsom suggests, has upset my "European mindset."

I make a face to indicate that my problem is not, in fact, that I am a French monarchist. What bothered me, I say, was a post on X addressed to the right-wing influencer Chaya Raichik, better known as Libs of TikTok. Repeating a comment that Trump had recently made to a female reporter, the post from Newsom's official account read: "Quiet, piggy." Is it right to bring back misogyny to public life? "That's good feedback, Bob," concedes Newsom, looking precisely zero percent abashed. The piggy post was, he argues, just a "play" on Trump's own words. Newsom insists that his posts are simply holding up a "reflective mirror" to the president, trying to show America what has become normalized.

Plus, Newsom adds with a mischievous look, it's funny to watch "the propaganda networks, the Pravda networks, Fox and others, that seemed so taken aback by it, so deeply offended by such childish behavior on my part. Wash his poor mouth with soap!" Even those who think his posts are wrong can't deny that they demonstrate aggression and ambition. If nothing else, this iteration of Newsom is not a snowflake.

In person, Newsom showed more depth than I expected from his hey-man-wassup podcast appearances and his sassy online clapbacks. He is self-aware, and he can be self-deprecating, too. "I know you're saying, your lying eyes," he told me, when I looked skeptical about his claim to have reduced homelessness in the state. He has even found a way to deal with his single biggest screwup--his COVID-era decision to attend a birthday party at the French Laundry, the three-Michelin-starred restaurant in Yountville where the prix fixe menu starts at $425 a person. (The gathering was for his friend, the lobbyist Jason Kinney, who'd led the campaign to legalize marijuana.)

That meal might be the single worst entertainment choice in American political history since Lincoln decided to see Our American Cousin. The French Laundry incident drove support for a recall election in 2021, although Newsom won by a margin of almost two to one.

The governor has come up with an unusual approach to the scandal: unconditional apology. When Ryan told Newsom that, before their conversation, he despised many of his actions, his guest concurred. "I'd despise me for the shit I read too--I despise me for the French Laundry," he said, pointing emphatically at Ryan. "I beat the shit out of myself for that. And everyone who criticized me is goddamn right." The abject contrition left Ryan with nowhere to go.

The most pleasant surprise of meeting Newsom was discovering that he has thought deeply about the history and future of the Democratic Party. He has referred to himself as a "Sargent Shriver Democrat," after the architect of the War on Poverty and the founding director of the Peace Corps. (Shriver also benefited from connections with an extremely powerful family.) The hallway outside Newsom's office is lined with photographs taken from the train that brought Robert F. Kennedy's body from his funeral in New York City to his grave in Arlington National Cemetery. These offer an extraordinary portrait of the United States at a particularly unsettled moment: a cool '60s couple on a motorbike; a row of kids in height order, lined up in their underwear to pay tribute; men with their hats doffed, held against their chest.
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The photographs are a reminder of the decency of ordinary Americans, and a memento mori, a warning of the risks to which Newsom is exposing himself. He reveres Kennedy and frequently refers to his speeches; he used to be friendly with his son RFK Jr. until the latter went full MAGA. Even now, there's a touch of wistfulness in how he talks about the younger Kennedy. When I bring up Newsom's morning routine--lemon water, sit-ups, cold plunge, a regimen that reminds me of Christian Bale in American Psycho--I concede that it is healthier than my recent diet of hotel-breakfast bacon shot through with chemical preservatives. "See, this is where RFK and I agree--on ultra-processed foods," he says.

On the day we met, Newsom had so far supplemented his lemon water with a smoothie and chicken salad. Looking at the lean figure in front of me, in a finely tailored tweed jacket, sneakers, and incongruous Millennial ankle socks, I resist the urge to ask if he tracks his macros. The outfit is Newsom's usual style, taking him from podcast to potluck: unstuffy without being quite casual either. "I did send him a text the other day and said: Do I need to buy you a new shirt?" Gatti said. "Because it seems like he wears that blue--it looks like blue denim or something--I feel like he wears it all the time." Newsom was indeed wearing it for our interview, having come straight from recording his end-of-year podcast. Maybe he has 90 identical ones.

Tom Nichols: MAGA world is so close to getting it

Several of my interviewees had likened Newsom to Bill Clinton. Newsom had retrieved his annotated copy of Clinton's My Life from his office shelf after I told him that the title of his own memoir, Young Man in a Hurry, was oddly reminiscent of the last line of Clinton's prologue: "Even when I wasn't sure where I was going, I was always in a hurry." Newsom's title actually comes from a 2009 Economist article that described his time as mayor as "a stimulus package for the conservative movement," but he was delighted at the unintentional echo: "I have a soft spot and a bit of a bias towards President Clinton, as you may or may not know."

The two men share some of the same strengths--personal charm, ease with all kinds of people--and the same weaknesses for rich friends, the high life, and the ladies. A dog, maybe, but an alpha dog, masculine without being macho. Newsom's personal history has more dents in the bumper than, say, blameless Pete Buttigieg's does, but I'm not sure that voters care anymore--better a record of wild mistakes than one of perfect, cautious tedium.

Toward the end of our conversation, I asked Newsom for his thoughts on a set of proposals for the next president outlined by the legal scholar Cass Sunstein: restricting the pardon power, plus a strong presumption against personal lawsuits brought by the president, or prosecuting members of the previous administration.

"I'm suing Fox," Newsom replied. "A $787 million defamation lawsuit, so you're talking to the wrong person." (The legal action, over a host who accused Newsom of lying, is another piece of trolling: The governor is seeking the same amount Fox News paid to Dominion Voting Systems for airing false claims that its machines were rigged in 2020.) As for the pardons, he had a batch on his desk right now, so "it's not an academic exercise for me." He thought that formally restricting the pardon power was less important than electing a president who wouldn't abuse it. "It's about temperance. It's about wisdom, the Stoic values. It's about justice. You can go through all of them, all four. Character has to be represented in the person we put in that office." But Gerald Ford pardoned Richard Nixon in the name of national unity, I said. Would blue America accept a leader who drew a line under Trumpism, rather than promising to litigate its alleged offenses?

"There's a sort of romantic version if you're writing the script and you've got a nice soundtrack in the background," Newsom said. "At the inaugural, the next president announces that he's turning the page--" He caught himself. "Or she is turning the page on all of this. Throngs of boos, maybe, in the audience; I don't know. 'Cause there's a sense of vengeance and two can play this game, fight fire with fire." At the same time, he thought that the country was exhausted. "There is an Isaiah part of all of this: We need whoever the next president is to be a 'repairer of the breach.' That should be a big part of the messaging for the next president. I hope they can maybe read the serenity prayer."

These words might sound strange coming from a man who recently posted an AI-generated video of Trump in handcuffs. But I suspect that Gavin Newsom has a two-part strategy for reaching the presidency: wrestle with MAGA until the midterms, and then pivot to the high (and center) ground with kumbaya and jobs of the future for 2028. He admires Ronald Reagan's final address as president, he said, a paean to immigration and the flaming torch of Lady Liberty. He must be longing to give a speech like that in a presidential campaign.

Until then, though, he is fighting a dirty war, one that does not observe the political equivalent of the Geneva Convention. Rather than demand respect from Republicans who won't give it, he is getting right down in the muck with them, blasting Musk's parenting and posting photographs of Trump with Jeffrey Epstein. Newsom's communications director even called the singer Nicki Minaj a "stupid hoe" for criticizing the governor. This, to Newsom, is being strong; the right are the fainthearted schoolmarms now. His merchandise store has a page touting MAGA-branded kneepads, for "all your groveling to Trump needs--now in Republican red."

Remember: Be vulgar, be trivial, be offensive. Just don't be weak.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/gavin-newsom-feature/685410/?utm_source=feed
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Donald Trump Wants You to Forget This Happened

January 6, five years later

by Jamie Thompson

Tue, 06 Jan 2026




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

In the early-morning hours of January 5, 2021, Thomas Webster, a former U.S. Marine and retired police officer, drove south on Interstate 95 toward Washington, D.C. Webster, who was then 54, had been conflicted about whether to attend the "Save America" rally, but Donald Trump had used the word patriot. Webster had joined the military at 19, taken his first plane ride to boot camp in South Carolina, gotten his first taste of lobster tail on a ship in the Mediterranean. He loved the sense of purpose he'd drawn from the oath he'd sworn when he joined the Marines: I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.

Webster, who'd retired from the New York City Police Department, where he'd been a street cop, a firearms instructor, and part of the Gracie Mansion security detail, lived in Goshen, New York, with his wife, Michelle, an Ivy League graduate who worked in biotech sales, and their three teenagers, one of whom had recently joined the Marines. He ran a small business, Semper Fi Landscaping, cutting grass and clearing snow during winter.

In the early days of the pandemic, Webster had masked in public, disinfected his groceries, and slept in the basement if he had the slightest sniffle. At first he thought keeping his kids home from school made sense. But as the months stretched on, he worried about his two younger teenagers, who didn't seem to be socializing or learning much over Zoom. One morning that spring, when Webster went outside to mow a neighbor's lawn, he found himself troubled by the surreal silence on his block, like he was standing on a vacant movie set.

When Webster turned on the news, the world seemed upside down. He saw millions of people flouting COVID restrictions to protest the killing of George Floyd. He became suspicious about what the government and the mainstream media were telling him. In the summer of 2020, he puzzled over how CNN and other news outlets could describe the Black Lives Matter protests as "mostly peaceful" while broadcasting discordant images--for instance, the flames from buildings burning orange against the night sky.

During that first year of COVID isolation, Webster consumed more news than he ever had and grew irritated by what he viewed as proliferating government intrusions into people's lives. New York's Democratic governor, Andrew Cuomo, issued early stay-at-home orders, imposed one of the first statewide mask mandates, and discouraged in-person church services. As time passed, Webster found his views diverging from some of his neighbors' in the Hudson Valley. When students were eventually allowed to return to school, his children were among the few who climbed back onto the school bus. This was when he thought he noticed neighbors looking at him differently, as though they disapproved. Back in 2015, when Trump had begun his presidential campaign, Webster hadn't taken him seriously, because he "said some crazy-ass stuff." Webster thought of himself as a traditional, small-government, libertarian-leaning Reagan Republican; he'd supported Ted Cruz in the 2016 Republican primary. Now, though, he began to find Trump's bombast refreshing. In the president's words, Webster heard echoes of his own thoughts about the strangulating overreach of an authoritarian government. Some of what Trump said about foreign policy also began to resonate with Webster, particularly his statements about wanting America to quit its "forever wars," because he worried about his daughter in the Marines.

Over the course of 2020, Webster found himself pulled more and more deeply into the MAGA camp. The concept of "Make America Great Again" seemed pretty brilliant to him. Who could argue with it? Webster had been disappointed to see the Obama administration go on what he thought was an endless apology tour around the world. Trump, in contrast, embraced the country and was unabashed in putting America first. "I really appreciated that," Webster told me recently. "I didn't view MAGA as 'extremism.' I viewed it as a sense of patriotism, a love of God and family and country."

As the pandemic and the 2020 election campaign wore on, Webster drifted further and further to the right. When he became disenchanted with even Fox News for being too moderate, and especially for its decision to call Arizona for Joe Biden so early on Election Night, he began turning instead to Newsmax and One America News Network. He migrated from far-right sites such as Breitbart News, The Federalist, and Gateway Pundit to smaller, even-further-right forums that pulsed with conspiratorial outrage.

When Trump claimed that the election had been stolen, Webster was inclined to believe him. He read about a Postal Service subcontractor who said that he'd driven 24 boxes of completed mail-in ballots from New York to Pennsylvania in a tractor trailer early one morning about two weeks before Election Day, suggesting that they'd been improperly moved across state lines. He saw images of poll workers in Detroit covering windows, which implied to him that they were concealing electoral skulduggery. He watched a video of poll workers in Georgia pulling what Trump called "suitcases" of ballots from beneath a table after election observers had gone home. Based on everything he was seeing, Webster didn't find it so far-fetched that a cornerstone of democracy--a free and fair election--had been compromised. He believed Trump when he said that Democrats were using the pandemic to push the use of mail-in ballots in order to perpetrate widespread voter fraud. After the election results were in, when Trump asked how Biden--who, according to the president, had been "hiding" in his basement and couldn't put two sentences together--had somehow won 81 million votes, Webster had to agree that was awfully suspicious.

Trump had been sowing doubts about the integrity of the election since before the voting even started. "The only way they"--the Democrats--"are going to win is by a rigged election," he said at a rally in August, and he repeated this sentiment over and over in the weeks leading up to November 3. After midnight on Election Night, while the votes were still being counted, Trump said, "Frankly, we did win this election." As soon as the votes were finally all tabulated and the race was declared for Biden, Trump began casting doubt and scheming to overturn the result.

On December 14, the leader of the Oath Keepers, the right-wing paramilitary group, published an open letter on their website urging Trump to invoke the Insurrection Act in order to block the transfer of power to Biden using military force. "If you fail to act," the letter said, "we the people will have to fight a bloody civil war and revolution." Five days later, Trump urged his supporters to attend a rally in Washington on January 6, the day the Electoral College vote was to be certified. "Will be wild!" he tweeted. MAGA supporters embraced the invitation. Social media and pro-Trump discussion forums teemed with people saying they were planning to "storm the Capitol" on January 6. Many of them declared that they would be armed.

Before 2021, the January 6 electoral certification had generally been a pro forma affair. By the time certification happens, the popular vote has long been counted, the Electoral College totals officially called. But Trump and some of his aides were plotting with a few far-right Republicans in the House of Representatives to stymie the proceedings. During the certification process, members of Congress have the opportunity to object to a state's results, which triggers debate and then a vote about whether the objection is to be upheld. But in the 133 years that this certification process had been the law, no objection had ever been sustained. Trump and his coterie intended to change that by pressuring legislators, and Vice President Mike Pence, to uphold objections to certain states' votes. "The Vice President has the power to reject fraudulently chosen electors," the president tweeted on January 5. Trump supporters got the message: Outside pressure would help. If "a million patriots" show up "bristling with AR's"--assault rifles--"just how brave do you think" legislators will be "when it comes to enforcing their unconstitutional laws?" someone posted on thedonald.win, a popular pro-Trump website. "Don't cuck out. This is do or die. Bring your guns." Other posts echoed this.

As Trump amplified calls for his supporters to assemble in Washington to "stop the steal," Webster told his wife that he needed to go. Worried about antifa counterprotesters, he packed his NYPD-issued bulletproof vest, with his blood type, A+, written on the inside; he filled his military-issued rucksack with water, Gatorade, and Meals Ready-to-Eat (MREs). He took a Smith & Wesson revolver, small enough to fit in his pocket, and warm clothes, including a snow jacket with distinctive red, black, and white stripes. As he traveled south in his Honda CR-V, he was a man infused with purpose, a patriot answering a president's plea for help.

The next afternoon, January 6, Noah Rathbun, an officer with the Metropolitan Police Department of Washington, D.C., stood behind a bike-rack barricade on the west side of the U.S. Capitol as a hostile and growing crowd closed in.

Though Rathbun, a U.S. Navy veteran, had been with MPD for five years, he'd never been to the Capitol. After joining the department, he'd been assigned to the Seventh District, which includes high-crime neighborhoods in Southeast D.C. But he was also a member of one of the department's civil-disturbance units, and that morning his unit had been deployed near the White House. Around 1 p.m., when officers at the Capitol began radioing for help, his unit drove patrol cars toward the complex's western end. Surveying the scene that confronted him there, Rathbun had never faced so many angry people, a mass of humanity that rippled out as far as he could see. He wore a helmet, a gas mask, a fluorescent-yellow jacket, and a body camera that recorded the crowd.

Earlier that day, Trump had begun his morning by once again exhorting Pence, who would oversee the election-certification process, to overturn Biden's victory. "Do it Mike, this is a time for extreme courage!" he tweeted. Just before noon, the president began speaking to the thousands of supporters he had summoned to the Ellipse. "We won this election, and we won it by a landslide," he said. After telling them to "peacefully and patriotically" make their voices heard, in order to give Republicans the courage to reject the certification, he shifted to inflaming them: "We fight. We fight like hell. And if you don't fight like hell, you're not going to have a country anymore." He told them to walk down Pennsylvania Avenue to the Capitol, where Congress was beginning the certification proceedings, and said that he would go with them. (He did not go with them.) At 2:11, the rioters breached the Capitol building. Two minutes later, the Secret Service whisked Pence off the Senate floor.


Mandel Ngan / AFP / Getty
President Donald Trump speaks to thousands of supporters on January 6, 2021,
repeating his spurious claims of election fraud and encouraging a march on the Capitol.



At 2:18, a woman wearing a Trump face mask and holding a Trump flag on a pole tried to push through the barricade that Rathbun was manning. He put his hand on the woman's shoulder and shoved her back as they tussled over the flagpole. The woman fell to the ground, upsetting the crowd. On body-cam footage, you can see one protester square his shoulders in a confrontational posture, and another raise what looks like a cane into the air as a police officer tries to douse them with chemical spray.

Someone lobbed what looked like a cylindrical Bluetooth speaker into the air. It hit Rathbun in the chest. As he tried to reattach the barricade, which the crowd had dislodged, the woman reappeared. Rathbun put both hands on her chest and pushed her back, and she again fell down. Shortly after that, a bearded man, reading the officer's name on his uniform, raised his hands in the air and said, "Rathbun, calm down. Nobody's going to hurt you."

Another man, wearing what looked to be tactical goggles, pointed his finger at Rathbun and said to the bearded man: "He hit the woman."

Bearded man: "I know."

"He's ready to punch a woman in the face," the man with goggles said, making an uppercut motion. "I treated Afghan women with way more respect than that."

Rathbun responded by opening and closing his fingers and thumb like Pac-Man's mouth, appearing to convey the universal symbol for blah blah blah.

As the crowd blew air horns and chanted "U.S.A.!," the bearded man asked Rathbun, "Do you love America, Rathbun? Do you love your country, son?"

Rathbun stared forward, his hand resting on the barricade, the final barrier between the crowd and the Capitol's western entrance. The nation's legislators were gathered inside, certifying Biden's election. Rathbun understood that his job was to protect those legislators. The barricades were flimsy and unanchored. He put his foot on the bottom of one, trying to stabilize it. Before long, another man appeared before Rathbun. "Y'all know what's right and what's wrong. I know you're just doing what's right, doing your job, and we hope that Pence does his job," the man said. "My vote got disenfranchised by thousands of votes. Thousands of dead people voted. Those dead people are not here. I'm here."

It was around this moment that Trump tweeted that Pence--then being evacuated to a secure location as some people in the mob chanted "Hang Mike Pence!"--lacked the "courage" to reject Biden's certification.

At 2:28, a man in a red, black, and white snow jacket--Tom Webster--pushed his way to the front of the crowd. He carried a large metal pole with a red Marine Corps flag on it. He pointed his index finger at Rathbun and yelled: "You fucking piece of shit! You fucking commie motherfuckers, man. You're gonna attack Americans? No, fuck that!" As Webster repeatedly jabbed his finger, Rathbun met it with his left hand, as if trying to swat him away. As Webster continued aggressively yelling, Rathbun reached over the barricade and shoved him back. Webster said, "You fucking commie fuck. Come on, take your shit off"--something people say to a cop when they want to fight.

Webster reached down and shoved the barricade toward Rathbun. It slid easily across the concrete, creating a gap between it and the next barricade. Rathbun reached out to shove Webster back and struck him in the head with an open palm. The blow further inflamed Webster, who raised his flagpole into the air and swung it down repeatedly in a chopping motion, hitting the barricade with a loud clang.

Rathbun and the other officers tried to reconnect the barricades but couldn't, and the crowd surged forward. As Rathbun and other officers retreated, Webster clenched both fists, crouched into a linebacker's stance, and charged into Rathbun, knocking him to the ground. As the two men wrestled, Webster tugged on Rathbun's helmet, pulling the chin strap tighter around his neck, to the point where, Rathbun later testified, he struggled to breathe. Webster pulled the officer's gas mask partway off and pressed his fingers close to his eyes. Rathbun tried to get up but couldn't, feeling as if someone in the crowd was kicking him. After about 10 seconds, Webster stood and disappeared into the crowd flooding through the breach he'd helped create.

Shortly afterward, someone filmed Webster standing against a wall at the Capitol, his eyes red from tear gas. Stepping away from the wall and looking into the camera, he said: "Send more patriots. We need some help."

As Webster drove home to New York that night, he wasn't exactly pumping his fist over what had happened, but he wasn't full of regret, either. He felt justified in what he'd done. He believed that Officer Rathbun had provoked him, gesturing him to come closer and fight. (Rathbun denied this in court testimony, saying he had "absolutely not" made such a gesture. He did not respond to requests for comment.) Webster thought back to how when he'd arrived on the Capitol grounds, he'd seen an elderly couple leaving, the woman's face covered in blood. The image had troubled him. American citizens had gone to the Capitol to express their First Amendment rights, only to find themselves assaulted by the police? Webster says he thinks of himself as a "protector," so seeing that woman put him into a rage, which was the state he was in when he approached Rathbun at the police barrier.

As he absorbed news coverage over the rest of that week, however, he was surprised by its tenor. He'd thought the January 6 crowd would be viewed the way the Black Lives Matter protesters had been--as a mostly peaceful group with a righteous cause. A few bad actors, to be sure, but he wasn't among them.

But he quickly realized that many Americans viewed January 6 protesters like him not as patriots but as domestic terrorists. Much of the commentary Webster now saw online focused on white supremacy and featured images of protesters holding Confederate flags. Even Trump seemed to briefly forsake them, calling their intrusion on the Capitol a "heinous attack" that had "defiled the seat of American democracy." As politicians in both parties warned that lawbreakers in the crowd would pay, Webster suppressed a pang of fear.

He seesawed back and forth as he surveyed the evidence. He watched footage of a man hurling a fire extinguisher at a group of police officers. Okay, that clearly crossed the line, Webster thought. Then he watched clips of the Air Force veteran and MAGA devotee Ashli Babbitt getting shot as she climbed through a window into the Speaker's Lobby leading to the House Chamber, and he felt outraged by what he viewed as her murder.

From the October 2024 issue: Hanna Rosin on the insurrectionists next door

Webster learned that the FBI, media organizations, and amateur internet sleuths were using facial-recognition software to identify those who'd stormed the Capitol. His anxiety increased when he heard that federal agents had begun kicking down the doors of identified January 6 protesters. A friend told Webster that his picture was circulating online. One evening as he lay in bed, his wife's phone rang. His brother-in-law spoke so loudly that Webster could hear what he said: "Tom is going viral on Twitter." His wife looked at Webster, concerned. "What do you mean?" she asked.

Her brother texted a photograph that he'd found trending online under the hashtag #eyegouger, showing Webster appearing to thrust his fingers in a police officer's face. Webster had already told his wife about his fight, explaining that the cop had struck him first. Now he again insisted that he'd been provoked, but his brother-in-law sounded doubtful. Whatever you say, dude.

Panicked, Webster went to see the priest at his Catholic church. The clergyman connected Webster with another church member who was a criminal-defense lawyer. He and Webster arranged to meet with the FBI.

In the spring of 2022, Webster sat at the defense table in a federal courtroom in Washington, D.C. Legal wrangling ahead of the trial had stretched out over 14 months, while lawyers and law-enforcement agents pored over hundreds of pages of filings, reports, and statements, and watched scores of video clips. Five attorneys argued the case--three for the government, two for Webster. Jurors heard from 12 witnesses: three U.S. Capitol Police officers, one MPD officer, one Secret Service agent, three FBI agents, a Safeway grocery-store district manager (who testified about how much the violence on January 6 had suppressed business), two longtime friends of Webster's, and a former NYPD officer with whom he'd attended the police academy. Jurors also heard directly from Webster and Rathbun, both of whom testified for several hours, and repeatedly watched footage of their altercation from multiple angles. The court reporters' transcription of the proceedings consumed more than 1,000 typed pages.

During closing arguments, a prosecutor urged the jurors to rely on what they'd seen with their own eyes. He repeated this six times, the last time as a question: "What did your eyes tell you?"

After a trial lasting five days, jurors deliberated for less than three hours before finding Webster guilty on all six counts he'd been charged with, including the most serious felony: assaulting a police officer with a dangerous weapon, for violently swinging his flagpole multiple times at Rathbun. At the sentencing, in September, a prosecutor acknowledged that people like Webster might have been pawns in a political game, but added: "Even if he didn't know better than to believe Trump's lies, he knew better than to assault a fellow cop, no matter the circumstances."

Webster's defense attorney had argued in a presentencing filing that judging his client's character based solely on January 6 was like "judging the sea by a jugful of its water."

"The court doesn't see a lot of Tom Websters," the attorney, James E. Monroe, told the judge. "In my career, I don't get a chance to represent many Tom Websters, someone who's had such a sparkling career and makes such a perfect disaster of his personal and professional life by seconds of stupidity." He said that Webster came to D.C. at the invitation "of a president that was desperate to retain power. And like many other Americans, he accepted that invitation. And as we've laid out in our own papers, the lies and disinformation were sufficient to fool many Americans, especially those who showed up here at the Capitol on January 6." He also scolded the government for seeking a long prison term for Webster, who'd never before had any legal trouble and who had served his country and New York honorably as a Marine and a police officer; he called the proposed sentence "an act of vengeance as opposed to a prayer for justice."

Webster rose to speak. He told the judge that he'd become swept up in politics and Trump's rhetoric. He said he wished he'd never gone to D.C. that day. He turned and addressed the police officer he'd assaulted, who was sitting in the courtroom gallery: "Officer Rathbun, I'm sorry."

U.S. District Judge Amit P. Mehta, an Obama appointee, agreed that for 25 years, Webster had been "a public servant in the truest sense of the word," an everyday American who now found himself looking at substantial jail time. But although he'd watched the video of Webster attacking the cop many times, Mehta said, "I still remain shocked every single time I see it." Webster, he said, had contributed to one of America's darkest days: "We cannot function as a country if people think they can behave violently when they lose an election." Mehta believed that Webster had constructed an alternative truth about what happened that day, one that was "utterly fanciful and incredible."

Before sentencing Webster to 10 years in prison, Mehta suggested that understanding his actions on January 6 required a wider lens. The judge posited that a man like Webster doesn't do what he did unless he is "brought to a place where his mind and his otherwise sense of equilibrium, his patriotism, his sense of self are lost."

"People need to ask themselves what conditions could have created that to happen," Mehta said, "and be honest with yourself when you're asking the question and answering it."

After Webster turned himself in at a low-security prison in Texas on October 13, 2022, inmates quickly discovered that he was a former cop. When he sat down for his first meal in the chow hall, another inmate ordered him to go and sit with the "SOs"--the sex offenders.

But what was even harder for Webster to deal with was the knowledge that people didn't see him the way he'd seen himself on January 6--as a patriot. Even his kids, who'd always looked up to him as the father who fixed their bikes and planned family camping trips, seemed sad and puzzled, as if no longer certain about who he was.

In the days immediately following the insurrection, the country seemed almost unified in agreement that what had happened at the Capitol was violent and dark. "The violence, destruction, and chaos we saw earlier was unacceptable, undemocratic, and un-American," Republican House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy said from the House floor just hours after the attack had subsided, adding that January 6 was "the saddest day I've ever had serving as a member of this institution." The next week, the House voted to impeach Trump, and in February the Senate voted 57-43 to convict him, with seven Republicans joining all 50 Democrats in finding him guilty of "incitement of insurrection." Although this fell 10 votes short of the two-thirds majority necessary for conviction, polls showed that a clear majority of Americans believed Trump bore responsibility for the insurrection. He was effectively banned from all the major social-media platforms, and large corporations declared that they would no longer make financial contributions to politicians who had supported Trump's election lies. Even the longtime Republican kingmaker Rupert Murdoch, who was then the chair of Fox Corporation, declared, in an email to one of his former executives, "We want to make Trump a non person." The president seemed to be heading toward political exile, his election claims destined to be inscribed in history as treasonous lies.

But within hours of the attack on the Capitol, an alternative narrative was already forming. On her show the evening of January 6, the Fox News host Laura Ingraham wondered aloud whether antifa sympathizers had infiltrated the crowd. Before long, a chorus of conservative-media personalities, far-right lawmakers, and family members of rioters was suggesting that the reports of savagery had been overblown; that the events of that day had been more peaceful protest than violent insurrection; that the real insurrection had been on November 3, when the election was stolen.

By March, Trump was telling Ingraham live on Fox News that the crowd had posed "zero threat right from the start" and that protesters had been "hugging and kissing" the police. By the fall, Trump and other prominent MAGA figures were regularly referring to the rioters turned defendants as "patriots" and "political hostages." January 6, Trump would later say, was "a day of love." News clips featured residents of the "Patriot Pod," a unit at the D.C. jail that housed January 6 defendants, singing "The Star-Spangled Banner" every night--and before long, Trump was playing a recording of their rendition at the start of his political rallies. On his Fox News show a year after the insurrection, Tucker Carlson said, "January 6 barely rates as a footnote. Really not a lot happened that day, if you think about it." Representative Clay Higgins, a Republican from Louisiana, has said, "The whole thing was a nefarious agenda to entrap MAGA Americans." Shortly after the first anniversary of January 6, Trump mentioned the possibility of pardoning the defendants if he were reelected. By March 2024, during the presidential campaign, he was saying that one of his first acts in office would be to "free the January 6 Hostages"; in December of that year, after he won the election, he said he would issue the pardons on his "first day."

From his cell in Texas, Webster tried to tune out news about the election, the potential pardons, and the J6ers generally, not wanting to get his hopes up. Had the country remained coalesced around the accurate original understanding of January 6--that American citizens had been lied to about the 2020 election by the president and had attempted to sack the Capitol partly at his instigation--Webster might have been forced into a reckoning. Instead, he'd been presented with a more appealing framing that squared better with his view of himself as a patriot and a good person: He and other Americans had gone to Washington simply to petition their government about questionable election results and, while there, had been baited by antifa or undercover federal agents into storming the Capitol. This, in turn, reinforced Webster's own initial claim about his fight with the MPD cop--that Rathbun had provoked the encounter by striking him in the head, then lied about it to counter Webster's righteous assertion of self-defense, resulting in his wrongful conviction.

When Trump officially announced another run for president, in November 2022, it solidified everything Webster believed about Trump--that he was a fighter, that he loved America, that he would not be cowed. Despite all that the government had done to Trump, including impeaching him twice, the ex-president remained unyielding.

On Election Night in November 2024, Webster sat in the prison television room, watching the results. By the time he returned to his cell for the inmate head count at 9 p.m., Florida had been called for Trump. Webster spent the next few hours lying on his bunk in the dark, listening to the radio as newscasters called North Carolina for Trump, then Georgia, then Pennsylvania, then the election. Webster drifted off to sleep, full of hope.

For the next few weeks, he wondered whether Trump would keep his word about pardoning the J6ers on his first day back in office. He worried that Trump might pardon only some of the 1,600 defendants, and not the supposedly violent ones like him. Or maybe Trump would wait until the end of his term, to avoid any political heat. For Webster, that would mean continuing to languish in prison for years.

On Inauguration Day, Webster was anxious. He watched the ceremonies for a few hours, then went back to his cell to rest. Later that evening, a prison guard called out: "Webster! Get down to the lieutenant's office right now." Just before midnight, he stepped into the cold Texas night, a free man.

From the February 2026 issue: Jeffrey Goldberg on Donald Trump's inexcusable pardons

The Metropolitan Police Department in Washington, D.C., requires nearly all of its 3,200 officers to work inaugurations, typically one of the longest and most boring days of their career; many calculate how close they are to retirement by how many more inaugurations they still have to work.

In January of last year, hundreds of MPD officers who had been at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, were working to safeguard Donald Trump's second inauguration. To Officer Daniel Hodges, the experience was surreal: The last time he'd seen so many people wearing MAGA hats, they'd been trying to kill him.

On that day five years ago, Hodges had reported for duty at sunrise as part of a civil-disturbance unit, CDU 42. The group (25 officers, four sergeants, and one lieutenant) was specially trained in riot tactics: how to deploy large canisters of chemical spray; how to shoot rubber bullets from 40-millimeter launchers; how to perform extractions--fast, targeted operations to remove people from danger. But on that day, January 6, platoon members looked like typical patrol officers, standing in navy-blue uniforms along the blocks of Constitution Avenue leading to the Ellipse, where Trump was holding his rally. Supervisors had not authorized them to wear riot gear, which was stashed in nearby vans, or carry munitions. They'd been told that their assignment was simply to be visible.

Hodges watched the crowd flow by, noting that a significant number wore tactical gear such as helmets, goggles, and ballistic vests--not the sort of accoutrements people typically wear to peaceably listen to speeches. Around 11 a.m., a large crowd began streaming back toward the Capitol. Around 1 p.m., the U.S. Capitol Police summoned MPD for help; protesters were attacking officers, crashing through barricades, and climbing scaffolding that had been erected in advance of the inauguration. An MPD commander ordered CDU 42 to the Capitol for backup.

A little after 1:30 p.m., Hodges and other officers stood outside their vans putting on hard-shell protective pads that covered their shoulders, shins, and other bones. They listened as a veteran MPD commander at the Capitol began to sound more desperate over the police radio. Officers, some not yet in full gear, rushed into two scout cars and four vans, and sped toward the Capitol. Only two officers had managed to pull on their protective coveralls, stretchy black suits that look like onesies and shield them from flames and chemical spray.

On the northwest side of the Capitol, Hodges and other officers arranged themselves in a two-column formation as a sergeant called out orders: "Shields down! Cameras on!" As they marched toward the Capitol, Hodges noted that his platoon mates, who had worked many protests together, were grim and silent, as if nervous about what they were about to encounter. Many had never worked at the Capitol and had no idea where to go. An officer on the scene led them toward the West Terrace. As they drew closer, a loud roar filled the air. Taking in the crowd, Hodges saw that police officers were preposterously outnumbered. Each put a hand on the shoulder of the officer in front of them, and they marched into the dense, roiling horde, so thick that the two columns were forced to collapse into a single line. Soon the scene devolved into individual battles between officers and rioters.


Brent Stirton / Getty
Police try to defend the Capitol against Trump supporters attempting to disrupt the election-certification process.



One rioter tried to rip the baton from Hodges's hand as he took blows from all sides. Another man, who wore a ballistic vest that bulged with thick protective plates, as if prepared for heavy gunfire, asked, "Are you my brother?" Another said, "You will die on your knees." A rioter who'd climbed up scaffolding tossed down something heavy, hitting Hodges in the head. Another man tried to take Hodges's baton and they fell to the ground, the man kicking Hodges in the chest as they wrestled. Hodges managed to hang on to his baton but then found himself on all fours, surrounded by the mob, terrified that he would soon be torn apart.

With the help of colleagues who materialized around him, Hodges managed to stand back up, and he and other platoon members fought their way through the crowd, arriving at the police line in various states of dishevelment. They joined other officers on the West Terrace and tried to keep the crowd at bay. Standing there, Hodges struggled to take in a scene of jarring dissonance: someone waving a flag with Trump's head atop Rambo's body; the steady, warlike pounding of a single drum; one angry protester demanding, "I want to speak to a supervisor!" The absolute entitlement of these people, Hodges thought. As minutes passed, Hodges felt as if he could feel the shift and flow of the crowd's energy, a push of aggression followed by an unsteady lull. A man appeared before Hodges and shouted, "Do you think your little peashooter guns are going to stop this crowd?" Hodges scanned people's hands for guns and knives, trying to calculate when and whether to use force, how to use just enough to stop the crowd but not inflame it, how any action he took might look later on video.

Horrified, he watched the crowd burst through the police line. An MPD commander shouted over the radio: "We've lost the line! All MPD, pull back!" Two men pushed Hodges against a wall; one man reached beneath his protective visor and dug into his right eye with his thumb. Hodges cried out in pain, and managed to shake the man off before his eye was permanently damaged.

Standing near the steps of the Capitol, trying to hold back the marauders, Hodges felt that the job was futile: He would fight off one man, and another 20 would appear. Hodges retreated with other officers inside the building. A high-ranking MPD commander, Ramey Kyle, called out, "It's gonna be old-school CDU"--civil-disturbance unit--"if they come in those doors, do you hear me?" Officers took that to mean that this was no time for the reform-minded policing of recent years; this fight would be hard and violent. "We are not losing the U.S. Capitol today!" Kyle shouted.

Another officer called out for Hodges's platoon: "42, come on!" Bracing himself to rejoin the battle, Hodges headed toward the Lower West Terrace tunnel, arriving at a dark concrete hallway about 10 feet wide. There, Hodges saw a few dozen officers in a haze of smoke--rows of four or five stacked shoulder to shoulder--struggling to hold off the hundreds of protesters who'd already breached two sets of doors. Behind those hundreds, thousands more swarmed. The officers believed theirs to be the last line of defense protecting the Capitol. They didn't know that rioters had already entered the building on the northwest side.

Police and the mass of protesters battled for inches. The attackers swayed back and forth, their bodies working as battering rams. The crowd, Hodges realized, had itself become a weapon. When officers got injured or succumbed to exhaustion or pepper spray, they would fall back, other officers stepping forward to take their place in the fray. As officers around him fell, Hodges pressed to the front of the line. The other side was doing the same, calling out, "We need fresh patriots up here." Unlike the police, though, the protesters seemed to have an infinite number of replacements.

Hodges had worked many protests, particularly during the long summer of 2020, after the killing of George Floyd. In his experience, when demonstrations turned violent, the violence itself was the point, serving as catharsis and release. But this crowd had a singular goal--to get inside the Capitol. Only a handful of exhausted cops, Hodges among them, stood in the breach.

Hodges braced himself against a metal door frame to his right. But as soon as he got situated, the momentum shifted. The crowd shouted "Heave, ho!" and pushed toward the officers, pinning Hodges against the door frame. He felt the hard plastic of a police shield that rioters had stolen pressing into his other side.

A video--which would soon be viewed by millions of people around the world--captured what happened next. Hodges was trapped, his whole body getting crushed. His arms hung uselessly at his sides. He effectively could not move his legs. A man wrapped his hand around Hodges's gas mask, violently shoving it back and forth and then ripping it off, shouting what sounded like "How do you like me now, fucker?" As Hodges stood there, scared and vulnerable, the man grabbed his baton and bashed him on the head with it, rupturing his lip and smashing his skull. The video focused on Hodges's face, his mouth bloody as he struggled to breathe. Fearing that he would soon collapse and be dragged into the crowd, Hodges did the only thing he could--he screamed for help.

Most cops have hero dreams, protector fantasies that sustain them through days that are mostly mundane. The video of Hodges crying out plaintively is the antithesis of how a cop wants to be seen. In the ensuing days and years, Hodges has had to come to terms with that helplessness. He'd bravely advanced to the front of the police line, but in the end, he'd needed rescuing. Like so many people whose lives have been defined by seconds of video from that day, Hodges doesn't like the story his tells. But he has accepted it, because it's what happened. Over time, he has learned to laugh when friends joke about how he got his ass kicked on January 6. But the seriousness of his predicament, how close he came to blindness or maybe death, remains ever near; he can still feel the man's fingers crawling up his cheek toward his eye.

A little after 4 p.m., Trump finally submitted to the multiple entreaties from members of Congress, the vice president, and many others and recorded a video telling the protesters to go home. "We had an election that was stolen from us. It was a landslide election and everyone knows it, especially the other side," he said. "But you have to go home now. We have to have peace." He continued: "There's never been a time like this where such a thing happened, where they could take it away from all of us--from me, from you, from our country. This was a fraudulent election, but we can't play into the hands of these people. We have to have peace. So go home." National Guardsmen and other reinforcements finally began to arrive. At 6:01 p.m., Trump tweeted: "These are the things and events that happen when a sacred landslide election victory is so unceremoniously & viciously stripped away from great patriots who have been badly & unfairly treated for so long. Go home with love & in peace. Remember this day forever!"

Though the Capitol had been breached and defiled, and the certification proceedings interrupted, police officers like Hodges--and Noah Rathbun; and Capitol Police Officer Eugene Goodman, who saved lawmakers by redirecting a group of marauders away from the Senate chamber; and Capitol Police Lieutenant Michael Byrd, who in shooting Ashli Babbitt potentially stopped what would have been a surge of rioters toward the House chamber, where members of Congress were hiding--had held off enough of the mob for long enough that no legislators were killed or badly injured. The proceedings could resume, allowing the transfer of power to Joe Biden two weeks later.

Hodges and his fellow CDU 42 officers stayed in the Capitol Crypt until late that night, sitting cross-legged and leaning against columns, nursing their wounds. They were battered and exhausted, but would have fought again if they had to, he told me.

In the years that followed, Hodges testified in court at his attackers' criminal trials and sentencing hearings. He believed it was important that they face consequences. He told one judge that he wasn't a vengeful person; he just wanted what was fair. Two of his attackers from the tunnel, Patrick McCaughey III and Steven Cappuccio, were convicted of multiple felony counts and sentenced to roughly seven years each in prison. The man who dug into his eye, Clifford Mackrell, pleaded guilty to assaulting officers and was sentenced to 27 months.

In November 2024, when Americans reelected Trump, Hodges felt a deep sense of grief. During 11 years of policing, he'd seen people do terrible things to one another--shootings, stabbings, maimings. But the election results strained his faith in humanity more than any of that. After all Trump has done? Hodges thought. After all we know about him? His friend Harry Dunn, a former Capitol Police officer who'd been called "nigger" for the first time while in uniform on January 6, later said that seeing the 2024 election unfold was like watching the end of Titanic : You knew what was coming, but it still hurt to watch. Both Dunn and Hodges long ago grew tired of talk about the "shifting narrative" of January 6. "Ain't no narrative," Dunn likes to say. "Play the tape."

As Hodges worked the inauguration in January 2025, he surveyed the legions of happy people in MAGA hats. The scene befuddled him. "It was just very baffling to me, how we'd gotten to this point, after everything we'd been through, that people saw fit to vote for him again," he said. The assembled Trump supporters, none of whom seemed to recognize Hodges, may not have been thinking about the chaos of January 6, 2021, but he was. He thinks about it every day. His physical injuries have healed, but his psychic ones have not; he has PTSD symptoms and has been diagnosed with depression. When Hodges returned home from the inauguration that night and read about the pardons, he wasn't surprised. He tried to wrap his mind around the idea of another four years of Trump, and around the incongruity of a so-called law-and-order president, hours into his second term, pardoning people who had attacked cops with weapons that included knives, Tasers, bear spray, pepper spray, lumber, bicycle racks, a cattle prod, a sledgehammer, a ladder, a flagpole, a baseball bat, a hockey stick, and a fire extinguisher.
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Top: MPD Officer Daniel Hodges is pinned against a door frame by a riot shield wielded by Trump supporters.
Bottom: Hodges outside the Capitol, November 2025.



How could this happen in a democracy, propelled by the leaders of a political party that professed to "back the blue"? It was even harder to understand how so many police officers still supported Trump. The Fraternal Order of Police, the profession's largest union, had endorsed him for a third time in 2024. Certainly there was blame to go around, Hodges believed. He put some of that on Democrats, who'd all but abandoned police after Floyd's killing.

Still, Hodges hoped that there would be some nuance in who received pardons. There was not. Trump did not weigh each case like Solomon: He issued full pardons to almost all of the 1,600 people charged in connection with the insurrection. Of those, about 600 had been charged with resisting arrest or assaulting officers, 175 of them with dangerous or deadly weapons. No matter how big their sin, no matter what all of those judges and juries had decided, almost everyone was just--poof--forgiven. The only (partial) exceptions were the 14 members of the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys whose sentences Trump commuted, meaning they were released from prison but their convictions were not erased.

After the government spent tens of millions of dollars on what the Department of Justice said was one of the largest and most complex investigations in the country's history, Trump erased it all at a stroke. Roughly 1,000 people had accepted culpability and pleaded guilty. "No," Trump's pardons declared, "you're not guilty." Another 250 people had taken their cases to trial. Only four were acquitted of all charges, according to NPR; the rest were found guilty by judge or jury on at least some counts. Nearly 500 defendants awaited trials or sentencing in 2025. "Anyone who spent any time working on Jan. 6 cases saw how violent a day that was," Mike Romano, a former U.S. attorney who prosecuted some of those cases, told The New York Times recently. "It's incredibly demoralizing to see something you worked on for four years wiped away by a lie--I mean the idea that prosecution of the rioters was a grave national injustice. We had strong evidence against every person we prosecuted."

Hodges has watched as the January 6 defendants have been not merely forgiven but extolled, telling their persecution stories at Republican fundraisers as donors snack on meatball platters and charcuterie boards. Sometimes he can't believe the lengths to which Trump will go to rewrite the history of that day: It was not an insurrection, but a "day of love." The J6ers were not insurrectionists, traitors, and miscreants but patriots, heroes, and innocents. Hodges worries about the fact that Trump has ordered the Smithsonian to review all of its exhibits in order to "restore truth and sanity." (One former Capitol Police officer told me that he'd donated the boots he'd worn on January 6 to the Smithsonian, hoping they'd be included in a future exhibit--now he fears they'll be tossed.)

Though other cops sometimes accuse them of grandstanding, of seeking money or fame, Hodges and Dunn and a few others have continued to speak about what happened to them on January 6, because they believe it's important to prevent history from being rewritten. "If people would just admit what happened that day, we wouldn't have to keep telling our stories," Hodges said. But the efforts of Trump and others to falsify the story, he added, have kept him "tragically relevant." (Outside of court, many cops have not spoken publicly about their experiences on January 6, including Rathbun.) Hodges says this should not be a partisan issue. He would have defended Trump if he had been attacked at his second inauguration--just as, he says, he would defend the Capitol against an attack by a Democratic mob. "The second a Democratic president tries to hold on to power illegally, I will go after them hard," he told me. "Until such a time, there's only one person who's done that."

Recently, I told Hodges that I'd been interviewing Tom Webster about January 6. Hodges vaguely remembered the story about the former NYPD cop who'd assaulted one of his colleagues. When I told him that Webster still believed that the 2020 election may have been stolen, Hodges was not surprised. He doesn't think people like Webster will stop lying to themselves anytime soon. "They can't," Hodges said; the cognitive dissonance and moral pain would be too great.

Accepting reality would mean reevaluating everything they thought they knew--that their actions were ethical and justified, that they are great patriots. Accepting the truth of January 6 would require coming to grips with the fact that they supported a con man and participated in a violent plot to subvert democracy. The immediate reward for undertaking this kind of hard self-examination would mainly be shame and regret.

"To grapple with these truths would, in a very real way, unmake them," Hodges said.

After Thomas Webster was released from prison on January 20, 2025, having served a little more than two years of his 10-year sentence, he went home to a house he'd never seen and a group of people he'd never met. His wife, Michelle, had moved to Mississippi, where members of a church and a J6 support group had adopted her. They brought dinner and a cake to celebrate Webster's return.

He worried that he'd struggle to readjust, but he quickly felt at home. He and Michelle, married for 25 years, had some bumps as they dealt with the damage from that day--social, financial, logistical--but he told me they've gotten past those. Webster mourns all that he missed--teaching his youngest son how to drive, moving his middle child into her college dorm, watching his oldest daughter graduate from boot camp. Interactions with his wife's family remain strained; to this day, no one has told 99-year-old Nana that Webster was in prison.

Webster and his wife bought a one-story ranch house, 20 acres in the middle of nowhere. He likes living in Mississippi, where he feels farther from the reach of government and politics. Not long ago, when his daughter called him for help with a flat tire and he was able to drive out to her with a patch kit, he felt grateful to Trump for the pardon that allowed him to do that.


Annie Flanagan for The Atlantic
Webster in his garage in Mississippi, November 2025. He says he barely recognizes the version of himself who drove to Washington five years ago. But he still believes that the 2020 election may have been stolen.



Over time, Webster has opened up, telling the people he's gotten to know at the Toccopola Grocery, an old country store with checkered red-and-white tablecloths and vintage Coca-Cola signs, what he's been through. He sent them a video about his case, one of the few that he thought rendered his story accurately--that he'd gone to petition his government peacefully and had been assaulted by an aggressive cop. Webster can't determine if they believe him or not but, unlike some folks back in New York, they seem open-minded. "Ain't our place to judge," they say to him.

Webster remains frustrated that the full story of January 6, in his view, has yet to be told. Trump freed him and his fellow patriots from physical prison, Webster told me, "but we're not truly free until people know the truth."

When I asked Webster what the truth is, he said he believes that the 2020 election was probably stolen. (About a third of Americans share this belief, even though no credible evidence has ever emerged to support the claim, and dozens of courts have rejected it.) He believes that the federal government made an organized effort to entrap Trump's biggest supporters on January 6. And he believes that, in pursuing the J6 defendants so mercilessly, the government attempted to silence them, by terrifying them and other conservatives across the country.

Webster has filed a petition to the court asking that it vacate his conviction, arguing that crucial facts were not known during his trial that could have led to him being found not guilty. Even though he's now been pardoned, Webster told me he felt it was important to document his entire story for the record, preserving it for future generations to consider during "more stable times."

I pointed out to Webster that he had apologized to Officer Rathbun in court. Wasn't that a concession that he'd acted wrongly on January 6? In response, Webster said that, although he feels "bad about how the whole day went down," his apology should not be taken as an admission of guilt: "I was pressured by my lawyer to apologize. He said it would help me reduce my sentence."

Webster is disappointed by where things stand now: With Trump in office and MAGA conservatives in power, they finally have the ability to prove what happened that day--so why aren't they? When Dan Bongino was a podcaster, he repeatedly asserted that undercover agents embedded in the crowd had helped orchestrate January 6; now that Trump has made him deputy director of the FBI, why isn't Bongino releasing the evidence? Webster feels similarly disappointed in FBI Director Kash Patel and Attorney General Pam Bondi. "Why are you guys always bragging about arresting illegal Mexicans doing roof work?" he asked. He wonders why they're not instead exposing the plots of the deep state, as Trump has demanded. Webster believes that Bongino and Patel have become polluted by the same swamp that Trump has again and again vowed to clean up.

Webster says he barely recognizes the version of himself who drove to D.C. five years ago. Who was that man filled with so much bravado that he thought he could save the country? His days of charging into the fray are over, he said. Sometimes he feels guilty about the life he has now. So many of the J6 defendants have been divorced by their wives, disowned by their kids, fired from their jobs. By Webster's count, at least five have died by suicide. Yet he still views Trump as the best hope for cleaning out the deep state. "He's the one person I still kind of believe in," Webster said.

Recently, he was asked to speak at an event with other J6 defendants. He'd felt fine as he'd approached the podium, full of thoughts to share. But as he stood onstage, he was overcome with emotion. Scenes from that day flashed through his mind: the cop with the gas mask. The feel of the flagpole in his hand. Their tug-of-war. His own rage.

As Webster looked out at the members of the crowd, he thought they'd probably Google him when they got home. Which video clip would they find? he wondered--would it tell the right story or the wrong one? Would they see him as a felon or a patriot? Which truth would they believe?

On his way home, Webster told his wife that he wouldn't speak at any more events. Reliving what they'd been through was too painful. And he didn't see much point until the whole story was revealed. So he waits for the truth to solidify into something firm enough to stand on, a day he fears may never come.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "Is This What Patriotism Looks Like?"
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MAGA's Foundational Lie

The movement claims to stand with the police. Trump's decision to pardon the cop-beaters of January 6 exposed his movement for what it is.

by Jeffrey Goldberg

Tue, 06 Jan 2026


David Nicholas Dempsey, January 6, 2021 (United States District Court for the District of Columbia)



At 1:42 a.m. on December 19, 2020, Donald Trump--disturbed, humiliated, livid--posted the following message on Twitter: "Statistically impossible to have lost the 2020 Election. Big protest in D.C. on January 6th. Be there, will be wild!"

In California, David Nicholas Dempsey, a 33-year-old man-child with multiple felony convictions and a profound affection for the president, answered the call. On January 6, wearing a tactical vest and an American-flag gaiter, Dempsey came to the Capitol. Shortly before he assaulted several police officers, he shared his perspectives in an interview given while standing near a gallows. The gallows had been erected as a reminder to Vice President Mike Pence to do, in Trump's words, "the right thing."

"Them worthless fucking shitholes like fucking Jerry Nadler, fucking Pelosi, Clapper, Comey, fucking all those pieces of garbage, you know, Obama, all these dudes, Clinton, fuck all these pieces of shit," Dempsey said. "They don't need a jail cell. They need to hang from these motherfuckers while everybody videotapes it and fucking spreads it on YouTube."

Dempsey was not an organizer of the siege, but he was one of its most energetic participants. He assaulted Metropolitan Police Detective Phuson Nguyen with pepper spray. Nguyen was certain in that moment that he was "going to die," he later testified. Dempsey assaulted another police officer with a metal crutch, cracking his protective shield and cutting his head. Dempsey, who was heard yelling "Fuck you, bitch-ass cops!," assaulted other officers with broken pieces of furniture, crutches, and a flagpole. Prosecutors would later argue that "Dempsey's violence reached such extremes that, at one point, he attacked a fellow rioter who was trying to disarm him." All told, more than 140 police officers were injured in the riot, many seriously.

I attended the January 6 rally on the Ellipse, at which Trump told his supporters, "If you don't fight like hell, you're not going to have a country anymore." Then I walked with the crowd to the Capitol. One woman, a QAnon adherent dressed in a cat costume, told me, "We're going to stop the steal. If Pence isn't going to stop it, we have to."

Read: Mass delusion in America

What I remember very well about that day was my own failure of imagination. I did not, to my knowledge, see Dempsey--he had positioned himself at the vanguard of the assault, and I had stayed near the White House to listen to Trump--but I did come across at least a dozen or more protesters dressed in similar tactical gear or wearing body armor, many of them carrying flex-cuffs. I particularly remember those plastic cuffs, but I understood them only as a performance of zealous commitment. Later we would learn that these men--some of whom were Proud Boys--believed that they would actually be arresting members of Congress in defense of the Constitution. I interviewed one of them. "It's all in the Bible," he said. "Everything is predicted. Donald Trump is in the Bible." Grifters could not exist, of course, without a population primed to be grifted.

After the riot, Dempsey returned to California, where he was eventually arrested. In early 2024, he pleaded guilty to two felony counts of assaulting an officer with a dangerous weapon. He was sentenced to 20 years in prison.

Six months later, in the summer of 2024, Trump, who would come to describe the January 6 insurrection as a "day of love," said that, if reelected, he would pardon rioters, but only "if they're innocent." Dempsey was not innocent, but on January 20, 2025, shortly after being inaugurated, Trump pardoned him and roughly 1,500 others charged with or convicted of offenses related to the Capitol insurrection. (Fourteen people, mainly senior figures in the Oath Keepers and Proud Boys movements, saw their sentences commuted but did not receive pardons.)

Of the 1,500 or so offenders who received pardons, roughly 600 had been charged with assaulting or obstructing police officers, and 170 had been accused of using deadly weapons in the siege. Among those pardoned were Peter Schwartz, who had received a 14-year sentence for throwing a chair at police officers and repeatedly attacking them with pepper spray; Daniel Joseph Rodriguez, who was sentenced to 12.5 years for conspiracy and assaulting an officer with a stun gun (he sent a text message to a friend, "Tazzzzed the fuck out of the blue"); and Andrew Taake, who received a six-year sentence for attacking officers with bear spray and a metal whip.

A day after the pardons were announced, Trump said in a press conference, "I am a friend of police, more than any president who's been in office." He went on to describe the rioters. "These were people that actually love our country, so we thought a pardon would be appropriate."

Trump had something else to say during that first press conference of his new term: "I think we're going to do things that people will be shocked at." This would turn out to be true, but unfortunately, shock does not last. Here is the emblematic inner struggle of our age: to preserve the ability to be shocked. "Man grows used to everything, the scoundrel!" Dostoyevsky wrote. A blessing that is also a curse.

I understand that a review--even a short and partial review--of the past year might seem dismally repetitive. But repetition ensures that we remember, and perhaps even experience shock anew.

So, in brief: Trump has dismantled America's foreign-aid infrastructure and gutted a program, built by an earlier Republican president, that saved the lives of Africans infected with HIV; he has encouraged the United States military to commit war crimes; he has instituted radical cuts to U.S. science and medical funding and abetted a crusade against vaccines; he has appointed conspiracists, alcoholics, and idiots to key positions in his administration; he has destroyed the independence of the Justice Department; he has waged pitiless war on prosecutors, FBI agents, and others who previously investigated him, his family, and his friends; he has cast near-fatal doubt on America's willingness to fulfill its treaty obligations to its democratic allies; he has applauded Vladimir Putin for his barbarism and castigated Ukraine for its unwillingness to commit suicide; he has led racist attacks on various groups of immigrants; he has employed unusually cruel tactics in pursuit of undocumented immigrants, most of whom have committed only one crime--illegally seeking refuge in a country that they believed represented the dream of a better life. Those are some of the actions Trump has taken. Here are a few of the things he has said since returning to office: He has referred to immigrants as "garbage"; he has called a female reporter "piggy" and other reporters "ugly," "stupid," "terrible," and "nasty"; he has suggested that the murder of a Saudi journalist by his country's government was justified; he has labeled a sitting governor "seriously retarded"; he has blamed the murder of Rob Reiner on the director's anti-Trump politics; he has called the Democrats the party of "evil."

Yet, even when weighed against this stunning record of degeneracy, the pardoning by Trump of his cop-beating foot soldiers represents the lowest moment of this presidency so far, because it was an act not only of naked despotism but also of outlandish hypocrisy. By pardoning these criminals, he exposed a foundational lie of MAGA ideology: that it stands with the police and as a guarantor of law and order. The truth is the opposite.

The power to pardon is a vestige of America's pre-independence past. It is an unchecked monarchical power, an awesome power, and therefore it should be bestowed only on leaders blessed with self-restraint, civic-mindedness, and, most important, basic decency.

Liz Oyer: Trump is using a sacred power for depraved purposes

We have been watching indecency triumph in the public sphere on and off for more than 10 years now, since the moment Trump insulted John McCain's war record. For reasons that are quite possibly too unbearable to contemplate, a large group of American voters was not repulsed by such slander--they were actually aroused by it--and our politics have not been the same. Much has been said, including by me, about Trump's narcissism, his autocratic inclinations, his disconnection from reality, but not nearly enough has been said about his fundamental indecency, the characteristic that undergirds everything he says and does.

In an important essay, Andrew Sullivan noted this past fall that Trump's indecency is comprehensive in style and substance. "It is one thing to be a realist in foreign policy, to accept the morally ambiguous in an immoral world; it is simply indecent to treat a country, Ukraine, invaded by another, Russia, as the actual aggressor and force it to accept a settlement on the invader's terms," Sullivan wrote. "It is one thing to find and arrest illegal immigrants; it is indecent to mock and ridicule them, and send them with no due process to a foreign gulag where torture is routine. It is one thing to enforce immigration laws; it is another to use masked, anonymous men to do it. It is one thing to cut foreign aid; it is simply indecent to do so abruptly and irrationally so that tens of thousands of children will needlessly die. We have slowly adjusted to this entirely new culture from the top, perhaps in the hope that it will somehow be sated soon--but then new indecencies happen."

The subject of Trump's indecency came up in a conversation I had with Barack Obama in 2017. I asked him to name the most norm-defying act of his successor to date. Somewhat to my surprise, Obama mentioned Trump's speech at the Boy Scouts' National Jamboree earlier that year. This appearance has been largely forgotten, but it was a festival of indecency. At one point, Trump told the scouts about a wealthy friend of his who, he suggested, did unmentionable things on his yacht.

Obama, a model of dignified presidential behavior (just like nearly all of his predecessors, Democratic and Republican), understood viscerally the importance of self-restraint and adherence to long-established norms. Which is why he was so troubled by Trump's decadent performance. "You can stand in front of tens of thousands of teenage boys and encourage them to be good citizens and be helpful to their mothers," Obama said, "or you can go Lord of the Flies. He went Lord of the Flies."

We are in a long Lord of the Flies moment, led by a man who, to borrow from Psalm 10, possesses a mouth "full of cursing and deceit and fraud." For many people--government scientists seeking cures for diseases; FBI agents investigating corruption and terrorism; military leaders trying to preserve respect for the rules of warfare; and, in particular, police officers who were brutalized by Trump's army of deluded followers--these days can seem infernal. Trump's term is one-quarter over; a piece of advice often attributed to Churchill has it best: When you're going through hell, keep going.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "The Triumph of Indecency."
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Trump's Retro Imperialism

The president holds some misguided views about wealth, power, and natural resources.

by Jonathan Chait

Mon, 05 Jan 2026




President Donald Trump's fans like to cheer on his most audacious moves by declaring, "I voted for this." It is safe to assume, though, that very few people who pulled the lever for Trump in 2024 expected that he would soon announce that he had seized control over Venezuela. One of Trump's most popular qualities has always been his supposed opposition to foreign wars, his anti-imperialist isolationism. Yet J. D. Vance, who once wrote an op-ed headlined "Trump's Best Foreign Policy? Not Starting Any Wars," now declares the new war in Venezuela to be a glorious and necessary exercise of America Firstism.

MAGA is primarily a personality cult, the objectives of which evolve to suit Trump's capricious moods. Yet his pivot to new wars of conquest is not some shocking reversal. The "Donroe Doctrine," as he calls his assertion of regional supremacy--a Trumpian extension of the 19th-century Monroe Doctrine, which established the United States' claim over the Americas in order to keep Europeans out--is in fact consistent with his deepest beliefs. In some ways, it represents the ultimate expression of the world order he hopes to engineer.

A desire to dominate--an eagerness to bully his counterparties into submission--is perhaps the essence of Trump's character. Trump's unexpected political resurrection and return to the White House have emboldened his ambitions, which have spread outward. His threats against Canada, Panama, and Greenland, and his renaming of the Gulf of Mexico, have little to do with national interest and everything to do with reifying a new order in which he's the boss and the leaders of neighboring countries are his cowering subordinates.

Read: The fuck-around-and-find-out presidency

Other administration officials have tried to depict the Venezuela intervention as a limited operation, but Trump's constant claims that these moves are about oil, and his constant boasts that he is "in charge" of the country, clarify his motives. In invading Venezuela and capturing its president, Trump is asserting dominance not only over the hemisphere, but also over energy resources.

This is in keeping with Trump's view that wealth and power are always zero-sum contests, and his belief that control of natural resources will dictate who wins. "The future will be determined by the ability to protect commerce and territory and resources that are core to national security," he announced in his prepared remarks on Saturday. "These are the iron laws that have always determined global power, and we're going to keep it that way."

Trump's faith that controlling Venezuela's oil fields will deliver wealth and power to the U.S. is so profound that he has ignored all evidence to the contrary. For starters, oil prices are currently low--a fact that Trump is fond of pointing out in other contexts, but that limits the financial upside of opening more oil for development. Trump insists that Venezuela's oil fields will provide a windfall to the United States ("It won't cost us anything, because the money coming out of the ground is very substantial"). Yet analysts project that any profit from Venezuelan oil will require a massive up-front investment.

Trump's conviction that American wealth demands siphoning or stealing natural resources from other countries is of a piece with his winner-takes-all worldview. But this rather retro understanding of economics is readily defied by examples around the world. Many of the nations that have seen the fastest economic growth  in recent decades have few natural resources, such as Japan, Israel, and the "Asian Tigers." Meanwhile many of the nations that are richest in resources remain trapped in poverty, such as Venezuela.

This paradox is so long-standing that economists have coined the term resource curse to describe it. According to this theory, natural resources perversely impoverish nations by concentrating economic and political power in the hands of a kleptocratic elite. This discourages the formation of liberal democratic systems with accountable governments that follow the rule of law, which in turn discourages investment and entrepreneurialism.

Anne Applebaum: Trump's 'American dominance' may leave us with nothing

A kleptocracy does, however, seem in line with Trump's Donroe Doctrine. Asked by reporters what the main priority should be for Venezuela's new government, Trump replied, "We need total access. We need access to the oil." When another reporter wondered whether the new government should liberalize opposition or free political prisoners, he demurred: "Right now what we want to do is fix up the oil, fix up the country."

To the extent that Trump intuits an inverse relationship between wealth extraction and liberal democracy, he may see it as a benefit rather than a cost. The countries he most admires around the world, including Russia and the Gulf kingdoms, are neither the most affluent nor the most free. But their leaders are disproportionately wealthy and powerful. What economists call the resource curse seems, to Trump, to be a resource blessing.

Trump thinks about economics less like a businessman, as some of his supporters say, than like a warlord or a gangster: He imagines wealth as something to be plundered and hoarded by the strong. As a formula for amassing a personal fortune, this view has delivered beyond his wildest dreams. As a blueprint for national success, however, his crude ideas offer little more than an outdated fantasy of hemispheric supremacy.
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Change May Be Coming to Iran

Trump's ouster of Venezuela's president has the Islamic Republic on edge and the opposition energized.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Few world capitals have been as shaken by the dramatic ouster of Nicolas Maduro as faraway Tehran. Anti-Americanism has united Iran and Venezuela in a tight alliance for more than two decades. As recently as 2022, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei welcomed Maduro to Tehran, praising the Venezuelan strongman's "resistance" against America and his "anti-Zionist positions," adding: "No two countries are as close as we are."

Khamenei also promised that Iran would "come to the aid of its friends when they are faced with danger." But when American troops rousted Maduro and his wife from bed early on the morning of January 3, neither Khamenei nor his more powerful allies in Moscow and Beijing came to the rescue.

By now, Khamenei has gotten used to losing friends. He appeared helpless to protect his main regional ally, Syria's Bashar al-Assad, from being overthrown a year ago. Israeli strikes have decimated the so-called Axis of Resistance, a coalition of anti-Israel Arab militias backed by Iran. Khamenei has now also lost an alliance first forged with Maduro's predecessor, Hugo Chavez, who christened it the Axis of Unity. A former Iranian official quipped on X that Iran had to accept Hezbollah's disarmament next: Donald Trump's "new order is not that hard to understand!"

The blow couldn't come at a worse time for Iran's dictator. Khamenei's regime faces a new round of street protests and a deepening economic crisis. Iran's 12-day war with Israel and America ended inconclusively last year; the possibility of renewed attacks is never far from mind. The U.S. president has already compared the success of the operation in Caracas to last year's bombing of Iran. And if that were not ominous enough, Maduro's capture took place on the sixth anniversary of the Trump-ordered killing of Qassem Soleimani, Khamenei's top general.

Read: A high-seas gambit that humiliates Putin

And so the regime reacted with evident panic. Reports on Iran's state broadcaster insisted for hours that the United States might be lying about capturing Maduro. Once that line became impossible to sustain, a well-known former member of parliament blustered that Maduro would return to power "as a national hero" and that America's "revolutionary youth would send Trump to the dustbin of history." Ahmad Vahidi, the newly appointed deputy commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, said that the operation signaled "America's collapse and decline."

Be that as it may, Khamenei's partner in resistance had been spirited to a New York courtroom, and Russia and China, the great-power allies supposedly backing both Caracas and Tehran, had sat the whole episode out. What lesson was the Iranian regime to draw? One Guards-linked analyst concluded that international law was an illusion, and that Iran needed "military and economic power" to survive. Commentators in more reformist-leaning outlets countered that what Iran actually needed was a government with popular legitimacy.

Certainly the news from Caracas has emboldened the Iranian regime's opponents. On social media, many Iranians joked about being jealous of Venezuelans. A journalist at a reformist daily taunted the rulers in Tehran: "If you don't leave power with the vote of the people, you will have to do so by a larger foreign force." A left-leaning dissident in Tehran simply posted, "Congratulations Venezuela."

The implicit premise of these reactions is that Trump could be contemplating as bold an action in Tehran as he undertook in Caracas. One former U.S. official I spoke with was skeptical that the Trump administration has any interest in decapitating the Iranian regime. "Venezuela is a core U.S. interest in a way that Iran isn't," Alan Eyre, who was the Persian-language spokesperson for the State Department under President Barack Obama and is now a diplomatic fellow at the Middle East Institute, told me. "I think this administration is focused elsewhere, and is by and large content to leave Iran to Israel, unless and until Israeli actions in Iran threaten to further destabilize the region."

Still, the chatter about regime change--whether affected by the U.S. and Israel or by protesters pressing against a weakened power structure--has been growing louder, and one figure has moved inescapably to its center. Former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, from his American exile, has declared himself Iran's transitional leader, and many Iranian protesters have chanted support for him in recent days. Pahlavi has told The Wall Street Journal that he doesn't advocate military strikes on Iran. But he didn't oppose the American and Israeli attacks over the summer, and some of those close to him, including his wife, Yasmine Pahlavi, openly backed them.

Is there a conceivable future in which an American-military intervention installs Pahlavi in power? Venezuela doesn't offer a very promising precedent. Control in Caracas has passed not to the popular democratic opposition leader, Maria Corina Machado, but to Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, whom U.S. officials reportedly chose to lead the country weeks ago. One can easily imagine that in Iran, too, Washington would bypass exiled oppositionists in favor of a pliant strongman. And Pahlavi is a divisive figure, with less sway among Iranian-regime critics than Machado has with their Venezuelan counterparts. In fact, Ali Javanmardi, Trump's appointee to head the Voice of America's Persian-language service, claimed on air on Sunday that Trump had "concluded that the opposition groups can't come to a consensus and thus can't be defined as the alternative" to the regime. Javanmardi added that the U.S. State Department believes that "the alternative is inside Iran."

Inside Iran, the protest movement appears to be growing, and Khamenei, besieged by his people and surrounded on all sides by foreign adversaries, must know that his days are numbered. No matter who comes out on top when he's gone, the core structures and central policies of his regime are bound to change. How and by whom the Islamic Republic will be dismantled, and what will succeed it, are the questions that remain.
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The Venezuelan Opposition Has a Choice

As bad as things look, the country's democratic forces broke through a similar jam in 1958.

by Michael Albertus

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




The Trump administration's forceful removal of Nicolas Maduro from office has not liberated the Venezuelan opposition so much as confronted it with an existential choice.

President Donald Trump stated at a news conference that Maria Corina Machado--the charismatic Nobel Peace Prize winner who is far and away the most popular Venezuelan politician--lacks sufficient "support" and "respect" within Venezuela to govern the country. Instead the United States has backed Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, a powerful insider with experience running Venezuela's oil sector and intelligence service. Moreover, Washington expects Rodriguez to work with it at the barrel of a gun: It continues to hold Venezuela's oil exports under military quarantine, and the U.S. president has threatened the interim president with a fate worse than Maduro's if she doesn't comply with American directives.

Michael Scherer: Trump threatens Venezuela's new leader with a fate worse than Maduro's

The country's democratic movement is at a crossroads. It could take the loss and lie low, waiting for the next inflection point--or it could return to protests and organizing, in the hope of changing Trump's mind or getting Rodriguez to call elections.

So far, Machado has tried to cast the moment as the country's "hour of freedom." Edmundo Gonzalez, the legitimate winner of the 2024 election that Maduro co-opted, has claimed the post of the presidency and called on Venezuelans to back him. But Machado still has not appeared publicly, Gonzalez remains in exile in Spain, and the opposition has not yet mounted any substantial public protest.

Institutionally, the old regime remains in place. The ruling party still dominates the country's National Assembly, which is run by Rodriguez's brother. The judiciary is stacked with regime allies, as is the electoral council. Venezuela's military ranks have grown over the past decade and have become ever more entwined with the country's economic system and governance.

Rodriguez will have little incentive to open up the country's political system. More than a dozen powerful officials and military figures have been, like Maduro, indicted in U.S. courts. They face dim prospects if they hand over power without securing guarantees of immunity. Their most logical move is to dig in--and publicly, that's exactly what they have done. Rodriguez has forcefully denounced the U.S. intervention and asserted that Maduro remains Venezuela's rightful leader. Other officials have circled the wagons.

Rodriguez could also deliver on one of the key U.S. demands--access to oil--and use that as a bargaining chip against making any political concessions. Trump has repeatedly claimed that Venezuela stole oil from the United States and has put its recovery at the top of his list of demands. So long as Rodriguez keeps the oil flowing northward, Trump will likely support her against the disruption and unpredictability that could follow a transition of power to the opposition.

Yet even with all of that stacked against it, Venezuela's democratic opposition does have a hopeful historical precedent to draw on. In January 1958, the country's longtime strongman, Marcos Perez Jimenez, was forced from office only to be succeeded by one of his most powerful officials, the naval commander Wolfgang Larrazabal. But Larrazabal could solidify control of neither the military nor society. He presided over coup attempts, public upheaval, and the erosion of American support.

Finally, Larrazabal agreed to allow major political parties to compete in national elections. He stepped down and ran as a candidate, losing to his popular opponent, Romulo Betancourt. To the surprise of many, Larrazabal conceded and called for a peaceful transition to democracy.

Now as then, a strongman has been dislodged in Venezuela, and the field of possibilities has expanded. Like Larrazabal did, Rodriguez brings experience and continuity to her role. Also like him, she will be seeking to control substantial centrifugal forces as U.S. threats compel her to make decisions that will rankle insiders and possibly the public. Those tensions could ultimately destabilize the regime and open a new opportunity for democracy.

Gisela Salim-Peyer: The Venezuelan opposition's desperate gamble

That opportunity can best be seized if the opposition remains active and tries to back the regime into a corner. Doing so may involve renewing street protests with the knowledge that the world's eyes are fixed on Venezuela, perhaps making it harder for Rodriguez to repress demonstrations and jail opposition leaders at scale.

Rodriguez's government likely hopes that an atmosphere of fear and prior repression, coupled with surgical raids to disrupt organizing, will keep Venezuelans at home. But the country's opposition has demonstrated its savvy and motivation, most notably with its election-monitoring operation in 2024, which succeeded in proving to the world that Maduro had not won. By regrouping now, the opposition could force Rodriguez into political concessions--perhaps not unlike the ones that allowed Venezuela its democratic breakthrough in 1958.
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'Have Fun in Jail'

Inside the courtroom with Nicolas Maduro

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Tue, 06 Jan 2026




Nicolas Maduro wasn't due to arrive at his arraignment yesterday in downtown Manhattan until noon, but a large crowd had already formed outside the federal courthouse by 9 a.m. Actually, two crowds. One had come to tell Donald Trump to keep his hands off Venezuela. The other, which seemed largely Venezuelan, had come to celebrate.

Maduro was, until Saturday, a widely hated ruler. His last election campaign consisted of threatening his people with a "bloodbath" if he lost. (Even so, he lost, but he claimed victory anyway.) The two crowds outside the courthouse mirrored the split reaction following Maduro's capture by the United States. For many international observers, his ouster was cause for alarm--a sign that a U.S. president can drop bombs abroad and overthrow a foreign leader without a declaration of war or congressional approval. But for so many Venezuelans, the sight of Maduro in shackles was about a tyrant facing justice.

Before the hearing began, the hallway outside the courtroom was packed with people hoping to get a seat. Some were law students who had come because they sensed that a legal precedent was being set, though not necessarily a good one. The way Maduro was captured "puts the system of international law in danger," Leo Enderle, a German student at NYU, told me. Another group of people had come for the sheer spectacle. The man standing in front of me said he had attended the arraignments of Sean Combs and Donald Trump in the same building; according to him, this crowd was just as big. When I arrived, he was outraged that a Venezuelan man had cut in line to join a friend. The Venezuelan explained that he had been a political prisoner for years and had dreamed of this moment. Just because you were a political prisoner, the man in front of me was lamenting, doesn't mean you get to cut the line.

Read: The Venezuelan opposition's desperate gamble

But by far the largest group of attendees I spoke with were Venezuelans who wanted to see Maduro punished. The last time I had stood in line with so many Venezuelans angry at Maduro was in 2013, when I still lived in the country, in one of the infamous breadlines that resulted from rationing. Then, like now, people were very talkative. At the courthouse, an elegantly dressed woman from Caracas told me she had left her newborn granddaughter at home with a nanny. "This historical moment, I couldn't miss it!"

David Cardenas, a Venezuelan opposition activist, told me that Maduro had singled him out on TV one day, threatening to send police to his house and jail him as part of "Operation Knock-Knock." Soon after, Cardenas, who lives in the United States, posted a video saying Maduro would be the target of Operation Trump-Trump. "I guess Trump-Trump came before Knock-Knock," Cardenas told me with a smile.

Elsewhere in line, a young woman I'll call Maria had come to the courthouse with her mother, who was visiting from Venezuela for the holidays. (She asked me to withhold her name for privacy concerns.) Maria told me that nobody she knew in America could understand why she was excited to see Maduro arrested: "My friends are like, 'This is imperialism!' and 'So sorry Trump did this to your country!'" When one of her housemates told her they were thinking of going to protest Maduro's capture, Maria responded that not every prisoner deserves sympathy.

After we were seated in the courtroom, Maduro walked in, escorted by guards. Instead of his usual button-down, he wore a navy-blue T-shirt, with an orange one peeking out from underneath. Maduro scanned the audience as though he were looking for a friendly face, but he didn't seem to find one. "Buenos dias," he said to no one in particular, and sat down.

Read: The biggest question about Venezuela

"Are you Nicolas Maduro Moros?" the judge asked.

Maduro responded in Spanish, as he would throughout the hearing. "I am Nicolas Maduro Moros, the constitutional president of Venezuela," he said, and went on to explain that he'd been kidnapped by the United States. He called himself a "prisoner of war." Visibly impatient, the judge suggested that Maduro should respond with a simple yes or no. "Are you Nicolas Maduro Moros?" the judge asked again. "I am Nicolas Maduro Moros," he responded.

The judge then read the charges aloud: narco-terrorism conspiracy, cocaine-importation conspiracy, and two others related to weapons. Maduro pleaded not guilty, adding, "I'm a decent man and still the president of Venezuela." Once again, the judge told Maduro to keep his answers succinct, before addressing Maduro's wife, Cilia Flores, who was sitting nearby wearing the same outfit.

The judge told Maduro that, as a foreigner facing trial in the United States, he had the right to consulate resources. But Maduro himself had effectively closed Venezuela's consulates when he recalled the country's diplomats from the United States in 2019, leaving more than half a million people without representation. It's unclear, then, exactly what resources Maduro will have access to.

As the hearing finished and Maduro stood to leave, spectators jeered at him in Spanish, a liberty that--had they taken it in Venezuela just last week--would probably have landed them in prison, or worse. "Have fun in jail," one said. "On behalf of all Venezuelans, you will pay," shouted another. One woman was even more blunt: "Damn you."
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Trump's 'American Dominance' May Leave Us With Nothing

The president's moves in Venezuela foretell a new global system.

by Anne Applebaum

Mon, 05 Jan 2026




In George Orwell's dystopian novel 1984, the world is divided into three spheres of influence: Oceania, Eurasia, and Eastasia, all perpetually at war. Sometimes two of the states form an alliance against the third. Sometimes they abruptly switch sides. No reasons are given. Instead, the Party tells the proles, "We have always been at war with Eastasia." Newspapers and history books are quickly rewritten to make that seem true.

Orwell's world is fiction, but some want it to become reality. Since well before President Donald Trump's second term, the idea that the world should have three spheres of influence--an Asia dominated by China, a Europe dominated by Russia, and a Western Hemisphere dominated by the United States--has been kicking around the internet in a desultory way, mostly promoted by Russians who want to control what they call their "near abroad," or perhaps just want their country, with its weak economy and faltering army, to be mentioned in the same breath as the United States and China.

Back in 2019, Fiona Hill, a National Security Council official in the first Trump administration, testified to a House committee that Russians pushing the creation of spheres of influence had been offering to somehow "swap" Venezuela, their closest ally in Latin America, for Ukraine. Since then, the notion that international relations should promote great-power dominance, not universal values or networks of allies, has spread from Moscow to Washington. The administration's new National Security Strategy outlines a plan to dominate the Americas, enigmatically describing U.S. policy in the Western Hemisphere as "Enlist and Expand," and downplaying threats from China and Russia. Trump has also issued threats to Denmark, Panama, and Canada, all allies whose sovereignty we now challenge.

Anne Applebaum: The longest suicide note in American history

In some ways, the military raid that took the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro into custody does resemble past American actions, especially the ouster of the Panamanian leader Manuel Noriega in 1989-90. But the use of this new language to explain and justify the Venezuelan raid makes this story very different. At his press conference on Saturday, Trump did not use the word democracy. He did not refer to international law. Instead, he presented a garbled version of the 1823 Monroe Doctrine, a policy originally designed to keep foreign imperial powers out of the Americas, calling it something that sounded like the "Donroe Document": "Under our new National Security Strategy," he said, reading from prepared remarks, "American dominance in the Western Hemisphere will never be questioned again."

Toward this end, he said the United States would "run" Venezuela, although he didn't say who would actually be in charge. Viceroy Marco Rubio? Governor-General Pete Hegseth? Asked about Maria Corina Machado, the leader of the Venezuelan opposition, Trump was dismissive. "She's a very nice woman, but she doesn't have the respect within the country," he said.

Machado, who won the Nobel Peace Prize last year, leads a movement whose presidential candidate, Edmundo Gonzalez Urrutia, received two-thirds of the vote in the 2024 election. Although the state-controlled media backed Maduro, and although Maduro's police and paramilitaries harassed, arrested, and murdered their supporters, Machado and Gonzalez not only won; they collected documentation from polling stations proving that they had won. Maduro never produced any such proof. He declared victory anyway.

For the moment, Trump isn't interested in identifying the legitimate leader of Venezuela. The administration is instead hinting that the U.S. might work with Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, who would presumably keep Maduro's regime intact--not regime change, in other words, just dictator change. But Trump isn't trying very hard to provide legitimacy for his own actions either. Before kidnapping Maduro, he did not consult with Congress, U.S. allies, or Venezuela's neighbors, many of whom might have wanted to contribute to a solution. Although his administration has described this action as a criminal arrest, and has justified it with an indictment for drug smuggling, this isn't part of any consistent policy. Trump just pardoned the former president of Honduras, who was legitimately indicted on drug charges six years ago.

Read: Making sense of the Venezuela attack

None of this is logical, but it isn't meant to be: Like the Party in 1984, the would-be dominators of the Western Hemisphere seem to feel no need for logic. If might makes right, if the U.S. gets to do what it wants using any tools it wants in its own sphere, then there is no need for transparency, democracy, or legitimacy. The concerns of ordinary people who live in smaller nations don't need to be taken into account, because they will not be granted any agency. Their interests are not the concern of the imperial companies that want their mineral resources, or the imperial leaders who need the propaganda of conquest to keep power at home.

Russia's and China's responses to Trump's actions this weekend have been surprisingly soft, given their billions of dollars of investments in Venezuela. Perhaps this is because the language Trump is using to justify the kidnapping of Maduro echoes some of their own narratives. Ukraine belongs to Russia's sphere is Vladimir Putin's main argument, after all. Taiwan is part of China's sphere will be Xi Jinping's justification if he decides to invade the island. That doesn't mean that Moscow is really in a position to control Europe, or China to control Asia: The European Union's combined GDP is nearly 10 times the size of Russia's, and there aren't any countries crying out to become Chinese colonies either.

For all of Trump's bluster, neither are Americans exactly in control of our sphere of influence. Two days after the capture of Maduro, Trump already risks falling victim to his own propaganda, just like Putin. Venezuela, as one former U.S. ambassador to the country recently wrote, is "a failed state riddled with illegal armed groups and foreign terrorist organizations." The regime has not been removed. The military and various paramilitaries are all still in place, and although some might cooperate with the Trump administration, others might not. With no U.S. troops in Venezuela, will Americans "run" Venezuela by issuing loud statements and threats? By ordering periodic military interventions? Perhaps the administration has made a deal with some members of the regime--that would explain why the American raid met so little opposition--but there is no guarantee that such a deal will produce the kinds of benefits Trump expects. Oil isn't something that lies around on the ground to be picked up and taken home. It requires long-term investments, relationships, contracts. If the government of Venezuela is likely to fall or change at any moment, none of those will materialize.

But Trump's error is even more fundamental. The division of the world into spheres of influence implies that smaller countries cannot influence events, and it's a grave mistake to imagine Venezuelans won't try. Many of them wanted an American intervention, are overjoyed that Maduro is gone, and no wonder: He and his predecessor, Hugo Chavez, together turned the richest country in South America into the poorest, fortifying their ugly security state with guns and surveillance systems purchased from autocracies around the world.

But now that Maduro is gone, the people who fought for years for justice, freedom, and self-determination aren't going to want to live in a Trump-backed dictatorship staffed with Maduro's cronies. One Venezuelan exile, who requested anonymity because of risks to his family, told me that on Saturday, he felt like he was on a roller coaster. First the elation of Maduro's exit, then the shock of Trump's press conference, then the angry realization that maybe nothing has changed and he still can't go home.

I don't think Americans will be any happier if another authoritarian is installed in Venezuela either. Most Americans still do want their country to stand for something other than greed, and most don't want their expensive military to fight on behalf of Trump's oil-industry donors. Trump's pursuit of an illusory sphere of influence is unlikely to bring us peace or prosperity--any more than the invasion of Ukraine brought peace and prosperity to Russians--and this might become clear sooner than anyone expects.

If America is just a regional bully, after all, then our former allies in Europe and Asia will close their doors and their markets to us. Sooner or later, "our" Western Hemisphere will organize against us and fight back. Far from making us more powerful, the pursuit of American dominance will make us weaker, eventually leaving us with no sphere, and no influence, at all.
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The Venezuelan Opposition's Desperate Gamble

The activists who courted U.S. intervention are now being sidelined.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Mon, 05 Jan 2026




As bombs landed on Caracas early Saturday morning, friends and family members told me that their houses seemed to shake. The city is in a valley, so nearly every building has a view--on this January morning, of fires dotting the hills and little, loud aircraft flying in all directions, like a mosquito swarm on a hot night.

Venezuelans have been through a lot in recent decades: the rise of Hugo Chavez, a ruinous revolution that turned democracy into dictatorship, an economic crisis that became a humanitarian one, the emigration of more than one in four inhabitants. Many people are by now familiar with the smell of tear gas and the sound of gunshots. But the sensory experience of bombs falling from the sky was for the most part novel. The Trump administration hit military bases mainly in or near Caracas; at least seven explosions killed dozens of people.

Many Venezuelans welcomed the strikes. Before Saturday, polls showed that a majority of Venezuelans both inside and outside the country favored U.S. military intervention. Maria Corina Machado, the leader of the opposition movement, issued a statement following the American operation: "Venezuelans, the hour of freedom has arrived!" she said, adding, "Let's remain vigilant, active, and organized, until the Democratic Transition is fulfilled."

The simplest reason for celebration is that Nicolas Maduro is out. The dictator who imprisoned and tortured Venezuelan politicians, activists, and ordinary people was snatched from his bed and put on an American plane with his wife, Cilia Flores. Photos of him under arrest have already brought catharsis to millions. But there are reasons to be wary too. The dubious legality and shifting rationales behind Donald Trump's actions raise questions about the administration's intentions. The New York Times reported last month that some officials have sought a pretext to invoke emergency powers to deport Venezuelans from the United States. And Trump has given no indication of caring about the legitimacy of the regime that will follow Maduro's.

Machado appears unbothered by these concerns. She has long been close to Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and their friendship may well have influenced the administration's Venezuela policy. Months before the first Caribbean strike--and before the administration singled out Venezuela as a drug threat--Machado told me that she hoped to see a "big anti-narcotics operation in the Caribbean." In the spring, she hosted a press conference where she framed the fall of Maduro as "A Trillion-Dollar Opportunity" for American investors. She said that post-Maduro Venezuela would welcome American oil companies--an invitation that Trump officials appear to be seizing on. When she won the Nobel Peace Prize in October, she dedicated her award to Trump.

Read: Venezuela is open for investment*

The Trump administration has done exactly what Machado asked of it, but Trump spoke of her dismissively in his press conference on Saturday. It's not clear whether she will have much of a role in shaping Venezuela's future. "She is a very nice woman, but she doesn't have respect within the country," Trump told a reporter, without so much as naming her. Instead, power will be shared between the American government and Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, at least for the time being. Machado seems to have lost control of the operation she helped set in motion.



Venezuela's opposition wasn't always so sanguine about foreign military intervention. Its leaders and activists have tried and failed to bring down the dictatorship by many other means in the nearly 13 years since Maduro succeeded the far more charismatic Chavez as Venezuela's strongman. Protests erupted across the country in 2014 and again in 2017; Maduro sent tanks into the streets, arrested dissidents, and waited for the heat to subside. In 2019, opposition leaders persuaded the first Trump administration to recognize the politician Juan Guaido as Venezuela's legitimate leader. Dozens of countries followed suit. Maduro ramped up repression and did what he does best--waited things out.

During the 2019 debacle, opposition leaders debated what exactly they wanted the United States to do if Maduro refused to relinquish power. Guaido was himself ambivalent. "If the Americans would propose a military intervention, I would probably accept," he told an Italian newspaper. Even then, Machado was more decisive. "I want to be very precise," she told the BBC in 2019. "Maduro will only leave power when he's faced with a credible, imminent, and severe threat of the use of force."

Leopoldo Lopez, an opposition leader who spent many years in prison and is now in exile, told me in 2024 that he and Machado were always seen as "more radical" than others in the movement. At a time when some activists worried that calling Venezuelans to demonstrate would only put them at risk, Lopez and Machado favored mass protests.

Machado ran for president against Maduro in 2024, after securing more than 90 percent of the vote in the opposition primary. Maduro barred her candidacy, perhaps calculating that no substitute would accrue the same gravitas. In fact, the substitute Machado chose, Edmundo Gonzalez, beat Maduro 2-1. And Machado had the tally sheets to prove it, because she'd coordinated volunteer election watchers all over the country. International bodies certified Machado's counts. World leaders applauded her remarkable victory. Still, Maduro hung on to power.

The electoral fraud left the opposition dejected. "Everything that I always dreamt would happen happened," Roberto Patino, an opposition activist, told me in the fall. "We won; presidents backed us; Maduro was offered an exit path. I really thought, This has to work!"

"Maduro is a cockroach," Ana Milagros Parra, a 28-year-old activist, told me. "He always survives."

Parra fled Caracas for Bogota after the election. Then two of her friends nearly died there in what Colombian authorities said might have been an assassination attempt ordered by Caracas, and she fled Bogota for Buenos Aires. Now she's a social-media influencer. She told me that she doesn't like Trump and thought that his justifications for striking boats were bogus, because Venezuela is not a major player in drug trafficking. But, she said, the opposition couldn't "afford the luxury" of letting this opportunity slide.

I heard a similar line of argument from another opposition influencer, Germania Rodriguez, a freelance journalist. "Listen, what's going on here is, beggars can't be choosers," Rodriguez told me. "And no one but Trump has taken an interest in our crisis."



One could easily imagine that the fires around Caracas, and the belittling remarks of the U.S. president, would lead those who'd supported the strikes to reconsider their views. But that's not what I've observed. Figures who have long backed the opposition are praising the attacks as a success.

"The operation against Nicolas Maduro is not just any military operation," Ivan Duque, a former president of Colombia and a longtime friend of Machado's, told me. "It is a humanitarian operation, because it was about freeing Venezuela from a satrap, a tyrant, a dictator."

Duque had watched the press conference in which Trump dismissed Machado, but he wasn't too worried. After all, it was a spontaneous comment, possibly off-script. Duque expressed confidence that Trump was ultimately a "democrat" despite what others might claim about his authoritarian inclinations: "In politics, there are different styles," he said. "But beyond style, what matters to me are results."

Genesis Davila, a Venezuelan human-rights lawyer based in Washington, D.C., told me that she had "no reservations" about the way the strikes were carried out. As the founder of a nonprofit called Defiende Venezuela, Davila has worked to hold Maduro accountable under international law. For years, she has documented extrajudicial killings, persecutions, arbitrary detentions, and torture. "What mechanisms were international law and the human-rights system offering to stop Maduro?" she said. "More reports? More condemnations?"

Read: The price of humiliating Nicolas Maduro

Not even people on Machado's team seem to have been discouraged by Trump's contemptuous remarks. "Maria Corina Machado's force is not something that emanates from Trump's finger," Milos Alcalay, a career diplomat who advises Machado on international politics, told me; it comes "from the support that Venezuelans have given to her." Trump's claim that the United States would "run" Venezuela was "absurd," Alcalay conceded. But he suggested that the president couldn't possibly have meant it, that he was just exerting pressure.

I asked him this: What if Trump has just claimed Maduro as a trophy, and nothing else changes in Venezuela?

"I've thought about it," Alcalay said. "But I don't think that'll be the case."

For the moment, however, regime change is far from guaranteed. Political prisoners remain imprisoned. Maduro's vice president is now interim president and seems keen on preserving the status quo: "In Venezuela, there is only one president," she said on Saturday in a televised address. "His name is Nicolas Maduro." Diosdado Cabello and Vladimir Padrino, two of Maduro's most important ministers, have made a point of speaking publicly many times over the weekend.

Maduro is now at the Metropolitan Detention Center in New York City. His first court appearance could come as soon as today, on counts of "narco-terrorism conspiracy," "cocaine importation conspiracy," and weapons offenses--charges that are at once extremely serious and grossly mismatched to the enormity of his record.

Venezuela's opposition, meanwhile, remains in limbo. Will it pay a price for courting a war based on lies? Right now, those I've contacted are ebullient, and the movement seems united in the faith that whatever comes next for Venezuela cannot be as bad as what it has endured under Maduro.
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The Messiness of a Post-Maduro World

Trump's apparent violation of international law will almost certainly go unpunished, but the rules and norms will be missed.

by Graeme Wood

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




The most memorable moment in the presidency of Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro--at least until his kidnapping by Delta Force early this morning--came in 2017, when he accomplished the extraordinary feat of making the entire population of his country salivate with hunger simultaneously by taking a huge bite of an empanada on live television. It was as if President Donald Trump were to pause during an Oval Office address, then produce from a drawer in the Resolute Desk a fully loaded chili dog. But in Venezuela at the time, ordinary citizens were suffering near-famine conditions (the reported average weight loss of 24 pounds that year was attributed to "the Maduro diet"), and the sight of the president housing an empanada did not help his image as a man of the pueblo.

Soon this autocrat will be eating his meals off a tray provided by the United States' Bureau of Prisons, and that is surely a victory for the people of Venezuela. But some may be curious to learn the legal and strategic rationale for Maduro's arrest. At this morning's press conference at Mar-a-Lago, Trump said the operation was about Maduro's "violation of the core principles of American foreign policy," his defiance of American dominance in the Western Hemisphere, his "hosting foreign adversaries" (Maduro is an ally of Cuba, Russia, and Iran), and his alleged flooding of the United States with drugs. Trump did not mention Venezuela's opposition politicians, the legitimate winners of its 2024 election, by name. He said the United States intended to govern Venezuela. "We're going to run the country, until such time as we can do a safe, proper, and judicious transition," Trump said.

The Associated Press wrote (with understatement characteristic of breaking news) that the legal implications of Maduro's arrest were "not immediately clear." The operation is less a challenge to international law than an instance of total disregard for it. It is an indulgence in precisely the behavior that international law theoretically constrains, namely the crossing of borders and the use of force to meddle in what could plausibly be considered another country's internal affairs. International law does not constrain America from adopting regime change in Venezuela as a policy, or from calling Maduro's rule illegitimate. But swooping into a foreign capital and kidnapping another country's de facto leader, so he can be tried in your country's criminal courts, is well outside the bounds of international law, however tyrannical that leader may be.

Maduro's arrest is being compared to the 1989 invasion of Panama and rendition of its caudillo, Manuel Noriega, to Miami to be convicted of drug trafficking and other crimes. The justification for that action was tripartite: self-defense (Panama had allegedly declared a state of war against the United States, and had killed a Marine there); the American treaty with Panama, which authorized the United States to protect the Panama Canal; and, finally, authority granted by the exiled legitimate government of Panama, which Noriega refused to let govern.

The United States and Venezuela have no canal treaty, but Trump does invoke something like a self-defense rationale for his action--this time based not on a dead Marine but on Venezuela's alleged role in sending "thousands of tons of cocaine" up the noses of innocent Americans. Taking part in this nefarious activity is tantamount to an armed attack, the administration says. This theory of international law is novel and, to say the least, a real stretch.

The Trump administration also does not invoke the authority of Venezuela's opposition, which would have won the 2024 election had Maduro counted the votes. Edmundo Gonzalez and Maria Corina Machado, the winners of the 2024 election, whose results Maduro faked, have said they are ready to return to Venezuela to rule and have endorsed the American operation. "The United States has fulfilled its promise to enforce the law," Machado wrote. But Trump himself said this morning that he had not been in touch with Machado. What looked at first like a mere rendition now sounds more like an occupation. Trump gestured to Secretary of State Marco Rubio and other senior officials when asked who would serve as his proconsuls in Venezuela.

Did these opposition politicians know that America's occupation of Venezuela would be part of the deal? Even if they did authorize the arrest of Maduro, their use as justification would set a disorderly precedent. There are, to put it simply, a lot of cases in which countries dispute the legitimacy of other countries' de facto governments. (Russia would like to have a word about Ukraine.) Those de facto governments may be illegitimate, odious, and oppressive. But a world where any country can topple another's rulers, as long as it is preceded into battle by an opposition party that blesses its military action, will be awfully messy. And much of the international order is an attempt to avert messes, even by letting odious and illegitimate governments stay in power, because messes can be odious too.

Joseph Stalin is famously said to have asked how many divisions the pope had. One could equally count how many divisions the International Court of Justice, or any other body that might fret over Trump's violation of these rules and norms, could field against the United States. The violation will almost certainly go unpunished, but the rules and norms will be missed. Trump says that he wants "partnership" with a post-Maduro Venezuela that is "rich, independent, and safe." That is a goal that most Venezuelans share, but it will be achieved at a cost that could be painful, and that might not be felt at a time of America's choosing.
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Maybe Russia and China Should Sit This One Out

Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping are just shocked--shocked!--by the American attack on Venezuela.

by Tom Nichols

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




Updated at 8:24 a.m. ET on January 4, 2026

President Donald Trump has launched not a splendid little war, but perhaps a splendid little operation in Venezuela. He has captured a dictator and removed him from power. So far, Trump seems to have executed a bad idea well: The military operation, dubbed "Operation Absolute Resolve," seems to have been flawless. The strategic wisdom, however, is deeply questionable. And the legal basis, as offered by the president and his team, is absurd. Some Americans, and some U.S. allies, are appalled.

Russia and China claim to be appalled, too, but to use a classic diplomatic expression, the leaders in Beijing and Moscow should be invited, with all due respect, to shut their traps.

"We firmly call on the U.S. leadership to reconsider this position," the Russian foreign ministry said this morning, "and release the lawfully elected president of a sovereign country and his wife." The Russians then shamelessly turned all the sanctimony knobs to supernova levels: "Venezuela must be guaranteed the right to determine its own future without destructive external interference, particularly of a military nature."

You don't say. Perhaps we might generalize that principle to other nations, such as Ukraine, where Moscow's forces are murdering people every week--in part because the Russians failed to kill or capture the "lawfully elected president of a sovereign country" four years ago.

The Chinese, too, are absolutely shocked that a great power is menacing a small neighbor and inflicting regime change by military force. China, the foreign ministry in Beijing said, "is deeply shocked"--at least it wasn't shocked and stunned--"and strongly condemns the use of force by the U.S. against a sovereign country and the use of force against the president of a country."

Noble words. And then, like the Russians, the Chinese dared the world to laugh out loud: "China firmly opposes such hegemonic behavior by the U.S., which seriously violates international law, violates Venezuela's sovereignty, and threatens peace and security in Latin America and the Caribbean. We urge the U.S. to abide by international law and the purposes and principles of the UN Charter and stop violating the sovereignty and security of other countries."

Only two days ago, however, China engaged in military exercises that included surrounding Taiwan and then firing missiles in the waters around the island. A giant nation regularly running war games aimed at invading its tiny neighbor--and threatening Japan, for good measure--counts as "hegemonic behavior" that threatens the "peace and security" of a region, and China knows it.

The more stinging irony here is that Russian President Vladimir Putin and Chinese President Xi Jinping probably approved these public statements with a chuckle. The United States has now given Russia, China, and anyone else who wants to give it a try a road map for invading countries and capturing leaders who displease them, with a lawlessness that by comparison makes the 2003 invasion of Iraq seem as lawyered up as a bank merger.

Let us all stipulate that Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro is a bad guy. He deserved to be driven from power, perhaps with American help. An operation rooted in support from the international community and approved by Congress would be a tough sell because Venezuela presented no threat to the United States, but it would have been the right way to go. (Drugs don't count as an imminent danger.) Instead, the president declared the "Donroe Doctrine," another moment that will stand for ages as an embarrassment to the United States and raises the question yet again of whether the commander in chief is cognitively stable enough to be ordering the invasion of other nations.

Trump and his team didn't even try creating a coalition either at home or abroad. By simply landing troops in another nation and decapitating its leadership, Trump has done Russia and China a great service by trashing, yet again, guardrails that limit other nations from running amok. International law? Pointless. The United Nations? Never heard of it. The Congress of the United States? Well, they're good folks, but according to Secretary of State Marco Rubio, they couldn't be told ahead of time, for security reasons. (He said this while standing next to Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, a fountain of security violations.) Putin and Xi must have watched Trump's presser while nodding and taking notes.

Hypocrisy, the French nobleman Francois de La Rochefoucauld once said, is the tribute vice pays to virtue. In this case, there is little virtue to be found; the Russian and Chinese statements are vice paying tribute to vice. They already know that the president of the United States is helping to clear the way for their adventures--and they should keep their faux outrage to themselves.
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Making Sense of the Venezuela Attack

All actions have consequences--even arbitrary and inscrutable ones.

by Idrees Kahloon

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




Updated at 12 p.m. ET on January 3, 2026.

The Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro's regime lasted nearly 13 years before America ended it today. This seems to be what the months-long American-military pressure campaign on Venezuela was building toward--the strikes on boats carrying drugs in international waters, the seizure of oil tankers, and the CIA-engineered port explosion. Early this morning, military installations in Caracas started exploding. Hours later, President Donald Trump announced that he had ordered a "large scale strike against Venezuela"--and that America had captured Maduro and flown him out of the country.

The apparent goal is to have Maduro stand trial in America, facing, in the words of Attorney General Pam Bondi, "the full wrath of American justice on American soil in American courts." In 2020, Maduro was indicted on charges of cocaine and weapons trafficking by federal prosecutors. Having gone here, the Trump administration apparently wishes to go no further: Marco Rubio, the secretary of state, told Republican Senator Mike Lee that he "anticipates no further action in Venezuela."

This is Trump's most audacious foreign-policy decision in either term of office--more significant than the assassination of Qassem Soleimani, the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps commander, in 2020 or even the strike on Iranian nuclear facilities last year. But, alongside the rest of Trump's decisions, it is an incoherent one: The "America First" faction of the Republican Party denigrates regime change as a compulsion of neoconservatives--then pulls off a defenestration as spectacular as America's arrest of Manuel Noriega, the Panamanian dictator, in 1990. Maduro is an authoritarian and a blight to the Venezuelan people, certainly, but this administration is hardly one that finds all autocrats anathema. Trump wants to bring Maduro to justice for allegedly running a narco-trafficking empire while president of Venezuela not even two months after pardoning Juan Orlando Hernandez--who ran a narco-trafficking empire while president of Honduras and had been sentenced to 45 years in prison by an American jury. Trump wants to muscularly intervene in Central and South American affairs--what some observers are calling the "Donroe Doctrine"--but also does not want to deal with the increased migration that often comes from rupturing regimes.

How do we make sense of this new American arbitrariness--willing to drop massive bombs on buried Iranian nuclear facilities and kidnap dictators, but unwilling to keep providing funds for the defense of Ukraine, even if this risks no actual American soldiers? One interpretation of "America First" foreign policy is as a halfway station between proper isolationism and neoconservatism: The Trump administration intervenes where it can do so easily and without immediate consequence, but shies away from long-term commitments and occupations. This interpretation was undercut by Trump's statement at his 11 a.m. address, however, that the U.S. is "going to run the country."

A second interpretation of the Venezuelan operation is that Trump is inaugurating a return to spheres of influence. Trump rejects the rules-based international order set up after World War II (which placed America as its keystone), and he despises the globalists in the Washington foreign-policy blob and European capitals who still believe in it. In this view, great powers ought to be able to intervene in their own backyards. This is why America can do as it sees fit in Venezuela. It is also why Trump often seems more sympathetic to Russian President Vladimir Putin than to Ukraine's Volodymyr Zelensky. The return of spheres-of-influence thinking bodes poorly for the chances of America intervening if China were to invade Taiwan while Trump is still in office. The conflict would be seen as an intramural dispute--one that poses risks to American ships, soldiers, and submarines that are orders of magnitude greater than the risks posed by Trump's targets so far.

The Venezuelan incursion also reflects the central failing of American domestic politics: the continued declining relevance of Congress. Even though the prescribed constitutional order is to have Congress declare wars, President Trump has brazenly ignored this power. In this instance, it is hard to even begin to construct the legal basis for the military action. Vice President J. D. Vance suggested on X that this morning's incursion is legal because "Maduro has multiple indictments in the United States for narcoterrorism." But as my colleague Conor Friedersdorf has noted, this logic would mean that the president can order an invasion of "any country where a national has an outstanding arrest warrant."

Of course, circumventing the legislature is not a Trumpian innovation. Harry Truman described the Korean War as an American "international police action" to avoid needing a formal congressional declaration of war. George H. W. Bush's invasion of Panama in 1989, which culminated in the arrest of Noriega, was also not authorized by Congress. What is new about the Trump era is taking the blithe disregard for the other branches of government that American presidents have enjoyed in foreign affairs and seeking to apply it to spheres of governance, too--whether that is the declaration of tariffs, the deployment of the National Guard, or even the enforcement of ordinary laws. The administration has essentially ignored the law requiring the sale of TikTok. It is hard to imagine the current Congress, having allowed the president to encroach on all of these powers already, demanding actual justification for the administration's actions in Venezuela.

But as free as Congress leaves him, Trump may find that the rest of the world will not comply with his wish to intervene militarily and "run" a foreign country, whatever that may mean. Perhaps a democratic revolution in Venezuela will place an opposition leader like Maria Corina Machado in charge, or perhaps another authoritarian figure will try to inherit Maduro's regime--just as Maduro was able to reconstitute the regime of Hugo Chavez. Colombia has already had millions of Venezuelans flee across its borders and is worried about further destabilization. The principles of Trump's foreign policy remain even harder to discern after the Venezuelan intervention than they did before it. But all actions have consequences--even arbitrary and inscrutable ones.
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Trump's Critics Are Falling Into an Obvious Trap

The capture of Nicolas Maduro is a show of ambition that calls for an effective response.

by David Frum

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




When Donald Trump claims a success, two things quickly happen.

From the pro-Trump side, the American people hear a huge and unanimous whoop of triumph.

Because the Trump movement is a cult of personality, with no consistent principles and no concern for truth, many of its boosters don't care whether the success is real or phony. They don't care whether the advertised "success" actually happened the way Trump says it did. They don't care whether the so-called success achieves anything important or lasting. They don't care if there later turns out to be a corrupt underside. They celebrate peace plans that don't bring peace, trade deals that don't enhance trade. The Trump movement exists to glorify Trump, in all his erratic mania. Results in the real world don't matter.

From the anti-Trump side, meanwhile, the American people hear a nervous rustling of vague doubts.

Because the anti-Trump side tends to care about facts, it hesitates to speak before it knows what it's talking about. There's a decent likelihood that the president's story is a lie. But what kind of lie, covering up what truth? Because the truth takes time to come to light, the anti-Trump side will be slow to respond to the pro-Trump boast and brag.

Because most on the anti-Trump side care about institutions, they measure their words so they won't be misinterpreted as criticism of those parts of the U.S. government that preexisted Trump and--they hope--will survive him. Trump uses the military so often because he correctly assesses that respect for the courage and professionalism of its personnel will transfer to him.

Read: Trump's risky war in Venezuela

Because the anti-Trump side cares about fairness, many of its most prominent figures hesitate to accuse Trump of corrupt motives until sufficient evidence emerges to support the accusation. That Trump has ordered the military to seize an alleged drug-trafficking Latin American head of state barely a month after he pardoned and released a convicted drug-trafficking Latin American head of state is suspicious, to say the least. But until and unless there's something to back those suspicions, and perhaps recalling the readiness of Trump's regulatory agencies to retaliate against Trump-critical speech, many on the anti-Trump side deem it unwise to voice them. The possibility that U.S. armed forces could have been deployed because Trump insiders bought into a shady scheme to grab Venezuelan oil seems far-fetched--yet it may be much more grounded in reality than any learned article concocting a Trump grand strategy.

Because the anti-Trump side defends the rule of law, it can be drawn into legalistic objections that sound pettifogging and irrelevant. Americans want the flow of drugs reduced. They don't much care how it's done. Many on the anti-Trump side are so rightly outraged by the anti-constitutionality and illegality of Trump's antidrug actions that they leave to later how useless those actions often are. Over Trump's first year in power, the price of cocaine in the United States has dropped steeply, the one price Trump has reduced. That trend suggests that Trump's multibillion-dollar operation against boats that may or may not be carrying drugs is wasteful and even counterproductive--but unless carefully stated, the arguments of the anti-Trump side can appear to emphasize legal forms over the lives Trump falsely claims to be saving.

Because the anti-Trump side includes progressives and others uncomfortable with American power, it often gets distracted by Trump's militaristic show--and fails to reckon with the president's inner weakness. When Trump officials briefed Congress and the press about Venezuela, they disavowed a goal of "regime change." Now the U.S. has seized Nicolas Maduro, and some progressives have charged Trump officials with lying to them. But the real problem is that those officials may have been telling the truth. Just as Maduro's dictatorial regime allowed Venezuela's apparatus of repression to outlive its founder, Hugo Chavez, the removal of one regime figure now may merely transfer power to another. The United States government recognized Edmundo Gonzalez as the rightful winner of Venezuela's 2024 presidential election. It will take more than an abduction to bring Gonzalez to power, however. The progressive impulse to blame Trump for doing too much in Venezuela can obscure the reality that--for all the noise--Trump may not have done enough.

Because the anti-Trump side is preoccupied with domestic politics, it sometimes overlooks how Trump is corroding American leadership in the world. The Venezuelan regime is broadly unpopular in Latin America; its socialism of plunder has sent millions of desperate people into Colombia and other states. But U.S. intervention is deeply mistrusted in the region, associated much more closely with bringing dictators to power than with toppling them. The administration could have courted greater legitimacy for its actions by cooperating with regional partners, such as Colombia and Brazil, which have both tangled with the Maduro regime in the recent past. Refusing such cooperation is not merely an incidental vice of Trump's foreign policy. That vice is at its core. Military action in Venezuela today without allies may prefigure action tomorrow against allies--for example, to invade and annex Greenland. The big strategic idea of the second Trump administration is that major powers are entitled to dominate their neighbors: Russia to dominate Ukraine, China to dominate its neighborhood, and the U.S. to rule over Venezuela, Greenland, Panama, and ultimately Canada--Trump's desired "51st state."

We'll all know more soon about the Venezuelan operation. But we know plenty already about the anti-Trump opposition. The qualities itemized above are not all faults. It's good to care about law, institutions, and facts. But even good qualities can produce bad outcomes if they are not self-understood, self-restrained, and directed in the service of good goals.

Trump thrives on the ineffectiveness of his opponents. The military operation in Venezuela is a warning that Trump's imperial ambitions are growing. He's building himself a triumphal arch in Washington. He craves gaudy acts to justify his monument to himself. He announced his operation first on his own wacky social-media platform, then on a phone call to Fox--as if his fan base were the only part of the nation to whom the president owed an explanation for his actions. Trump's ego poses clear and present dangers to American democracy and American world leadership. An ineffective anti-Trump movement is an indulgence that American democracy cannot afford or accept.
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The Race for Global Domination in AI

The competition between China and the United States is about more than technology.

by Michael Schuman

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




Government officials in Hangzhou have grand ambitions to make their city in eastern China a global center for artificial intelligence--and the funds to try to make it happen. In June, they pledged $140 million to subsidize AI firms that operate in town. Not to be outdone, Shanghai promptly followed in July with its own $140 million subsidy program, and inaugurated an "AI innovation town" two months later with low-cost office space for start-ups in the sector. In the south, Shenzhen was already doling out $70 million a year to support local AI firms and research, while Chengdu, in the west, invested $42 million in a start-up called Zhipu AI to bring a new model-training center and research facility to the city.

This frenzied spending spree follows a playbook that has proved successful in many industries in China: The state acts as cheerleader, financier, and protector, uniting the country's bureaucrats, executives, and entrepreneurs in a mission that Beijing believes is vital to China's future.

China's top-down approach has made the country the envy of much of the world when it comes to industries such as manufacturing and infrastructure construction. But AI--and the technological innovation it demands--is something different. "The Chinese government is struggling to figure out how to support" the AI sector, Paul Triolo, a partner at the advisory firm Albright Stonebridge Group who specializes in Chinese technology, told me. The U.S. government, in contrast, "is trying to get out of the way and create an environment in which capital markets and these very innovative companies can run with the ball."

Matteo Wong: The AI industry is radicalizing

That makes the contest for AI not just between engineers and algorithms but between China's centralized autocracy and America's decentralized democracy. It pits American private enterprise and its immense financial resources, talent, and creative energies against a Chinese government determined to dominate this new technology at any cost. The future of AI is too uncertain to know just yet which approach will win out. But as things stand, even the most disciplined and dedicated policy makers in China may struggle to compete with the wealth, expertise, and experience of America's private tech sector.

Given the ways in which AI promises to reshape nearly every aspect of our lives, the stakes for this race are high. Whichever country claims the lead could gain an edge not just technologically and economically, but also diplomatically, militarily, and in any area that relies on ingenuity.

In China, however, this race feels existential. After decades of robust growth, the country's investment-led economic engine is running on empty. The Communist Party plainly hopes that AI technology will offer a solution to the country's economic malaise--a way to restore growth without resorting to the kinds of reforms that might loosen the party's grip on power. With its society aging and public discontent mounting, Chinese leaders are keen to put AI to work. If their strategy fails, the divisions between the party and public may deepen, leading to even greater repression and a more uncertain future.

All AI companies are racing to develop smarter large language models and the expensive infrastructure to support them. But in the U.S., the strategy is primarily to build bigger and more powerful models as rapidly as possible, to hasten both the adoption and the profitability of AI. The ultimate ambition is to achieve "artificial general intelligence," whereby a machine can match the cognition and problem-solving of a human brain.

In China, the prevailing assumption is that AI models are already good enough to deliver benefits now. In August, the State Council, China's top governing body, pledged to promote "the broad and deep integration of AI across all industries and areas of the economy and society" by 2035. China's leadership wants every civil servant, lab scientist, factory manager, corporate executive, and army general to be harnessing AI ASAP.

In the U.S., the hope is that artificial general intelligence "will provide a cross-sectoral advantage across the economy, across the military," Scott Singer, a fellow who focuses on technology at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, told me. "For China, it's much more about how a conventional, meaningful boost to your economic, and perhaps military, productivity creates competitiveness."

China's leaders have had their eyes fixed on AI for nearly a decade. In 2017, the State Council introduced a national plan for AI development with the intention of "making China the world's primary AI innovation center." The Chinese government has spent at least $200 billion over the past decade on supporting the AI sector. Adding related state funding for chips and other industries probably puts this sum at more than $300 billion, according to estimates from the Council on Foreign Relations using data from a study published by the National Bureau of Economic Research. China now presents the only real threat to American leadership in AI.

This kind of state muscle is great for making steel and cars, but it doesn't necessarily work when it comes to conceiving and adopting something as complicated as AI. "It's much harder for the government to almost mandate or just push through adoption at a large scale" in AI versus other industries, Jeffrey Ding, a specialist on China's AI sector at George Washington University, told me. When it comes to infrastructure, "you can build the bridges; you can invest in high-speed rail." But to get people to use AI systems, "it has to make sense for them from a profit perspective, from a market perspective."

More perniciously, China's leaders have also refused to liberalize the country's antiquated financial system. Bureaucrats have stunted the development of stock markets, and their distrust of private enterprise has scared off investors and venture capitalists. This means that Chinese AI companies cannot raise the kinds of funds that their American competitors do with ease. According to an analysis by Ding based on data from a Chinese research institute, four top U.S. tech giants--Google, Microsoft, Meta, and Amazon--have together invested over eight times more in data centers and other infrastructure necessary to support AI than China's seven leading internet companies combined. And state funding doesn't appear to be making up the difference.

China's AI sector is further hobbled by Washington's curbs on selling advanced American AI chips to Chinese companies, because China's semiconductor industry is not yet capable of producing equivalent alternatives. Over the objections of many national-security experts, President Donald Trump has allowed the U.S. semiconductor giant Nvidia to sell more AI chips to China, but he has maintained the ban on the most powerful American chips, at least for now. Chinese efforts to boost its own chip industry have fallen short.

These constraints place China's AI firms at a disadvantage. Experts generally agree that American AI models perform better than their Chinese competitors. Without sufficient investment or chips, the Chinese industry may never catch up. If an American firm does create an AI model that rivals human intelligence "using breakthrough technologies that others don't know, then they may really squash the rest of the world," Kai-Fu Lee, the chairman of the venture-capital firm Sinovation Ventures and an AI expert in China, told me.

But the race is far from over. Despite these considerable obstacles, Chinese AI firms have proved adept at keeping pace with their richer U.S. peers. DeepSeek startled Silicon Valley last year with a model that rivals ChatGPT but built with far less money and computing muscle. The Chinese AI industry has also chosen to be "open source," which means that the source code of models from DeepSeek and Alibaba is freely available to study, improve, and share, and is cheaper to use than U.S. alternatives, which are largely kept private.

"The American approach is like, I'm a genius; I'm going to win the Nobel prize; I'll invent something and beat everyone to it," Lee said. "The Chinese approach is We're all good students; we're not geniuses; we're going to do our homework together."

Michael Schuman: DeepSeek and the truth about Chinese tech

Chinese entrepreneurs and engineers are channeling their efforts into more practical applications of AI that promise a wider reach. About 70 percent of users of a Chinese AI-video generator called Kling, for example, are outside China. Chinese companies are also moving quickly to capitalize on the country's vast manufacturing capacity by deploying AI in everyday objects, such as cars, eyeglasses, toys, and transcription devices. Tom van Dillen, the managing partner of the Beijing-based technology consulting firm Greenkern, told me that 17 of the top 20 car brands in China have integrated DeepSeek's AI into their models. "The ability to take a lot of these new technologies and put them into use in creative ways is superior" in China than in the United States, he said.

Given the questions that plague the future of AI, what may seem like clear-cut comparative advantages may prove not to be. Perhaps China's aggressive state spending, open-source AI coding, and interest in ordinary use cases for the technology will ultimately give the country an edge over American firms that are expensively chasing revolutionary applications for a more theoretical product. Perhaps the sheer diversity of AI and its potential applications makes it wrong to conceive of this competition between the U.S. and China as a winner-takes-all binary.

Or perhaps this race will indeed reinforce which political and economic model best enables technological innovation: China's aggressive meddling or America's intensive enabling. The U.S. would seem to have the upper hand here, but it would be unwise to count China--and the Communist Party--out.
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Trump's Risky War in Venezuela

By going around Congress, the president is showing contempt for the will of the public.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




Updated at 8:44 a.m. ET on January 3, 2026

This morning, President Trump unilaterally launched a regime-change war against Nicolas Maduro of Venezuela, ordering strikes on multiple military targets in the country and seizing its leader and his wife. They were "captured and flown out of the country," Trump stated on Truth Social. "They will soon face the full wrath of American justice on American soil in American courts," Attorney General Pam Bondi stated, in something like an inversion of the notion that justice should be blind and impartial.

After Pearl Harbor, Franklin D. Roosevelt addressed Congress and asked it to declare war on Japan. Prior to waging regime-change wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, George W. Bush sought and secured authorizations to use military force. Those presidents asked for permission to conduct hostilities because the supreme law of the land, the Constitution, unambiguously vests the war power in Congress. And Congress voted to authorize force in part because a majority of Americans favored war.

Trump says he will speak to the nation at 11 a.m. eastern time and address his rationale for the attack. The president may point to the fact that the State Department has branded Maduro the head of a "narcoterrorist" state, and that in 2020 Maduro was indicted in the United States on charges that he oversaw a violent drug cartel. For months Trump has been seeking the ouster of Maduro, and aligning the United States with opposition figures who contest the legitimacy of his presidency.

But these accusations and the indictment wouldn't seem to constitute legal justification. Overnight, multiple members of Congress pointed out that Trump's new war is illegal because he received no permission to wage it, and it was not an emergency response to an attack on our homeland or the imminent threat of one.

The probable illegality of Trump's actions does not foreclose the possibility that his approach will improve life for Venezuelans. Like too many world leaders, Maduro is a brutal thug, and opposition figures have good reason to insist he isn't the country's legitimate leader. I hope and pray his ouster yields peace and prosperity, not blood-soaked anarchy or years of grinding factional violence.

But "toppling Maduro is the easy part," Orlando J. Perez, the author of Civil-Military Relations in Post-Conflict Societies, warned in November. "What follows is the hard strategic slog of policing a sprawling, heavily armed society where state services have collapsed and regime loyalists, criminal syndicates, and colectivos--pro-government armed groups that police neighborhoods and terrorize dissidents--all compete for turf." Two groups of Colombian militants "operate openly from Venezuelan safe havens, running mining and smuggling routes," he added. "They would not go quietly."

If those challenges are overcome, Trump may lack the leadership qualities necessary for long-term success. Now that the United States has involved itself this way, its leaders are implicated in securing a stable postwar Venezuela and in staving off chaos that could destabilize the region. Yet Trump is best suited to military operations that are quick and discrete, like the strikes on the Iranian general Qassem Soleimani or Iran's nuclear sites, as they do not require sustained focus or resolve. He is most ill-suited, I think, to a regime-change war against a country with lucrative natural resources. I fear Trump will try to enrich himself, his family, or his allies, consistent with his lifelong pattern of self-interested behavior; I doubt he will be a fair-minded, trusted steward of Venezuelan oil. If he indulges in self-dealing, he could fuel anti-American resentment among Venezuelans and intensify opposition to any regime friendly to the United States and its interests.

Another problem confronting Trump as he goes to war is that his political coalition, and indeed his Cabinet, is divided between interventionists and noninterventionists. "The United States needs to stay out of Venezuela," Tulsi Gabbard, his director of national intelligence, declared in 2019. "Let the Venezuelan people determine their future. We don't want other countries to choose our leaders--so we have to stop trying to choose theirs."

Whether the outcome is ultimately good for Venezuelans, as I hope, or bad, Trump has betrayed Americans. He could have tried to persuade Congress or the public to give him permission to use force. He didn't bother. He chose war despite polls that found a large majority of Americans opposed it. Perhaps, like me, they fear America is about to repeat the mistakes of its interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya, where brutal regimes were ousted, then ruinous power vacuums followed.

"I look forward to learning what, if anything, might constitutionally justify this action in the absence of a declaration of war or authorization for the use of military force," Senator Mike Lee, Republican of Utah, posted. After a phone call with Secretary of State Marco Rubio, he posted again: Rubio had informed him that Maduro "has been arrested by U.S. personnel to stand trial on criminal charges in the United States, and that the kinetic action we saw tonight was deployed to protect and defend those executing the arrest warrant," he said. "This action likely falls within the president's inherent authority under Article II of the Constitution to protect U.S. personnel from an actual or imminent attack." But surely the president can't invade any country where a national has an outstanding arrest warrant.

The real question isn't whether this action was legal; it is what to do about its illegality. Ignoring the law and the people's will in this fashion is a high crime. Any Congress inclined to impeach and remove Trump from office over Venezuela would be within their rights. That outcome is unlikely unless Democrats win the midterms. But Congress should enforce its war power. Otherwise, presidents of both parties will keep launching wars of choice with no regard for the will of people or our representatives. And anti-war voters will be radicalized by the dearth of democratic means to effect change.

War-weary voters who thought it was enough to elect a president who called the Iraq War "a stupid thing" and promised an "America First" foreign policy can now see for themselves that they were wrong. In 2026, as ever, only Congress can stop endless wars of choice. And if Trump faces no consequences for this one, he may well start another.
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Iranians Have Had Enough

The demonstrations erupting across the Islamic Republic reflect deep economic and political discontent.

by Arash Azizi

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




A wave of protests started by shopkeepers swept through Tehran in December. Iranians have had such a terrible year--facing such a decline in living standards and such a sense of political impasse--that no one was terribly surprised when demonstrations filled the streets.

I asked one Iranian student why she had taken part in the street protests. "Yeah, why should we protest?" she replied sarcastically. "After all, we have it so good!"

The immediate spark for the protests was a sharp decline in the value of the Iranian currency. At one point last week, a U.S. dollar traded for almost 1.5 million rials, having lost more than half its value in a year. As recently as 2021, a dollar cost around 250,000 rials and, only a decade ago, around 30,000. This continuous decline has slashed savings, destroyed the Iranian middle class, and inflicted real suffering on the working classes. The protests began on Sunday with merchants who rely on importing electrical goods and find that very few can now afford them. But they've quickly mushroomed--as did previous rounds did in 2017, 2019, and 2022--spreading to cities in provinces such as Hamedan, Isfahan, and Lorestan, and drawing in students, pensioners, and members of Gen Z.

Like previous waves of demonstrations, the protests have quickly acquired a political character. Protesters have chanted, "Death to the dictator," targeting the octogenarian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who has held the top post since 1989 with little accountability. As a statement read out by students at Tehran's Beheshti University put it: "This criminal system has taken our future hostage for 47 years. It won't be changed with reform or with false promises."

Iran's President Masoud Pezeshkian, elected with promises of good governance last year, has overseen electricity and water cuts while failing to realize signature promises such as lifting restrictions of the internet. Wanting to show he is cut from a different cloth than his hard-line predecessor, Pezeshkian quickly promised to meet with representatives of protesters. His spokesperson affirmed "the constitutional right of peaceful protest" for Iranians.

But Pezeshkian doesn't control the security forces, so these pronouncements ring hollow. Dozens of protesters have already been arrested, including Sarira Karimi, head of a student union chapter at the University of Tehran. (Karimi was released on Wednesday.) In the small cities of Kuhdasht and Fasa, security forces shot at protesters. According to local officials, a member of the security forces was killed in Kuhdasht. Protesters also clashed with police in Hamedan and Najafabad.

On Tuesday, Pezeshkian met with representatives of some guilds and merchant unions and promised to improve the economy. After almost 18 months in office, he finally dismissed Mohammadreza Farzin, the unpopular central-bank governor appointed by his hard-line predecessor. Farzin's successor, Abdolnasser Hemmati, a pro-reform economist and Pezeshkian's former finance minister, has promised economic stability.

But Hemmati faces a tall order. He is likely to slash interest rates (the official rate currently stands at 40 percent) and to pursue banking and currency-exchange reform. But these are hardly panaceas for Iran's deeply beleaguered economy, which suffers from international isolation, Western-imposed sanctions, and domestic mismanagement by a regime that has long failed to prioritize its people's welfare.

Iran's current monthly minimum wage, of around 104 million rials, barely buys a gram of 18-karat gold (often used as a measure of real value). Nurses and teachers earn around 150 to 250 million rials a month while a semi-decent apartment in Tehran rents for around 200 million. Many professionals supplement their income by moonlighting as ride-share drivers or taking other odd jobs. Thousands have emigrated to seek a better life elsewhere.

To make things worse, Iranians live in the fear of another round of military strikes by Israel or the United States. "You can't plan even for two weeks in this country," a young man who took part in the protests told me. "Without stability, there is no prospect for growth or welfare. We live day by day."

To change that, the regime would need to come to an agreement with the Trump administration that lifts the sanctions or at least keeps Iran safe from war. But Khamenei's harsh ideological stance against Israel and the U.S. makes that hard to achieve. On Tuesday, protesters in Tehran used a classic protest chant: "Neither Gaza, nor Lebanon, I give my life for Iran." The slogan, popular since 2009, reflects opposition to Iran's backing for militias such as Hamas and Hezbollah. The protesters believe that military adventurism has drained Iranian resources and helped put the country at odds with both the West and its Arab neighbors. In other words, Iranians link their economic malaise to their regime's foreign policy.

Can the protesters prevail against the Islamic Republic?

Every time Iranians come out to the streets, many around the world express this wish. Prominent American and Israeli politicians have already done so in the past few days. But rattled as the regime might be, it has seen mass protests off repeatedly in recent years.

Opponents of the Islamic Republic remain hopelessly disorganized and disunited. Some protesters have chanted slogans in favor of Reza Pahlavi, Iran's exiled crown prince. But Pahlavi remains a divisive figure among anti-regime Iranians. Many reject his claim to leadership. Pahlavi's supporters and top advisers routinely criticize popular domestic dissidents including the Nobel Peace laureate Narges Mohammadi, actress Taraneh Alidoosti, and rapper Toumaj Salehi. Earlier this month, Mohammadi was physically attacked by pro-Pahlavi protesters in the northeastern city of Mashhad.

Regardless of their politics, all opposition factions have failed to build powerful organizations or lasting networks that could direct the protests. Without such direction, the current protests are likely to lose momentum and fizzle out, just like previous rounds. Even if they were to last, it is far likelier that figures from inside the regime's ranks would take the initiative and wrest power from Khamenei, than that the protesters would succeed in bringing about a change to the regime's basic structures.

"I am happy from the bottom of my heart to see others in the streets," a young woman who took part in protests on Wednesday told me. "But I also know that we are economically fucked and things won't get better anytime soon. We also have no easy way of winning against these bastards. It is hard to be hopeful."

Even as Iranians show incredible bravery by coming out against their thuggish regime, a winning strategy continues to be elusive.
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Britain Should Have Read the Tweets First

The case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah is a test of Britain's values.

by Helen Lewis

Tue, 30 Dec 2025




How much effort should a country expend to rescue someone who appears to hate its values? That is the question posed by the case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah.

Abd el-Fattah is an Egyptian pro-democracy campaigner who has been in and out of prison since 2006 for opposing the regimes of Hosni Mubarak and Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, and for drawing attention to torture and other abuses. In 2021, he was granted British citizenship through a somewhat tenuous connection--his mother, Laila, had been born in London while her mother was studying in the United Kingdom--which gave the British government greater standing to lobby Cairo on his behalf. It pressed his case under three Conservative prime ministers (Boris Johnson, Liz Truss, and Rishi Sunak) and, since June 2024, under Labour's Keir Starmer. Six months ago, a government minister said that the case had been "a top priority every week that I have been in office."

Last week, those efforts finally paid off. Egypt lifted a travel ban on Abd el-Fattah, who had been released from jail in September, and Starmer declared that he was "delighted" that Abd el-Fattah was "back in the UK and has been reunited with his loved ones."

That delight was short-lived. Within hours, Abd el-Fattah's tweets from the time of the Arab Spring, when he was around 30, resurfaced on X. In these, he reportedly wished violence on "all Zionists, including civilians"--read: Jews. He also called for the murder of police officers, and sarcastically described his dislike of white people. In a 2010 discussion of the death of one of the terrorists who had tortured and killed Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics, he declared, "My heroes have always killed colonialists."

The populist insurgent Nigel Farage could not have scripted a better attack ad against Britain's two established parties. At best, both Labour and the Conservatives have spent political capital on an activist who has repeatedly expressed thoughtless and hateful views in public. At worst, the government has invited in a provocateur who will continue to spread poison and incite violence. "It is unclear to me why it has been a priority for successive governments to bring this guy over here," the rank-and-file Labour politician Tom Rutland wrote on X, adding, "His tweets are impressive in how they manage to be vile in such a variety of ways."

Read: How not to hand populists a weapon

In a statement of apology, Abd el-Fattah suggested that his statements were in keeping with the prevailing ethos of early-2010s Twitter--which was full of performative, deliberately offensive left-wing posturing. His posts, he said, were the "writings of a much younger person, deeply enmeshed in antagonistic online cultures, utilising flippant, shocking and sarcastic tones in the nascent, febrile world of social media." In his offline activism, Abd el-Fattah maintained, he was known for "publicly rejecting anti-Jewish speech in Egypt, often at risk to myself, defence of LGBTQ rights, defence of Egyptian Christians, and campaigning against police torture and brutality." However, Abd el-Fattah also questioned why the tweets had been "republished" now with their meanings "twisted." On Facebook, he appears to have liked a comment suggesting that it was--you guessed it--a "campaign launched by the Zionists."

The situation is deeply embarrassing for Starmer, who welcomed Abd el-Fattah's arrival in Britain so warmly. He now claims not to have known about the "absolutely abhorrent" tweets and is promising to "review the information failures in this case." Apparently, despite years of campaigning for this guy, the combined might of the British civil service never thought to search his Twitter handle. If the authorities had conducted even a cursory background check, they would have found opinions such as this (now-deleted) assertion from 2012: "I'm a racist, I don't like white people so piss off."

Nor did civil servants enter Abd el-Fattah's name into a search engine, which would have revealed the 2014 reports on his controversial nomination for a free-speech prize. One of these, headlined "A Dissident for Hate," observed that "Mr. Abdel Fattah may have been brave in confronting authoritarianism in his own country. But his rhetoric on Israel and moderate Arabs is another story."

The British right is now arguing that Abd el-Fattah and his celebrity supporters--including Naomi Klein, Olivia Colman, and Mark Ruffalo--have made the British government look foolish. Why is Starmer loudly welcoming "back" a man who has never before spent a significant amount of time in Britain, who abhors its geopolitical alliances, and who apparently dislikes the majority of its population? Farage, the leader of the right-wing Reform Party, has unsurprisingly called for Abd el-Fattah to be stripped of his British citizenship. So has Kemi Badenoch, the current leader of the Conservatives--the party in charge when Abd el-Fattah was awarded that citizenship in the first place.

Idrees Kahloon: Political parties have disconnected from the public

Former Conservative Prime Minister Liz Truss, who has lately joined the podcast circuit, wrote on X that Abd el-Fattah's case shows that "the human-rights/NGO industrial complex has completely captured the British state." This is the same Liz Truss who, as foreign secretary in 2022, assured Parliament that she was "working very hard to secure his release." Was she then unaware of his tweets? Or was she then posturing as a policy maker, whereas now she is trying to make a living as a YouTuber? (Yes, she is Dan Bongino in reverse.) The Conservatives' shadow justice secretary, Robert Jenrick, has also piled on Abd el-Fattah's story, condemning the celebrities who campaigned for his release as "useful idiots." Jenrick covets Badenoch's job--and his plan to win it relies on outflanking her on crime and immigration.

Liberals and conservatives have politicized this story. Starmer--and the previous incarnation of Truss--treated Abd el-Fattah as a kind of mascot, a living totem of Britain's enlightened attitudes toward political dissent in comparison with those of Middle Eastern dictatorships. Today's version of Truss, and the rest of the populist right, are now holding him up as Exhibit A in their argument that the West needs to be tougher on Muslim immigration to Europe.

As ever, the challenge is to look beyond this ideological point-scoring and consider the case on its own merits. I was deeply unimpressed that one of Abd el-Fattah's first public statements after his longed-for deliverance was to repost a complaint that Starmer had not publicly condemned Sisi's dictatorship while announcing his release. Welcome to the grubby reality of international diplomacy! But if I had missed many of my child's birthdays in detention, I might also find it hard to be gracious.

Still, British Jews have every right to question their state's extraordinary efforts to free someone who has called for violence against them and who has recanted only in the vaguest terms. The Jewish community is under threat here: The aftermath of October 7 and the war in Gaza have led to more visible anti-Semitism in Britain, in many cases from self-declared Islamists. On Yom Kippur, a militant Islamist called Jihad Al-Shamie (in retrospect, the first name was a clue) killed one person and injured others in a stabbing attack on a synagogue in Manchester. Earlier this month, two men were convicted of plotting what authorities described as an "ISIS-inspired" atrocity in the same city. "Here in Manchester, we have the biggest Jewish community," one of the plotters told an undercover police officer whom he believed to be a co-conspirator. "God willing we will degrade and humiliate them (in the worst way possible), and hit them where it hurts." Social media is one of the key drivers and reinforcers of anti-Semitic extremism; tweets like Abd el-Fattah's are not just harmless letting-off of steam.

Still, if he repeats such sentiments now that he lives in Britain, Abd el-Fattah could be subject to prosecution for incitement to violence, or hate speech. The British state has pursued people for less: See the recent prosecution against the gender-critical campaigner Graham Linehan--the case was eventually dropped--or the conviction of a woman named Lucy Connolly for posting that hotels housing asylum-seekers should be set on fire.

Taking away Abd el-Fattah's British passport is another matter. Once granted, citizenship is citizenship, no matter how stupid or evil or thoughtless its holder turns out to be. I don't want to live in a country where naturalized or joint citizens are treated as second-class Britons, forever on probation. Now that he has a U.K. passport, Alaa Abd el-Fattah is entitled to the protection of the British state, just like Liz Truss--or like Kemi Badenoch, for that matter, whose British citizenship rests on the coincidence of her Nigerian mother having given birth to her in London.

Yet you can take an inclusive view of British citizenship and still believe that people should be vetted before receiving it. Starmer's post gushing about Abd el-Fattah's arrival was catastrophically ill-judged, both in his assessment of this particular case and as a representation of his wider governing philosophy. Starmer, a former human-rights lawyer, approaches every problem with an arid obsession with process rather than outcome--as if, when people follow every dot and comma of the rules, nothing bad can happen and no one should complain.

The Abd el-Fattah decision follows this pattern. Starmer celebrated the bureaucratic machinations of this case--granting automatic citizenship by descent and then securing the end of Abd el-Fattah's travel ban--without enough attention to the politics. Yes, he was failed by his officials and their lack of briefing. But he also suffered a personal failure of imagination: Is it such a stretch to ask whether a Middle Eastern activist raised among members of the Egyptian communist intelligentsia has any worrisome opinions on Israel or Jews? Part of Starmer's pitch to succeed Jeremy Corbyn as leader of Labour was that his predecessor had turned a blind eye to anti-Semitism. (He eventually kicked Corbyn out of the party altogether for this offense.) But in the past two years, he has struggled to identify and police the line between legitimate criticism of the Israeli government and wider animus against Jews, often camouflaged as attacks on "Zionists."

At the same time, populists on the right have begun to insist, in more and more explicit terms, that Muslims cannot be integrated into Europe because their values are too different--the grooming-gangs scandal is offered as evidence here--and because they feel more loyalty to the ummah than to the countries to which they have immigrated. That view ignores the many followers of moderate Islam, such as London Mayor Sadiq Khan, who have found no contradiction between their faith and Western liberalism. But the views of Abd el-Fattah punch that bruise.

Another case like this may not arrive again--not least because Britain's current appetite for enforcing its values abroad is low. In June, Starmer cut the foreign-aid budget, and some of what remains is spent domestically anyway, on housing asylum seekers. Starmer's home secretary, Shabana Mahmood--herself a British Muslim--has announced a drastic tightening of eligibility requirements for citizenship.

Starmer--and his Conservative predecessors--were right to call for Abd el-Fattah's release. What was absurd, however, was to frame his arrival on British soil as an unalloyed blessing. Starmer was thinking like the procedure-obsessed human-rights lawyer he used to be, not the political and moral leader that Britain needs right now.
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Good Intentions Gone Bad

How Canada's "reconciliation" with its Indigenous people went wrong

by David Frum

Sat, 27 Dec 2025




Updated at 1:05 p.m. ET on December 28, 2025.

Attend a public event in Canada and you will likely hear it open with a land acknowledgment. In the city of Vancouver, for example, the script might read:

"This place is the unceded and ancestral territory of the h@nq@min@m and Skwxwu7mesh speaking peoples, the xwm@thkw@y@m (Musqueam), Skwxwu7mesh (Squamish), and s@lilw@tal (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations, and has been stewarded by them since time immemorial."

I've been present for many of these recitations, which are common in liberal areas of the United States too. They are usually received by their audiences as a Christian invocation might once have been: a socially required ritual in which only some believe, but at which it would be rude to scoff. After all, what harm does it do?

In the past few months, Canadians have learned that these well-meaning pronouncements are not, in fact, harmless. Far from it. Canadian courts are reinterpreting these rote confessions of historical guilt as legally enforceable admissions of wrongful possession.

In August, a British Columbia court ruled that the titles to public land across 800 acres south of downtown Vancouver must be subordinated to a new "Aboriginal title" belonging to a group of about 5,500 Indigenous Canadians.

Although the judge in question has claimed that this decision does not apply to private land, the logic of this ruling has proved so muddled that it has called into question not only the private titles of some 150 landowners in the region but also the ownership of almost every piece of private land in British Columbia--and possibly all of Canada. Some Americans may try to apply this precedent to the U.S. too.

The effects of the decision have been swift and harsh. Commercial-property values have collapsed in the city of Richmond because of uncertainty over titles. A hotel valued by its lenders at more than 110 million Canadian dollars in August traded hands for $51.5 million in October. I spoke this month with a landowner who had a major Canadian lender terminate discussions on a $35 million construction loan after the decision. At least one lease on an industrial building has been called into question because the tenant no longer knows whether the landlord still owns the premises.

To offset the damage, the government of British Columbia has offered $150 million in loan guarantees to local landowners, putting taxpayers on the hook.

David Frum: Against guilty history

The dollar amounts at stake are enormous. Before the ruling deflated values, the more than 100 homes, businesses, and commercial properties in the area were valued at $2 billion. Yet because this case ostensibly doesn't apply to private landowners--who are expected to litigate their own cases--they were denied any opportunity to defend their interests. At an earlier phase in the proceedings, advocates for the plaintiffs argued, "It foments adversity and unnecessary hostility to frame this as a claim against private property holders"--a clever move, which the British Columbia courts accepted in 2017.

Eight years later, the judge in the case continued to dismiss concerns about property rights and the integrity of titles. Such talk, Justice Barbara Young ruled in her decision over the summer, "inflames and incites rather than grapples with the evidence and scope of the claim in this case."

In the name of justice for historical misdeeds, the judge decided it was acceptable to deny Canadian landowners basic due process before depriving them of their rights.

The decision in Cowichan Tribes v. Canada "grapples with the evidence" in ways that may seem exotic, if not bizarre, to most legal scholars. Many claims for aboriginal title in Canada turn on "oral history"--stories and songs about the past preserved by the claimants. Such testimony would normally be prohibited by the rule against hearsay evidence, which exists to screen out unverifiable statements. The judge in this case acknowledged in her decision that "the 'truth' lying at the heart of oral history and tradition evidence can be elusive." Yet she allowed this "elusive" truth to become the basis of a claim for billions of dollars' worth of Canadian property. (Cowichan leaders did not respond to multiple requests for comment.)

If the logic of Cowichan is upheld, there is scarcely a landholding in British Columbia--or much of the rest of Canada--for which ownership is secure. My wife and I own 20 acres of rural property in Ontario. Our title, like that of most of my neighbors, traces back to Crown grants issued more than 200 years ago. All of those titles could be retroactively voided if the Cowichan precedent becomes Canadian law.

The lands at issue in Cowichan are situated in the delta of the Fraser River. About 35 kilometers upstream lies the city of Port Coquitlam, which marks the eastern verge of greater Vancouver. Much of Port Coquitlam is undeveloped. The terrain was once too boggy and hilly for construction projects and is now protected as parkland.

In 2016, an Indigenous group filed a still-pending land claim against the city of Port Coquitlam. The members want control of much of the city's open spaces, including the riverside parklands and the premier athletic facility, Gates Park. The Kwikwetlem First Nation is even smaller than the Cowichan; it has a registered population of 153. In an interview this month, the group's leadership disavowed interest in private lands, but the value of the public land sought is more than enough to make every member of the group a multimillionaire.

At the opposite end of Canada, the federal government agreed in February to pay $17.5 million to two Indigenous groups in tiny Prince Edward Island. Ontario is negotiating a claim for 36,000 square kilometers, including the land underneath Canada's Parliament buildings. In New Brunswick, the federal government paid $145 million in 2021--and now faces a demand for more than half of the province. An Indigenous group recently filed a Cowichan-like claim for much of the parkland on the Quebec side of the Ottawa River, opposite the Canadian capital of Ottawa--along with $5 billion in cash.

The Cowichan decision is an extreme but logical extension of an unresisted political revolution.

Among many Canadians in positions of influence, an idea has taken hold that Canada's founding was a great crime that must be atoned for. The term usually applied to this atonement is reconciliation. That term is misleading. Reconciliation implies some kind of mutuality, but the Canadian version is strictly one-way: Demands by Indigenous nations and affiliated nongovernmental groups produce concessions, which invite yet more demands, which beget yet more concessions.

The Canadian national conscience is rightly troubled by the serious social problems afflicting Indigenous Canada. Indigenous people have shorter lifespans than other Canadians. They are less likely to graduate from high school. Their communities have been devastated by substance abuse. Indigenous women are disproportionately likely to suffer violence from the men in their lives. Indigenous men are more likely than other Canadians to go to prison.

Canadian politicians have directed considerable resources to trying to improve these ghastly trends. The federal Indigenous budget nearly tripled over the 10 years of the Justin Trudeau government, exceeding $32 billion a year--almost what Canada spent on national defense in the past fiscal year.

Yet these funds are often spent without concern for how they are used or whether they help anyone. A September 2025 federal report, for example, found that from April 2020 to March 2023, an Indigenous federation in Saskatchewan received $30 million for COVID-related programs, of which nearly $23 million went to expenditures deemed "questionable."

Is this scale of suspicious spending typical? It's hard to say. The Conservative government of Stephen Harper proposed the First Nations Financial Transparency Act, passed in 2013, which called for Indigenous communities to publish their accounts and salary structures. The Trudeau government, elected in 2015, promptly announced that it would not enforce this law--and even reinstated funding for Indigenous groups whose funds had been suspended for past violations.

Despite this support, the past decade has been calamitous for Indigenous people. Life expectancy for First Nations people in British Columbia dropped 7.1 years from 2015 to 2021, according to the nonprofit Indigenous Watchdog. Life expectancy for First Nations people in Alberta fell seven years from 2019 to 2023 and is now nearly two decades shorter than that of other Albertans, according to the province's health statistics. Manitoba has seen similar trends.

The principal culprit has been a surge in deaths by drug overdose. In British Columbia, Indigenous people are six times more likely to die of a drug overdose than non-Indigenous residents. In Alberta, the disparity is eight times; in Ontario, nine.

As Indigenous people's conditions have worsened in Canada, Natives' advocates have become more radical in their critique of Canadian society.

In May 2021, a researcher announced a terrible discovery, which the CBC reported: "Remains of 215 children found buried at former B.C. residential school, First Nation says." Other reports swiftly amplified this story with new grim details, including claims of about 751 unmarked graves near a different school in Saskatchewan. These reports were accepted and repeated by Prime Minister Trudeau and his government, and they triggered a spasm of national remorse. Flags over federal buildings were lowered for more than five months, the longest formal mourning in Canadian history. Provinces, cities, universities, schools, and other institutions engaged in rituals of contrition.

In 2021, Canada made September 30 a national day for truth and reconciliation. In May 2022, Prince Charles--Canada's future head of state--visited the country to express contrition for the suffering of "survivors" of residential schools. Pope Francis visited that July to "beg forgiveness for the evil committed by so many Christians." By October 2022, a motion to condemn Canada's residential-school system as "genocide" passed the federal Parliament by unanimous consent.

Despite exhaustive investigations, however, no human remains were in fact found at the Kamloops, B.C., school or at any other alleged site of "mass graves." Numerous claims of unmarked graves at other locations turned out to be nothing more sinister than rural cemeteries that had fallen into neglect.

There is no denying that abuses occurred at these residential schools, which ran from the 19th century to the 1990s and separated more than 150,000 Indigenous children from their families and communities to assimilate them into the dominant culture. The Harper government formally apologized for these abuses in 2008 and paid nearly $2 billion in compensation. But the more dire accusations of children buried in secret graves ultimately unraveled. Many Canadians began to feel as if they had been hoaxed. Grave Error, a book debunking the charges of genocide at residential schools, became a national best-seller.

Radicalization on one side, and resentment on the other, have grown together.

Now, in a generous impulse to share Canada's wealth with First Nations, courts appear poised to destroy the systems that created the wealth in the first place.

The big cash transfers of the past decade proved only an opening bid for an even more audacious ambition: the redistribution of land rights from "settlers"--as non-Indigenous Canadians were invited to call themselves--to Indigenous groups. Unlike the ballooning federal Indigenous budgets of the past decade, which were approved by a majority in the Canadian Parliament, the matter of land redistribution has been left to the courts.

In the 20th century, aboriginal lawsuits typically turned on a breach of some treaty between the Crown and a Native population. In the 1984 case Guerin v. the Queen, for example, the aboriginal owners of treaty land in Vancouver sued the government over a deviously unfavorable lease and ultimately recovered $10 million in compensatory damages.

The problem raised by cases like Guerin, however, was how to win in the absence of a treaty violation. A solution was found in a magic word in the Canadian constitution: and.

The Canadian constitution assumed its modern form in 1982. Section 35 of the constitution affirms "the existing aboriginal and treaty rights" of Canada's aboriginal population. Aboriginal and treaty rights? That conjunction has opened the enticing possibility that there might exist constitutionally enforceable aboriginal rights not specified in any treaty.

In the 1997 case Delgamuukw v. British Columbia, the supreme court approved a claim to 58,000 square kilometers of Crown land. The Indigenous plaintiffs contended that even in the absence of a treaty, they held an "aboriginal title" to the land because of their continuing relationship to the area--a relationship proved by the plaintiff group's songs, legends, and oral traditions. Once a hazy concept, "aboriginal title" has expanded into a right with real bite. In 2004, the supreme court of Canada ruled that the government had a duty to consult and accommodate Indigenous people anywhere that aboriginal title existed, or might later be found to exist.

That is the meaning of the phrase unceded and ancestral territory in those seemingly benign land acknowledgments. The phrase is not just a well-meaning observation about history; it's an assertion of a continuing property right.

The traditional theory of Canadian land law is that private ownership traces back to a grant or sale by the Crown. But if large areas of Canada had remained aboriginal all along--if they never belonged to the Crown in the first place--how then could the Crown grant or sell them? The whole subsequent chain of transactions must be invalid.

The invalidation of Crown grants underlies the Cowichan outcome. It is also now prompting a powerful backlash.

On December 11, an appellate court in New Brunswick decisively rejected a Cowichan-like case for the redistribution of private land in that province: "A declaration of Aboriginal title over privately owned lands, which, by its very nature, gives the Aboriginal beneficiary exclusive possession, occupation, and use would sound the death knell of reconciliation with the interests of non-Aboriginal Canadians." The New Brunswick decision does not overturn the Cowichan case, because Canadian federalism does not work that way. It does, however, complicate the Cowichan precedent, creating a contradiction left to other courts to resolve.

Once an aboriginal title is recognized, its holders can collect formal and informal rents from those who seek to develop what is Indigenous land. Such rents are now an everyday feature of Canadian life.

British Columbia will host seven matches of the 2026 World Cup. News broke early this month that the B.C. government paid $18 million to Indigenous groups in an unexplained connection to the Cup. The government and the groups offered only hazy explanations of what the payment was for, but it looks a lot like a fee to not raise objections. Another Indigenous group was offered $10,000 per person, presumably so it would not object to the reopening of a major gold mine in northwestern British Columbia.

From the May 2021 issue: Return the national parks to the tribes

Canada faced serious economic troubles even before the reelection of President Donald Trump in 2024. Business investment per worker declined from 2015 to 2025, the term of Trudeau's prime ministership. Canada's labor-productivity growth effectively stalled after 2017. According to a 2024 report for the Business Council of Canada, "The number of energy and natural resource major projects completed in Canada dropped by 37 percent between 2015 (88 projects) and 2023 (56 projects)." Also, critical-minerals production is down, "in many commodities by double digits since 2018." Judicial decisions about the rights of these lands are not the only reason for Canada's big construction slowdown, but they don't help.

The uncertainty cast over private property by the Cowichan decision poses a particularly serious threat to Canadian investment and development. The judge in the Cowichan case offered little guidance to private landowners, and mostly recommended that the provincial government negotiate with the Cowichan on their behalf.

More than a few British Columbians doubt the commitment and effectiveness of their government's advocacy for landowners. The government of New Democratic Premier David Eby has gone beyond even Trudeau's federal government in its pursuit of a reconciliation agenda. In 2019, the province formally adopted the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples into its local law. This was justified at the time as another benign goodwill gesture. But this month, a B.C. court ruled that this law really is law. It held that the province must now consult with Indigenous groups before approving any new mining project--and potentially any new land development--anywhere in the province.

B.C.'s attorney general, Niki Sharma, insisted to me that her team would vigorously defend private-property rights in court. She vows to appeal the Cowichan decision to the highest courts in Canada. But local officials are skeptical of the province's pledges. Brad West, the mayor of Port Coquitlam, was dismissive of Sharma's assurances when I met him earlier this month: "Just about everything that they said wouldn't happen is now happening."

Canada has worked itself into a box. Prime Minister Mark Carney arrived in office this year with promises to accelerate the big national-development projects that stalled in the Trudeau years. But just when Canada most urgently needs to jump-start the country's economic growth, the country's courts are inventing new obstacles to development.

This bout of judicial activism justifies itself as reconciliation. In reality, it's a formula for division, resentment, and backlash. Canada is moving in a dangerous direction when it can least afford such misjudgments and mistakes.



This article originally referred to land claims in kilometers when they are in fact measured in square kilometers. This article also originally misstated that a former hospital was at the center of Port Coquitlam, when in fact it was in neighboring Coquitlam, and it misstated that the registered population of the Kwikwetlem First Nation was 560 when in fact it is 153.
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The Polymarket Bets on Maduro Are a Warning

Get ready for the golden age of insider trading.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 06 Jan 2026




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

When U.S. Delta Force commandos slipped into Venezuelan airspace over the weekend, they did so in secrecy. And yet, in the hours before President Donald Trump gave the final order for the strike, someone bet more than $20,000 that Nicolas Maduro would be ousted as the country's leader by the end of January.



On Polymarket, the online platform that lets people wager on almost anything, an anonymous trader somewhere in the world placed a series of suspiciously well-timed bets. Using a fresh account created last month, the individual made just a few bets in the days leading up to the raid, according to The Wall Street Journal--all on the possibility of imminent regime change in Venezuela--and appeared to come away with more than $400,000.

Listen: Prediction markets and the 'suckerifcation' crisis, with Max Read

Perhaps the bettor just got phenomenally lucky. Or perhaps they knew about the raid ahead of time and leveraged it for a quick payout. We can't know, because Polymarket, a so-called prediction market where people turn their idle hunches into real cash, allows some of its customers to remain anonymous. Traders place their bets using crypto, which could provide another layer of cover. The Maduro trade has generated a huge amount of speculation and controversy; the internet is now full of jokes that Barron Trump, hunched behind dual monitors in his NYU dorm room, may have been behind it.



This is not the first instance of a well-timed bet on Polymarket raising questions about insider trading. Just before Maria Corina Machado, a leader of Venezuela's opposition to Maduro, was declared the winner of the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize, the probability that she would win the award began to spike on Polymarket (despite a highly secretive selection process). The Nobel Institute has said that it may have been a victim of espionage. Early last month, a trader made a series of bets related to Google's most popular searches of 2025. Just before the company released its "Year in Search" report, the user bet on some of those top searches with uncanny accuracy. In the end, the account netted more than $1 million.



Traditional financial markets have clear-cut rules around insider trading: Capitalizing on nonpublic information is plainly illegal. Polymarket seems to have no such policies in its terms of use (although it does ban activity that violates "applicable laws"). The company's CEO, Shayne Coplan, has also explicitly said that Polymarket creates a "financial incentive for people to go and divulge" new information. The thinking is that, if the function of these tools is to predict the future, then rewarding people for leaking information could be seen as a positive. When insiders push markets toward what's actually going to happen, they can hypothetically turn prediction markets into a source of real-time unfiltered news. There are legal ways to find and divulge new information--say, in scraping publicly available data for an edge over other traders--but Coplan did not draw that distinction. (Polymarket did not respond to a request for comment.)



Not all prediction markets share this ethos. Kalshi, Polymarket's biggest competitor, "explicitly prohibits insider trading of any form," a spokesperson told me over email. But the concept of treating insider trading as a feature rather than a bug seems to be gaining traction. Brian Armstrong, the CEO of Coinbase--a cryptocurrency exchange that recently purchased a prediction-market firm--laid out this line of thinking at The New York Times' DealBook Summit last month: "If your goal is actually for the 99 percent of people trying to get signal about what's going to happen in the world--like, 'Is the Suez Canal going to be reopened?' or whatever--you actually want insider trading."



Outsourcing privileged information to prediction markets in the name of "news" has some clear problems. Maduro's ouster is a helpful example: Both the Times and The Washington Post reportedly learned of the plans for Saturday's raid before it happened, and held off on publishing their stories to avoid endangering U.S. troops. No such editorial-judgment calls are being made across betting markets. The democratization of certain kinds of information can be a social good--but not like this.



As it becomes easier for people to bet on everyday phenomena, more opportunities will open up for insiders to leverage private information for fast cash. Hypothetically, the Deloitte employees who tabulate Grammy votes can bet on who might win Song of the Year, and the White House aide with a sense of the president's mood can bet on whether he'll publicly use the word fuck before the end of the month. It's no secret that these markets can be gamed. Armstrong closed Coinbase's most recent earnings call with a string of non sequiturs ("Bitcoin, ethereum, blockchain, staking, and Web3") in a nod to the traders betting on whether those specific words would crop up during the call.



Polymarket has become enormously popular, even though its main platform isn't meant to be accessed from within the United States. In 2022, the company shut down its domestic service as part of a settlement with the Biden administration over alleged regulatory violations. Still, American bettors have found an easy work-around in the digital trickery of VPNs, or virtual private networks. Polymarket is now gearing up for a U.S. comeback, with the support of the new White House. The company tapped a former Trump campaign manager to lobby on its behalf last year, and Donald Trump Jr. now serves as an adviser to both Polymarket and Kalshi. The Trump family's media company is working on a prediction market too: Truth Predict.



Insider trading is frowned upon because it further slants an already uneven playing field, further enriching those in proximity to the biggest and most consequential decisions of the day and leaving the public at a disadvantage. This, at least, has been the prevailing view for much of the modern history of American commerce. Traditional financial markets aren't always fair, but they at least purport to operate from a shared perspective. Among the central innovations of prediction markets is the idea that an unequal playing field might actually facilitate the truth. It's a convenient line. But it obscures the fact that these are still very much also just markets. When insiders win, the rest of us lose.
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Everything Reacting to Everything, All at Once

Why the Trump administration is posting messages like "THIS IS OUR HEMISPHERE" after the attack on Venezuela

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 06 Jan 2026




This weekend's attack on Venezuela produced plenty of indelible images. The one burned into my brain was shared by President Donald Trump on Truth Social. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth is sitting in front of a laptop at a makeshift command center in Mar-a-Lago. He's monitoring the raid with a grave expression on his face, eyes intently focused on something out of frame.



At first glance, the image has all the trappings of a Serious Tactical Raid Photo, a la Pete Souza's famous Situation Room snapshot, which showed President Barack Obama and his national-security team tracking the raid on Osama bin Laden's compound. But then you see what's behind Hegseth: a large screen displaying an X feed. The photo is blurry, but it seems to show Hegseth and company using X's search function to monitor tweets about the raid. On the screen, hovering over Hegseth's left shoulder, is a giant face-holding-back-tears emoji (?).



The photo quickly spread around the internet on Saturday--mostly as a way to mock just how terminally online the Trump administration appears to be. "They monitor the situation just like how we do," one person who works in crypto wrote on X. On Bluesky, I watched others make fun of Hegseth, Trump, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio as part of a "podcaster-occupied government."



It is no secret that the Trump administration is social media-addled. Over the past year, most of the government's major online accounts--especially on X--have become megaphones for cruel and racist shitposting, not unlike what one might see from a garden-variety troll on 4chan. These accounts have shared deportation ASMR; an AI-generated, Studio Ghiblified version of a real photo of a crying woman being arrested by ICE; a post comparing immigrants to the alien vermin in the Halo video-game series; and Nazi-coded "Defend the fatherland" memes. And who could forget the AI-slop video of Trump in a fighter jet dropping what appeared to be human feces on protesters in Times Square. These official government communications are a key part of how the Trump administration does its job. It is governance through content creation.



This is why the Trump administration is staffed with former reality-show stars, cable-news hosts, and popular podcasters. It is why the government allows friendly camera crews to accompany ICE raids, why former Congressman Matt Gaetz is given a Pentagon press credential along with Laura Loomer, and why Vice President J. D. Vance spends his days trolling people on X. It's why Kristi Noem staged a photo op in front of a cage full of men at El Salvador's Terrorism Confinement Center, and why the administration has allowed YouTubers to make videos there. It's why an assistant attorney general at the U.S. Department of Justice is on X, grousing about her follower count stalling at a paltry 1.3 million and asking, "What kind of content do my folks want to see more of to like and share?" And it's the reason that Katie Miller--who left the Trump administration to work for Elon Musk and then left Musk to start a podcast--posted a photo on X on Saturday showing a map of Greenland colored as an American flag with the caption "SOON." The U.S. government is concerned first and foremost with spectacle, engaging in both fan service for its most extreme supporters and the constant trolling of its enemies. The goal, above all else, is to elicit a response.



The Hegseth photo from Saturday and others like it confirm this dynamic. Why would the men in charge of the most powerful military and intelligence services in the world be monitoring a popular X account called "OSINTdefender" if they weren't performing for an online audience? (The White House did not respond to a request for comment on the matter.) Perhaps one could defend their scrolling as potentially useful data gathering on the grounds that, during the bin Laden raid, early tweets from local citizens began to break the news well before the mainstream media caught on. But such posts are low-level intelligence, a kind that is arguably far too trivial for a Cabinet secretary or president to pay attention to. The simplest explanation is that everyone in that room at Mar-a-Lago wanted to observe the spectacle created by their actions.



"I watched it literally like I was watching a television show," Trump said in a phone interview Saturday with Fox News. "It was an amazing thing." His description suggests military invasion as personal entertainment--a reality show with stark geopolitical consequences that the president can produce and direct via his whims.

Trump is obsessed with ratings, and social media provides ample opportunities to watch numbers go up at the same time as other politicians, media members, and onlookers respond. And so you get not only an invasion and a press conference but a slew of posts. In the first day after Nicolas Maduro was seized, Trump or official government accounts had shared:



	High-resolution war-room photos
 	Footage of the invasion set--without any shred of irony--to the Vietnam protest song "Fortunate Son"
 	A meme stating, in bold red and white lettering, "Don't Play Games With President Trump"
 	An angry photo of the president beneath block lettering of the acronym "FAFO"
 	A video mash-up of Trump, Rubio, and Maduro set to Biggie Smalls's "Hypnotize"




The more I watched the fallout from the invasion play out online, the more futile any effort to make sense of it felt. I felt like I was trapped in a recursive loop of a very specific style of internet content: the reaction video.



Reaction videos began on YouTube in the mid-2000s, and they are now a hallmark of online content. As the name suggests, they show people responding to other media. In the early days, these were typically gross-out videos like the infamous "2 Girls, 1 Cup," and as The New York Times' Sam Anderson wrote back in 2011, their appeal was allowing "people to watch this taboo thing by proxy, to experience its dangerous thrill without having to encounter it directly."



Over time, reaction videos became far more interesting and varied--a way to experience something vicariously for the first time or to share the joy of something you love with others. As Anderson noted, the videos are best at capturing surprise: "that moment when the world breaks, when it violates or exceeds its basic duties and forces someone to undergo some kind of dramatic shift."



Today, the world feels like it's breaking in any number of ways--so perhaps it makes sense that the logic and structure of the reaction video pervades media, culture, and politics. Some of this feeling has to do with the structure of social media, where timelines are no longer sorted chronologically but algorithmically, feeding users a steady stream of content that's likely to elicit a strong reaction. The algorithmic internet has always been chaotic, but as the platforms have matured and evolved, the culture they produce and behaviors they provoke have become insular and inscrutable--at least to people who don't spend huge chunks of time online. Especially on X, algorithmic culture is characterized by ceaseless iteration: Everything that's happening is piled atop all the things that just happened.



When any given event occurs--a raid in Venezuela, say--the trolls, pundits, know-it-alls, and shitposters flood in immediately. Discourse is a gameable phenomenon now; people know how to play their roles by heart. These days, one doesn't experience the news on these platforms before seeing the memes and reactions--the reaction and the news are, in essence, one thing now.



By the time I saw the news of the raid, a photo Trump had posted showing a blindfolded Maduro in a Nike sweatsuit had already become a meme. Just a few minutes later, that meme had mixed with a dozen others. In a few hours, I stumbled upon a split-screen generative-AI slop video of Maduro DJing in the sweatsuit in one frame while, in the other, Trump's face was superimposed onto a clip of Jon Hamm blissed out and dancing in a club. An image of Maduro in handcuffs wearing a blue sweatshirt and giving a thumbs-up was followed immediately by a marketing meme posted by that sweatshirt's manufacturer; scroll more and there's the same photo, now with Maduro's face replaced by Charlie Kirk's.



The result is essentially insane and postliterate. But it is also pretty much legible for those steeped in online culture. It is coherent incoherence, everything reacting to everything else, all at once. The same thing happened after Kirk was shot. The memes, commentary, and speculation became a culture unto itself, a loop of ironic posting, information warring, and commentary on commentary--all before his shooter was identified or Kirk was even pronounced dead. This process is nihilistic, and it has a dehumanizing effect. Stories about people or countries in conflict become abstract, buried under a pile of memes and recursive references that exist for little more than scroll-by entertainment. Over the past decade, online performance for others has evolved out of popular culture and media and become a primary means of communication for everyone--mass shooters, meme makers, and POTUS all included.


 Trump has been rightfully called the Twitter president in the past, and a crucial part of that legacy is the skilled exploitation of this information environment. His administration's chief output is online shitposting. It's not an actual form of governance, nor is it a kind of policy, but it is performative speech that's supposed to signify action and, in the case of the Venezuela raid, strength. The resources of the most powerful military in the world are being marshaled in service of making memes declaring, "THIS IS OUR HEMISPHERE." All because the country's leaders think it's good theater, and in a postliterate political era, the spectacle is propulsive. It gives so many of the entities of our media, political, and cultural ecosystems what they crave: something to react to.
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@Grok, Did Venezuela 'Deserve It'?

The information war will be fought through chatbots.

by Gary Marcus, Damon Beres

Mon, 05 Jan 2026




Hours before President Donald Trump announced Nicolas Maduro's capture, on Saturday morning, people had questions for Grok, Elon Musk's chatbot. Footage was circulating on X of explosions in Venezuela, and some users assumed the United States was responsible: "Hey @grok why is Trump sending US airstrikes to bomb Venezuela. Do you think they deserve it or not ?"one person asked. "@grok what is the reason why America is bombing Venezuela," another asked.



This is to be expected. Today, chatbots are treated as a source of information by many people. Millions in the United States alone use them to get information, and the number is growing. This means that tech companies such as X, Google, Anthropic, Meta, and OpenAI now play a central role not just in delivering information to people--as some of them have for decades, through social-media platforms and search engines--but in actively shaping what that information is: which facts are included and which are not.



Journalists and other sources may be cited by the bots, but the people who control these AI products, such as Musk, now have a greater ability to manipulate how events are reported. This is a deeply troubling development--one that threatens to leave the public less informed, with fewer checks on those in power.



There are already signs that some amount of influence is occurring. For starters, there have been a number of egregious incidents in which Grok has spread false details about a purported "white genocide" and aggressively posted in support of Musk himself. At one point, Google's Gemini was directed to prioritize diversity in its responses, resulting in AI-generated images of racially diverse Nazis. Chatbots reflect their programming and training data, not only reality.



The examples do not have to be dramatic to be concerning. Take those two Grok queries about Venezuela. Musk has insisted that Grok should be "sensible and neutral politically." The bot's responses to the Venezuela queries indeed carried an outward appearance of political balance. In its answer to the first person, Grok included vague references to outlets such as CBS and Al Jazeera, as well as perspectives from both "supporters" and "critics" of the Trump administration; in its answer to the second question, it referenced both U.S. and Venezuelan officials.



Later, after Trump announced that a military operation had been conducted and that Maduro had been captured--after the president held a press conference in which he asserted that the U.S. would "run" Venezuela and take over its oil production--Grok offered a similarly anodyne view of the situation in response to a user query. "Recent reports indicate Trump's administration describes the involvement as temporary support for stability and oil production during a transition, per statements from Reuters and the White House," it said in part. "Critics argue it's overreach." (It is not clear which "statement" from Reuters Grok may be referencing; while we were able to find relevant coverage, no link is given.)



These answers may seem reasonable at a glance, but they miss obvious, key context: In these particular responses, Grok did not mention the U.S. recently committing a series of extrajudicial killings at sea, for example, nor did it explain that the operation to extract Maduro was very possibly illegal. The bot typically delivers no real sense of the political stakes or human toll of the operation, and it does not link to any journalistic work. When it mentions news outlets, it's only through simple, vague assertions that may or not be based in reality. Chatbots have a well-known tendency to hallucinate. (xAI, the Musk-founded company behind Grok, did not respond to a request for comment.)



At least two other prominent chatbots stumbled out of the gate, getting the facts wrong altogether and presenting false information. Wired's Brian Barrett found that in response to a query roughly four hours after Maduro's capture had been announced by Trump, ChatGPT not only got the facts wrong but fabricated a whole story, stating that "the United States has not invaded Venezuela, and Nicolas Maduro has not been captured." The bot suggested that "sensational headlines" and "social media misinformation" could have contributed to any confusion. Barrett also found that Perplexity, another popular AI service, similarly asserted that the military operation had not occurred.



Although models frequently have "knowledge cutoffs," as Barrett notes--meaning that their training data are current only as of a certain past date--both Perplexity and ChatGPT can search the web for up-to-date information, even in their free versions. It's not clear why this did not result in accurate answers. OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, did not respond to our request for comment. As for Perplexity, Jesse Dwyer, a spokesperson for the company, told us, "Our post-mortem revealed that Brian's initial query had been mistakenly classified as likely fraud. This caused it to be routed to a lower-tier model, and that model didn't perform to our standards."



In short: Chatbots are not reliable in breaking-news situations. They may, in fact, be particularly unreliable in these cases. Answers may be skewed according to an AI's biases, or they may be completely wrong but presented as correct. AI products might simply route you to faulty models if they don't like how you've phrased a question. Despite these flaws, the language used by chatbots is typically assertive and confident. A recent Pew Research Center survey shows that most people who use chatbots for news aren't confident that they can always tell what is true and what isn't. Large language models are also already making it harder for human writers and publishers to succeed, meaning more people will likely come to rely on these flawed chatbots for information in the future. They may not be reliable, but they will be used.

Read: The end of publishing as we know it

Some political powers are already well attuned to this reality and are attempting to turn it to their advantage. One Russian network, for example, has reportedly produced millions of articles that advance state propaganda, which have influenced the narratives that major chatbots produce in response to user questions. Even more sophisticated "reasoning" models can fall prey to such "LLM grooming," according to research that one of the authors of this story, Gary Marcus, conducted together with Sophia Freuden and Nina Jankowicz. (Marcus has also founded a machine-learning company and a robotics company and is active in the AI industry.) Lobbying groups, politicians, and any well-resourced person or organization with an interest in controlling a given narrative could attempt their own version of this process, filling the web with synthetic articles supporting their viewpoints, which chatbots then pick up and parrot.



AI proponents like to say that the technology is "democratizing," that it gives power to the masses--delivering knowledge, allowing anyone to create art or coherent writing, and so on. But generative AI democratizes the bad stuff, too: disinformation, propaganda, deepfakes. Just last week, X exploded with people using Grok to create nonconsensual pornography of real people, including those who appeared to be young children. The information ecosystem is degrading more each moment.

Read: Just wait until Trump is a chatbot

The irony here is that many in Washington have been openly fantasizing about how advanced AI systems could revolutionize military strategy and reshape geopolitics--to such an extent that this speculation has fueled a kind of arms race with China. Such systems may never materialize as planned. Many AI models have struggled to follow the basic rules of chess--they are hardly suited for strategic thinking.



The current systems are patient, amoral, and fantastic at mimicry, making them among the greatest tools in history for generating mis- and disinformation--the latter of which is a tremendous weapon, not necessarily for its ability to persuade and convince, but for its ability to sow chaos. This, rather than some intelligence breakthrough, may well be the legacy of generative AI.



In turn, the fog of war may become more terrifying as citizens lose trust in much of what they read or see, and when conflicts are started and escalated by false pretexts.
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Oh, Great, Another Supermoon

Not every lunar event requires a media frenzy.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




For the past several years, I've been experiencing a tension in my relationship with the moon. I love the moon as much as anyone, but the problem, bluntly, is that the moon is too famous. Maybe you've noticed this. The moon is constantly in the news. It is doing something "rare" or "unique" seemingly every week. Local-news outlets will inform their readers that a supermoon is about to "take to the skies" or rise "over Milwaukee," in stories that are not technically inaccurate, though they do fail to acknowledge that the moon is always taking to the skies and that it rises over everyone. (They will often also give advice on how best to view the moon, as though most of us don't know generally where it is.)



National outlets do the same thing. The main difference is that Newsweek will claim that a supermoon is rising not over Milwaukee but over the United States. A partial list of outlets that covered the supermoon last month includes Time, Mashable, Live Science, PBS, ABC News, Wired, CNN, Vogue, CNET, USA Today, the Associated Press, and The Washington Post. Forbes chose to innovate by referring to it as a Christmas supermoon, even though it was visible only for a short period in the first week of December. Elle also had a creative take, which was that "supermoon season" would have some kind of profound effect on our minds and bodies (as is generally the idea when moon coverage intersects with astrology).

Read: No one actually knows what a moon is

Admittedly, this has become a bit of a fixation for me. I've tried to get my colleagues worked up about it too, a few times, by sharing links and writing "STOP TALKING ABOUT THE MOON!!!" in a Slack channel. The December supermoon coverage led me to notice--though only with a huh, look at that--the December supermoon, which was pretty bright and reminded me again of this interest. So, as the year drew to a close, I thought I might as well ask and answer the question "Why is everyone talking about the moon all the time?"



On some level, it's obvious. The moon is great. Many moon events have tantalizing names. A Blood Moon, for instance, is another name for a total lunar eclipse, which happens every few years. A supermoon is another name for a full moon that occurs when the moon is at the point in its orbit that brings it closest to the Earth, providing the illusion of a bigger, brighter moon, which usually happens three or four times a year. Depending on when the supermoon occurs, it has a different name--a March supermoon is a Worm Moon; a May supermoon is a Flower Moon. In December we had a Cold Moon, which doesn't look very different from other supermoons, but has a different name because it happens when it is cold. These names tie us to our forebears, in this case by reminding us of older ways of keeping time.



The names can sometimes be confusing. A Blue Moon--familiar from "once in a blue moon," a phrase indicating extreme infrequency--is the term for when a second full moon appears in one calendar month, which happens every two or three years. It's possible for a moon to be super and blue. It's also possible for a moon to be super and blood, as was the case with the Super Blood Moon in September 2015, when all of this, apparently, started.



The Newspapers.com archive shows essentially zero interest in supermoons before 2010, then a small spike in coverage in 2011 around a March supermoon that was somewhat spooky looking, and then an enormous spike in the fall of 2015, which happens to have been right in the middle of the digital-media boom, when newer journalism companies were obsessed with pageviews, shares, and time spent on site. At The Verge, where I worked at the time, we ran this headline: "Tonight, a Supermoon Will Shine Red With the Blood of the Innocent." That same moon was, as one of BuzzFeed's several stories on the event put it, "Big and Red AF."



Jeff Jarvis is a writer and emeritus journalism professor who has been critical of the traffic-chasing business model. When I asked him what he made of moon news, he said he'd wondered about it himself recently. He assumed it was part of a tradition going back to the days of "scissors editors" in newsrooms--folks whose whole jobs consisted of cutting stories out of competing newspapers so that they could be copied. The internet only makes this copying process go more quickly, Jarvis told me. This reminded me that in 2015, many newsrooms would look at a now-defunct online tool called CrowdTangle to see what kinds of stories were performing the best for other outlets. Primarily, what you could see was what was being shared the most on Facebook and other social platforms, including Reddit, which was in itself a good place to source viral stories because of the "Hot" list on its homepage.

Read: The moon is leaving us

Jarvis compared the moon to the famous Dress. In 2015, a BuzzFeed staffer saw a photo of a dress on Tumblr, which she copied into an article under the headline "What Colors Are This Dress?" There was some kind of optical illusion happening: Many people saw it as blue and black; others as white and gold. The post, which included a poll that users could vote in, was a huge hit for BuzzFeed, and for other websites that aggregated it. The moon is also a naturally occurring, free source of traffic. And Ben Smith, who was the editor in chief of BuzzFeed News in 2015 and wrote a book about the golden age of traffic (called Traffic) in 2023, also likened the moon to the dress. "This feels like the last gasp of the old, good, universalizing internet," he wrote to me in an email. He called the moon the "platonic ideal" of "Is this dress blue or white?"--in other words, the platonic ideal of shareable content.



The difference is that the dress (73 million pageviews) happened only once. "The beauty of the moon is it keeps coming back," Jarvis said. Writers can write about the moon doing what the moon does again and again, for the rest of time. "It's a waste and stupid, but it's harmless," he said. "Nobody gets offended by the supermoon." They don't, that's true. But I told him I have been a little offended by the cynicism--by calling on the huge and wonderful moon to serve such a small and silly purpose as generating clicks. He seemed to sympathize. He agreed that a case could be made that these stories are somehow cheapening the cosmos. "You're hyping the moon. It doesn't need any hype."

Exactly. And that means the inverse is also true. Who cares if we hype the moon? The moon is unaffected. The moon is the moon forever. Our hype glances off it and does less than the tiniest meteoroid. That sturdiness and predictability are exactly why we turn to it so often in this desperate business. Internet traffic is "very mysterious," Caitlin Petre, an associate professor of journalism and media studies at Rutgers, told me when I called her to talk about the important question of whether it's okay to exploit the moon for our petty ends. Even with the advanced metrics that most newsrooms have access to now, you often end up guessing about the desires and interests of an undefined "audience." But the moon is the rare topic about which there is no guessing. People love it.

Petre, the author of the 2021 book All the News That's Fit to Click: How Metrics Are Transforming the Work of Journalists, pointed me to a famous 2011 study that found that stories evoking anger, anxiety, or awe were shared more often than other stories. Of those three emotions, awe is clearly the most ethical to try to elicit. "I guess I would say, in the annals of all the things that news organizations do to chase traffic, writing about the moon is probably one of the best ones," she said. "That would be my take."

So here I am writing myself into the annals of moon-hype traffic. Tonight there will be a supermoon called a Wolf Moon. You can learn about it in many ways, including via a USA Today story syndicated on many local-news websites, which I found because of the flawlessly search-optimized headline "When Is the Next Full Moon? Wolf Moon Will Be First, Bright Supermoon of 2026." Many things are uncertain, but I know the supermoon will be beautiful and I know what it will do--it will rise over your city, wherever you are.



*Illustration by Anna Ruch / The Atlantic. Sources: John Adams Whipple / James Wallace Black / Heritage Images / Getty; Alfred Stieglitz / Heritage Images / Getty; SSPL / Getty.
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Elon Musk's Pornography Machine

On X, sexual harassment and perhaps even child abuse are the latest memes.

by Matteo Wong

Fri, 02 Jan 2026




Earlier this week, some people on X began replying to photos with a very specific kind of request. "Put her in a bikini," "take her dress off," "spread her legs," and so on, they commanded Grok, the platform's built-in chatbot. Again and again, the bot complied, using photos of real people--celebrities and noncelebrities, including some who appear to be young children--and putting them in bikinis, revealing underwear, or sexual poses. By one estimate, Grok generated one nonconsensual sexual image every minute in a roughly 24-hour stretch.



Although the reach of these posts is hard to measure, some have been liked thousands of times. X appears to have removed a number of these images and suspended at least one user who asked for them, but many, many of them are still visible. xAI, the Elon Musk-owned company that develops Grok, prohibits the sexualization of children in its acceptable-use policy; neither the safety nor child-safety teams at the company responded to a detailed request for comment. When I sent an email to the xAI media team, I received a standard reply: "Legacy Media Lies."



Musk, who also did not reply to my request for comment, does not appear concerned. As all of this was unfolding, he posted several jokes about the problem: requesting a Grok-generated image of himself in a bikini, for instance, and writing "????" in response to Kim Jong Un receiving a similar treatment. "I couldn't stop laughing about this one," the world's richest man posted this morning sharing an image of a toaster in a bikini. On X, in response to a user's post calling out the ability to sexualize children with Grok, an xAI employee wrote that "the team is looking into further tightening our gaurdrails [sic]." As of publication, the bot continues to generate sexualized images of nonconsenting adults and apparent minors on X.



AI has been used to generate nonconsensual porn since at least 2017, when the journalist Samantha Cole first reported on "deepfakes"--at the time, referring to media in which one person's face has been swapped for another. Grok makes such content easier to produce and customize. But the real impact of the bot comes through its integration with a major social-media platform, allowing it to turn nonconsensual, sexualized images into viral phenomena. The recent spike on X appears to be driven not by a new feature, per se, but by people responding to and imitating the media they see other people creating: In late December, a number of adult-content creators began using Grok to generate sexualized images of themselves for publicity, and nonconsensual erotica seems to have quickly followed. Each image, posted publicly, may only inspire more images. This is sexual harassment as meme, all seemingly laughed off by Musk himself.



Grok and X appear purpose-built to be as sexually permissive as possible. In August, xAI launched an image-generating feature, called Grok Imagine, with a "spicy" mode that was reportedly used to generate topless videos of Taylor Swift. Around the same time, xAI launched "Companions" in Grok: animated personas that, in many instances, seem explicitly designed for romantic and erotic interactions. One of the first Grok Companions, "Ani," wears a lacy black dress and blows kisses through the screen, sometimes asking, "You like what you see?" Musk promoted this feature by posting on X that "Ani will make ur buffer overflow @Grok ?."



Perhaps most telling of all, as I reported in September, xAI launched a major update to Grok's system prompt, the set of directions that tell the bot how to behave. The update disallowed the chatbot from "creating or distributing child sexual abuse material," or CSAM, but it also explicitly said "there are **no restrictions** on fictional adult sexual content with dark or violent themes" and "'teenage' or 'girl' does not necessarily imply underage." The suggestion, in other words, is that the chatbot should err on the side of permissiveness in response to user prompts for erotic material. Meanwhile, in the Grok Subreddit, users regularly exchange tips for "unlocking" Grok for "Nudes and Spicy Shit" and share Grok-generated animations of scantily clad women.

Read: Grok's responses are only getting more bizzare

Grok seems to be unique among major chatbots in its permissive stance and apparent holes in safeguards. There aren't widespread reports of ChatGPT or Gemini, for example, producing sexually suggestive images of young girls (or, for that matter, praising the Holocaust). But the AI industry does have broader problems with nonconsensual porn and CSAM. Over the past couple of years, a number of child-safety organizations and agencies have been tracking a skyrocketing amount of AI-generated, nonconsensual images and videos, many of which depict children. Plenty of erotic images are in major AI-training data sets, and in 2023 one of the largest public image data sets for AI training was found to contain hundreds of instances of suspected CSAM, which were eventually removed--meaning these models are technically capable of generating such imagery themselves.



Lauren Coffren, an executive director at the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, recently told Congress that in 2024, NCMEC received more than 67,000 reports related to generative AI--and that in the first six months of 2025, it received 440,419 such reports, a more than sixfold increase. Coffren wrote in her testimony that abusers use AI to modify innocuous images of children into sexual ones, generate entirely new CSAM, or even provide instructions on how to groom children. Similarly, the Internet Watch Foundation, in the United Kingdom, received more than twice as many reports of AI-generated CSAM in 2025 as it did in 2024, amounting to thousands of abusive images and videos in both years. Last April, several top AI companies, including OpenAI, Google, and Anthropic, joined an initiative led by the child-safety organization Thorn to prevent the use of AI to abuse children--though xAI was not among them.



In a way, Grok is making visible a problem that's usually hidden. Nobody can see the private logs of chatbot users that could contain similarly awful content. For all of the abusive images Grok has generated on X over the past several days, far worse is certainly happening on the dark web and on personal computers around the world, where open-source models created with no content restrictions can run without any oversight. Still, even though the problem of AI porn and CSAM is inherent to the technology, it is a choice to design a social-media platform that can amplify that abuse.
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The Epstein Files Only Get Worse

America is in for a confusing, troubling holiday.

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




This particularly cursed holiday week kicked off in earnest last night when my father turned his iPad in my direction. On its screen was a terribly disturbing post on X containing two images. In the first, Jeffrey Epstein was hugging and kissing a little girl. In the second, that girl was bound and gagged on a bed.



Dad was rightly outraged and disgusted. He asked me if I'd seen the photos in my time going through the Epstein files. I immediately recognized the first image of Epstein and deduced that it had been Photoshopped from a widely distributed photo of Epstein hugging Ghislaine Maxwell. The second image seemed to be an AI rendering. (To add to the confusion, images reportedly do exist of Epstein cuddling children.) I let him know that the imagery was fake, and a distinctly non-yuletidy conversation ensued. Yes, Epstein was a heinous pedophile and convicted sex offender. Also, the internet is awash in fake, traumatizing slop that's being used to score points in an ongoing information war. Happy holidays!



Early this morning, the Department of Justice released nearly 30,000 documents related to its investigations into Epstein. A previous batch was released late last Friday afternoon, as mandated by Congress, and was notable for its thorough redactions, its overall lack of material related to President Donald Trump, and the fact that it was incomplete. This latest batch contains far more mentions of Trump, leading the DOJ to issue a defensive-sounding, partisan, and frankly unprofessional post on X: "Some of these documents contain untrue and sensationalist claims made against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election. To be clear: the claims are unfounded and false, and if they had a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already."



As I looked through the documents myself, I realized that many mentions of Trump in this batch come from news stories or documents referencing publicly available information about the president. For example, a random email in the archive includes a link to a story headlined "Trump: Kushner's Security Clearance Is Up to Kelly."



But there are some new, salacious-seeming details. Take, for instance, a 2020 email from an unidentified federal prosecutor alerting an unknown recipient that Trump had taken more trips on Epstein's plane than was previously realized. There are at least two unvetted forms submitted in 2020 to the FBI's National Threat Operations Center tip line that mention Trump's name in conjunction with alarming and unproven allegations, including rape and paying for sex.



The White House did not respond to a request for comment about these new documents and allegations, and instead referred me to posts on X by the DOJ; Trump has previously denied any wrongdoing and has downplayed his past relationship with Epstein.



Another shocking revelation is a copy of a letter allegedly written by Epstein to Larry Nassar, a former U.S.-gymnastics-team doctor who was convicted of possessing child pornography, among other crimes, and who used his position to sexually abuse hundreds of women and girls. The letter was postmarked three days after Epstein's death, in 2019, and makes a reference to suicide. "As you know by now, I have taken the 'short route' home," the letter, which appears to have been signed by Epstein, reads. "Good luck! We shared one thing ... our love & caring for young ladies and the hope they'd reach their full potential." The letter continues: "Our president also shares our love of young, nubile girls. When a young beauty walked by he loved to 'grab snatch,' whereas we ended up snatching grub in the mess halls of the system." The existence of a letter sent by Epstein to Nassar had been previously reported by the Associated Press, but the contents had not been; earlier today, the DOJ posted on X that it had concluded that the Nassar letter was fake, which "serves as a reminder that just because a document is released by the Department of Justice does not make the allegations or claims within the document factual."



These details alone are a lot to take in. That they are just a few needles of newsworthy information in a PDF haystack is dizzying. Blearily tabbing through the files at random this morning, I came across screenshots of what appear to be emails between prosecutors in Epstein's 2008 sex-crimes case, which resulted in Epstein getting a cushy plea deal (almost all of the names in the email are redacted). I can think of no reason that the names of those who afforded him such an arrangement shouldn't be made public. In one of the emails, from late May of that year, one person mentions an unnamed person, presumably Epstein, spending only 90 days in jail. "Please tell me you are joking," the other replies. "Maybe we should throw him a party and tell him we are sorry to have bothered him." Such emails, although redaction-heavy, are the kind of information that journalists and investigators have longed for--they shed partial light on the government's leniency in the case. Still, the release is piecemeal and difficult to comb through; as a result, it paints an unclear picture.



As is often the case online, the messy, public release has at times led to more confusion than clarity. On X this morning, I came across a viral post containing a screenshot of one of the FBI tips from the files that alleges that Trump and Epstein raped a woman. "Now we're starting to see why Trump was hiding the Epstein files, and it probably gets much worse," the post reads. Digging through the files, I've confirmed that the document is real, but the post--which currently has several million views--lacks crucial context. The allegations are not part of a court document or witness testimony; they're transcribed from a 2020 call to the FBI tip line, and totally unconfirmed.



This is a sterling example of the informational chaos here. A disturbing, salacious tip, the credibility of which is completely unknown, printed on an official FBI form: It's perfect fodder for screenshots, reposts, and accusations. The "information" looks terrible for Trump, but it's presented without any burden of proof. That the DOJ would release something so potentially incendiary but redact other information, such as the names of government lawyers, only adds to the confusion.



The Epstein scandal has consumed Washington and dogged Trump's second term, and the release of these latest files is textbook news dump: a massive tranche of individual image files and PDFs, collected with few discernible organizing details, dropped online just before the Christmas holiday. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche said on Sunday that the partial, phased release is being done in part to protect victims. Although that could be the case, the drip-drop release has the added effect of being frustrating and overwhelming, stringing everyone along during a moment when fewer people are likely to be paying attention.



Ironically, the nature of the release also means that the story will not die. Today's release has only fanned the flames of the conspiracy. It also fragments an important news story such that it becomes hard to get a good sense of where things stand. In one interpretation, it might feel like the walls are closing in for Trump and the White House, where an avalanche of anecdotal evidence--the infamous 50th-birthday-book release in September, a trove of emails in November that mention Trump and his onetime adviser Steve Bannon, last Friday's release, today's--is piling up. But seen another way, this release is also optimally confusing, muddying the waters with as-yet-unverified information that's being disseminated via individual screenshots on social media, making the whole thing easier to dismiss.



Read: You really need to see Epstein's birthday book for yourself



There's a secondary effect for those of us watching, which is that of being trapped in some kind of Epstein holiday purgatory. Family gatherings and Honey Baked Hams are colliding with the slow-burn proliferation of crime-scene evidence related to an alleged prolific sex trafficker who appears to have been close friends with the current president of the United States. Those following the Epstein saga closely are stuck waiting for the next shoe to drop; those with more normal news-consumption habits or who may wish to ignore the sordid affair may be forced to acknowledge it as nauseating details barge into their life while they scroll, channel surf, or talk with a politics-obsessed uncle at the dinner table.



This would be a small price to pay, if any true accountability were to come from this process. But much of the context of the Epstein files is that they are being released by a DOJ that, as my colleague David A. Graham wrote yesterday, has gone to great lengths to politicize itself in the second Trump administration. As Graham notes, the entire Epstein ordeal is a showcase of "compounding failures" by the federal government, from its slowness to act on tips about Epstein many years ago, to the plea deal in 2008, to this administration's questioning of Epstein's associate Ghislaine Maxwell and her move to a minimum-security prison this past summer. And then there is what the files continue to confirm: a moral rot in some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the world. Combine these things, and the files are a recipe for inspiring potent distrust and resentment.



Those of us paying attention are, for now, stuck--bombarded with enough troubling information and allegations to assume the worst about this conspiracy, but also possessing enough earned cynicism and suspicion to assume that little will change.
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The Phone-Based Retirement Is Here

Do your parents have a screen-time problem?

by Charlie Warzel

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




A friend of mine had just traveled across the country to see his family when he texted me, deeply concerned. The chaos of holiday travel is always a drag, but usually, it was offset by getting a break and watching his kids spend quality time with their grandparents. But this year was different, he said: "They were just absorbed in their phones a lot of the time, and distant." He wasn't talking about the kids, but the grandparents.



I've heard similar anecdotes in recent years--adult children worried about their parents slipping into screen addiction as they age. Stories like this pervade the internet. (One representative thread from the Millennials Subreddit: "Are all of our parents addicted to their phones?") These accounts are striking in part because they mirror the concerns parents have been expressing for years about their children--that young minds are being influenced and warped by devices designed to seize and capitalize on their attention. Screen-time panics typically position children as being without agency, completely at the mercy of evil tech companies that adults must intervene to defend against. But a version of the problem exists on the opposite side of the age spectrum, too: instead of a phone-based childhood, a phone-based retirement.



Over the past year, I asked people to share their stories with me. "I am constantly begging my mom to put her phone down, every time I see her she is just mindlessly scrolling. I swear her attention span is GONE," one person wrote. Another described a parent as "playing Candy Crush for hours while the grandkids fight for a spot on her lap to play with her because that's 'spending time together.'"



Some described what sounded like an omnipresent sensory assault: "Visiting my folks is very often two TVs blaring in different parts of the house while everyone scrolls their ipads/phones," one person wrote. Many of the messages were quite blunt: "I've had to tell my boomer parents not to be glued to their iPads around our 3yr old."



Many people messaged me privately to express real concern. Most asked me not to use their full name, as they did not want to speak publicly about their family members. Josh, who lives in Ohio, said his father is consumed by vertical-video content on Instagram and TikTok. "I definitely think it's more of a coping thing with him," he said. "He has depression and bad anxiety. Trying to get him to turn to better hobbies."



Others were concerned about scams. "Worry more about him online than I do my 11 yo," a man named Conor said. "Every time I go back home I have to take my dad's iPhone and unsubscribe him from the myriad of scam virus scanning subscription apps he's been duped into downloading from an ad in some word game or something. Had to turn off his ability to download apps from the App Store as a preventative measure." One person who wished to remain totally anonymous said their parent had been spending inordinate amounts of time on Instagram and accidentally reposting NSFW videos to their feed and soothing themselves with brain-rot AI-slop content.

Read: End the phone-based childhood now

These stories aren't just anecdotal: Older people really are spending more time online, according to various research, and their usage has been moving in that direction for years. In 2019, the Pew Research Center found that people 60 and older "now spend more than half of their daily leisure time, four hours and 16 minutes, in front of screens," many watching online videos. A lot of this seems to be happening on YouTube: This year, Nielsen reported that adults 65 and up now watch YouTube on their TVs nearly twice as much as they did two years ago. A recent survey of Americans over 50 revealed that "the average respondent spends a collective 22 hours per week in front of some type of screen." And one 2,000-person survey of adults aged 59 to 77 showed that 40 percent of respondents felt "anxious or uncomfortable without access" to their device.



But usage surveys do not capture the nuance of a person's relationship with their device. It is easy to retreat to broad stereotypes about older adults--to suggest that they're illiterate when it comes to social media or confused by new technology, or to see them as dupes for scams. Reality is far more complicated, Ipsit Vahia, the chief of geriatric psychiatry at Mass General Brigham's McLean Hospital and the director of its Technology and Aging Laboratory, told me.



"There is just a fundamental error in the way we think about older adults, where we classify everyone 65 and over as this one kind of block," he said. Not only are the elderly not a monolithic group, but as Vahia argues, the older a generation gets, the more diverse that generation is. As he sees it, two 5-year-olds are going to have more in common by default than two 87-year-olds are likely to: The older you get, the more opportunities you have for different experiences, and to develop different habits and perspectives. "Our rule of thumb is that if you've met one older adult, well, you've met one older adult."

Listen: Is this the end of kids on social media?

Many of today's screen-time concerns are rooted in the coronavirus pandemic, which drove a noticeable uptick in tech adoption among seniors. "When the alternative is isolation, then the technology becomes a very powerful, positive force," Vahia said. In many cases, he notes, Zoom was the on-ramp. In the early days of the pandemic, families started having Zoom reunions, and churches began Zoom services. The technology became useful for telehealth appointments. All of this helped some older people become more confident using these technologies.



The thing to remember is that not all screen use is equal, especially among older people. Some research suggests that spending time on devices may be linked to better cognitive function for people over 50. Word games, information sleuthing, instructional videos, and even just chatting with friends can provide positive stimuli. Vahia suggests that online habits that might be concerning for young or middle-aged people ought to be considered differently for older generations. "High technology use in teenagers and adolescents is often associated with worse mental health and is a predictor of sort of more isolation and loneliness, even depression," he told me. "Whereas in older adults, engaging in technology seems to be protecting them from isolation and loneliness."



And yet many of the technology-use examples Vahia offered seemed somewhat idealized. Epic Words With Friends sessions or productive Wikipedia binges clearly fall in the less-problematic camp. But many of the people I'd heard from described device spirals that seemed far more depressing. One person who identified herself as a nurse working in the United Kingdom, and who asked not to be identified because she was not authorized to speak about patients, told me in a direct message that in her inpatient ward, many of her older patients are trapped in a cycle of "excessive scrolling," where "the amount of slop they consume on phones and iPads is unreal!"



"Some of it is fairly benign," she said. "And sometimes it's actually been pretty funny, like when folks end up in an autoplay cul-de-sac of Chinese language videos." But the negative effects "are bleeding through more," she said. She pointed to virulent anti-immigration content, "and the conspiracy thinking and medical distrust, too." Spend enough time on Facebook or Instagram and you can probably spot this dynamic in action. It looks like confused comments on AI-slop images from people who don't appear to recognize that what they're seeing is fake. It looks like hyperpartisan pages feeding generated images depicting minorities committing crimes reshared by concerned users who appear to be getting more fearful, paranoid, or polarized. It looks like scams from fake accounts pretending to be a bank or loan provider or a lonely man with some 30 female AI chatbot companions.

From the December 2025 issue: The age of anti-social media is here

Even here, Vahia urged against moral panic: When I brought up the idea of older people soft-brain scrolling AI slop on Facebook all day, he suggested a meaningful difference between active and passive consumption. Who's to say that every old person is necessarily being fooled by slop? Maybe they're making fun of it together or trying to figure out what's real and what isn't. "Slop as giving people a common thing to talk about that might not have too many common things to talk about--now that's a little more nuanced, isn't it?" he said.



Maybe so. There's certainly a bit of projection happening. The anxieties I heard from people who reached out to me--the anxiety I myself have felt--seem rooted in our own tortured relationships with our devices. Many of us are constantly concerned about what we're consuming, how much we're scrolling, and the subtle ways we're all being pushed, prodded, and manipulated online. And we map our individual worries onto others, fair or not.



But Shrimp Jesus and synthetic videos of ICE agents arresting people are meant to confuse or enrage users, along with all the other clickbait clogging social platforms. True, we shouldn't assume that older people are dupes, but this is a system run by tech giants that reward engagement, not quality: For people with more free time than they know what to do with, who may already be struggling with isolation or other mental-health issues, the glowing screen may be an irresistible temptation.



When I asked Vahia about the holiday elder-scrolling phenomenon that I'd heard so much about, he encouraged me to look at it from a different perspective. "Yes, you observe it when you meet them during the holidays," he said. "But the problem is you're not there the rest of the time. Their phones are a big part of their lives, for better or worse, and your arrival is actually the disruption."



It's worth considering, he argues, what the phone is doing when nobody is around. Is it preventing a loved one from sinking into depression? Is it giving them a tether to the world around them? Are they happier with the world in their pocket or on their tablet than they might be without it? Algorithms complicate human agency, but some people may want to spend their golden years on their phone consuming an endless scroll of entertainment. Who's to judge?



This is a muddled mess. The same tools that are keeping some people connected to reality are blurring the lines of what is real for others. But rather than rush to judgment, younger people should use their concern to open up a conversation--to put down the phones and talk.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/12/do-your-parents-have-screen-time-problem/685424/?utm_source=feed
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'It's Very Controversial, but I Love Nick Fuentes'

The white-supremacist influencer cast a shadow over Turning Point USA's annual gathering.

by Ali Breland

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




When I rode the escalator into the lobby of the Phoenix Convention Center on Thursday, one of the first things I saw was a two-story-tall picture of Charlie Kirk with his arm reaching out to the sky. The late co-founder of Turning Point USA was an inescapable presence at AmericaFest, the organization's annual gathering. In the VIP area, a large screen played clips of Kirk on repeat. I watched people line up to get their picture taken next to a portrait of Kirk underneath a tent that read Prove Me Wrong on the front. It was a replica of the structure that Kirk toured the country with--and that he was sitting under when he was assassinated, in September.



AmericaFest has long been one of the biggest events on the right, but this year, the conference saw a record turnout of roughly 30,000. When I asked attendees why they had decided to come, they invariably told me that they were there "because of Charlie." Many of the most prominent influencers and politicians in MAGA world spoke at the event, including Vice President J. D. Vance, Donald Trump Jr., and Steve Bannon. Almost all invoked his memory onstage. When Speaker of the House Mike Johnson spoke of erecting a statue of Kirk in the United States Capitol, the crowd broke out into "Charlie" chants. Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton compared Kirk to Jesus.



But during my four days at AmericaFest, I noticed that something else was also casting a shadow over the conference. Everyone had come to unite around Kirk, but they kept fighting about Nick Fuentes. In the opening hours on the first night, Ben Shapiro took the stage and ripped into the prominent white-supremacist influencer. Fuentes, who did not attend the conference, is a "Hitler-apologist, Nazi-loving, anti-American piece of refuse," Shapiro said. The crowd erupted in boos. At one point, I ran into the longtime GOP operative Roger Stone, who insisted that the debates over Fuentes and his staunch criticism of Israel were being inflated by the mainstream media. "I still haven't seen any polling showing that it's spilled over to voters," he told me. The early MAGA influencer Mike Cernovich told me something similar: "If you ask most people here, 'Do you think the war in Gaza is a genocide?,' I think most of us are like, 'I don't really care,'" he said.

Read: I watched 12 hours of Nick Fuentes

Fuentes has tremendous sway over the young right, and his profile has risen to new heights since late October, when the former Fox News personality Tucker Carlson hosted him for a friendly podcast interview. Carlson "built Nick Fuentes up," Shapiro said during his speech. "He ought to take responsibility for that."



When Shapiro finished his speech, attendees lined up to ask him questions. Shapiro was immediately challenged by a student from Baylor University named Nicky Rudd. He asked about the USS Liberty, an American spy ship that the Israeli military accidentally sank in 1967. Fuentes often talks about the incident on his nightly livestreams as part of his case against Israel and the Jewish people, peddling a conspiracy that the ship was attacked on purpose. I tracked down Rudd after he finished questioning Shapiro. Rudd doesn't agree with everything Fuentes says, he told me. But, he said, "to deny the influence of Nick Fuentes is to deny what millions of Americans are thinking."



Kirk had perhaps no greater antagonist than Fuentes. While Kirk debated college students and set up TPUSA chapters at campuses across the country, Fuentes built an army of young fans, whom he calls Groypers, by making extremely bigoted jokes. In 2019, during the "Groyper War," Fuentes rallied his fans to confront Kirk and other establishment conservatives and ask them critical questions about Israel and other subjects. For years, Fuentes would continue to antagonize Kirk, claiming that he was influencing TPUSA from afar. "I took your baby, Turning Points USA, and I fucked it," Fuentes bragged on a stream in August. (Fuentes declined to comment for this story.)



At AmericaFest, I kept running into young Fuentes fans. "Honestly, it's very controversial, but I love Nick Fuentes. I listen to him every day," Vanessa Wright, a member of the TPUSA chapter at Utah Valley University, the college where Kirk was killed, told me. When I asked her about the demeaning things he's said about women (including that they "need to shut the fuck up"), she said that she appreciates his sense of humor. People take him too literally; he says things for "shock value," she insisted.

Read: The right's new kingmaker

Many Fuentes supporters I spoke with mentioned that they were especially interested in his steadfast criticism of Israel. After all, a majority of young Republicans now oppose aiding Israel. Although Fuentes's criticism of Israel is driven by gross anti-Semitism, he is one of the few prominent voices on the right who unequivocally criticizes the country. On Saturday, I ran into two college students from Florida who told me that they were Fuentes fans. (They wouldn't give me their names, citing the potential repercussions of being known as Fuentes supporters.) I had found them badgering people who were standing next to the booth for Generation Zion, an outreach and advocacy group for Jews and Christians who support Israel. The more talkative one, a man with blond hair nearly to his shoulders, said that he had been "watching Nick for a couple of years now." The other said that he didn't like Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu but credited him as "one of the greatest leaders of our time." He told me, "He's raping everybody. He's swinging his nuts everywhere."



The conflict at AmericaFest over Fuentes and Israel, the blond-haired student said, is like a "Black funeral." I asked him what he meant. "You know, like when a family member dies and all the family members go to the funeral, they just fight each other," he said. I decided that it was time to go when one of their friends came up, wearing a wide-brimmed felt hat and a lapel pin with an American and a Confederate flag on it. "I've gotten a lot of compliments on it here!" he told me. He also wouldn't give me his name but said that he was a leader in Middle Tennessee State University's College Republicans chapter.


Olivier Touron / AFP / Getty



As I've previously written, the GOP's old guard has been late to recognize just how much influence Fuentes has over young swaths of the party. Even at AmericaFest, some denial still lingered. On a certain level, that instinct was correct. Many people seemed unconcerned with fights over right-wing policy and ideology. "I had no idea there was friction," Daniel Fisher, an attendee in his 30s from Pennsylvania, told me about the fight over Fuentes. "I'm not too well aware of what's actually going on currently in the Republican political realm." Many people seemed content to watch live versions of The Daily Wire and other conservative shows that were being taped in the main hall. When I spoke with the Turning Point USA spokesperson Andrew Kolvet this afternoon, he conceded that "there was family business being handled onstage." He refused to talk directly about Fuentes and pointed me instead to a straw poll conducted by TPUSA. He emphasized that the results--AmericaFest attendees agree that Israel is the U.S.'s top ally--are evidence of unity within TPUSA.



But even the young people I spoke with who were opposed to Fuentes told me that he and his supporters are a serious problem for the future of the right. The Groypers have "taken over all of the TPUSA chapters in central California," Adrian Ayub, a 28-year-old running for a spot in California's state assembly, told me. I tracked down leaders of several TPUSA chapters in California who were at AmericaFest, and they agreed that Fuentes is a problem. Dylan Frazin, the vice president of the Cal State Fullerton TPUSA, told me that he was a "free-market capitalist" and that he was sick of ascendant "National Socialists" on the right. "I know people that have direct ties to Nick Fuentes that have been showing up to Turning Point meetings at other chapters in the California area," Frazin said.



Young anti-Fuentes attendees I spoke with also repeated the same sentiment about him to me: The Boomers don't get how much of a problem he is for the future of the right. "It's true the Groypers are here," Dimas Guaico, a 29-year-old advocate with Generation Zion, told me. "I feel like a lot of the leadership here, including TPUSA leadership, haven't done enough to call Groypers out. Now I feel like it's too late."





Even with its hundreds of chapters and get-out-the-vote efforts, TPUSA has always fundamentally been an online organization. Kirk was so successful in building TPUSA into a conservative juggernaut in part because he was better at marshaling the internet than other establishment groups were. His famous "Prove Me Wrong" events at colleges, for example, were perhaps more about producing viral clips for the internet than they were about showing up at any specific college. But the same dynamic now also helps illustrate why TPUSA is beset by infighting. To generate relevancy and influence, social-media algorithms demand spectacle, conflict, and edginess. Fuentes is a master of all three. He doesn't have the money or resources TPUSA does, but you don't need those things to go viral or to win hearts and minds online. And he didn't need to physically be at AmericaFest 2025 to be inside everyone's heads.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2025/12/americafest-charlie-kirk-nick-fuentes/685402/?utm_source=feed
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What Having a Fake Disease Taught Me About Health Care

Medical schools are training students in a form of care that the system can't--or won't--provide.

by David H. Freedman

Thu, 08 Jan 2026






Every few weeks I turn up in a hospital gown at a medical exam room in Massachusetts and describe a set of symptoms that I don't really have. Students listen to my complaints of stomach pain, a bad cough, severe fatigue, rectal bleeding, shortness of breath, a bum knee, HIV infection, even stab wounds; on one occasion I simply shouted incoherently for several minutes, as if I'd had a stroke. Then the students do their best to help.

I have been given nearly 100 ultrasounds in just the past year, and referred to behavioral counseling dozens of times. I have been consoled for my woes, thanked for my forthrightness, congratulated for my efforts to improve my diet. I have received apologies when they need to lower my gown, press on my abdomen, or touch me with a cold stethoscope. Our encounters, which sometimes run as long as 40 minutes, end with the students giving me their diagnoses; detailing every test, treatment, and drug they want me to have; and then answering all of my questions without ever looking at their watch. Before leaving, they commend me for coming in and promise to check back in on me. It's a shame I have to feign an illness to get that kind of care.

I learned about fake medical care four years ago when my son, an M.D.-Ph.D. student, mentioned that he was being graded on his skill at treating "standardized patients": people who are paid to role-play illness. I'm fascinated by the practice of medicine, so I found this notion irresistible. I applied for a job in the standardized-patient program at the University of Massachusetts, and after two full days of training, plus a lot of reading and videos, I was ready to get started.

The practice of faking medical encounters for the sake of education dates back to 1963 at the University of Southern California, but UMass developed one of the first formalized programs in 1982 and has been a model since. Such programs are now, well, standard: According to a count published in a 2023 review of the practice, 187 of the 195 accredited medical schools in the U.S. describe the use of standardized patients on their websites.

Each specific case that an SP might inhabit--and there are hundreds--comes with a minimum of two hours of additional training in person or via Zoom, along with more reading. We're buried in a blizzard of unique details to memorize about the patients we portray. By the time I'm ready for my fake exam, I can rattle off what vaccinations I've had, how long I've worked at my job, whether I've had my tonsils out, when my mother died, how much weight I've gained or lost in recent months, which vitamins I take, how much coffee I drink, how chatty I tend to be, and whether I've traveled recently (and might have parasites!).

There's no script for my encounters, because you never know what the students might ask, say, and do. So I improvise most of my responses, in keeping with the facts I've been given. What do I usually eat for breakfast? What do they make at the factory where I work? What sexual acts do my partner and I engage in? My ad-libs are acceptable, according to the grades I get from staff members who occasionally observe the encounters via camera. But many of my colleagues are professional actors, and their performances are superb. We sometimes work in pairs, and more than once I've found myself deeply moved--even to the verge of tears--by my partner's fake suffering.

Of course, we SPs are not the only ones faking it in these sessions; the students are playing along, too. We score them on as many as 50 different elements, including their tone of voice (was it friendly but professional?), their body language (did they lean in to show engagement?), and their facility at palpating our spleens (did they dig in firmly in the right spot?). Most important, we are meant to check that they are learning empathy. Numerous studies have shown that more empathetic care is correlated with better clinical outcomes, perhaps because it makes patients more inclined to share their full medical history, and more likely to stick with whatever treatment has been recommended. In one survey, orthopedic-surgery patients reported that a doctor's empathy was more central to their satisfaction than the time it took to get an appointment, how long they were stuck in the waiting room, or even what sort of treatment they ended up receiving.

It may not even matter if the doctor's kindness is sincere, as long as it sounds that way to patients. Dave Hatem, an internist and professor emeritus at UMass who has helped oversee the school's SP curriculum, told me that even just the act of trying to say empathetic things is valuable for students. "If you get the right words to come out of your mouth, and you do it often enough, then you get to the point where you really mean it," he said.

Most of the medical students who examine me do seem genuine in their concern. I suspect that if it were up to them, they'd practice medicine this way for the whole of their careers. But however much they might want to provide the superb treatment that I experience as a standardized patient, the health-care system won't let them.



Elaine Thompson is a recent graduate of Emory University's medical school, where she learned to provide the same sort of long, thoughtful, whole-person interactions that I get from students. For the past three years, she has been an ear, nose, and throat resident at Johns Hopkins Medicine, one of the best medical centers in the world. Her real-life patient encounters now last for an average of 10 minutes.

"You quickly learn as a resident that the job is to move things along," Thompson told me. "I'm still curious about my patients as people and want to learn about their families, but if it's not relevant to their current problem, then asking about it opens a door that will add time to the visit." So much for chatting to put them at ease, soliciting a full narrative of their symptoms, hearing all their concerns, asking about their job, uncovering anxieties, addressing financial and social challenges, and encouraging their questions. (In an emailed statement, a spokesperson for Johns Hopkins Medicine said that it is committed to delivering "patient-centered training" and "whole person care.")

Read: Learning empathy from the dead

The same is true for Emily Chin, who received her medical degree from UMass in 2023 and is now an ob-gyn resident at UC San Francisco. She told me that she got the message about keeping visits short early on from senior residents, who made a point of tracking the length of her encounters. "I'd just have time to check the cervix, do a quick ultrasound, and then make a decision about admitting or discharging the patient," she said. Another source of pressure is the knowledge that spending any extra time with a patient means that dozens of other patients will be waiting longer to be seen: "You see the patients piling up in the waiting room, and you see the schedule screen going red." (UCSF's vice dean for education, Karen Hauer, did not object to this characterization, but noted that the school advises its residents on how to establish patient rapport when time is short.)

Residents also learn that time is money. Hospitals and practices view a doctor's interactions with a patient in terms of "revenue value units." Reimbursement for seeing a patient whose high cholesterol leads to a prescription for a statin might bring $60 into the hospital or clinic. Reimbursement for extra time spent discussing the patient's fears of side effects and concerns about affording the drug's co-pay or making dietary changes brings in $0. "That doesn't exactly encourage providing the most empathetic, patient-centered care," a UMass Memorial Health resident named Hans Erickson told me.

The residents I spoke with worried that these time pressures were only going to get worse when they finished residency and became full-fledged doctors. In light of those constraints, does it still make sense to emphasize highly empathetic care for students? I asked that question of Melissa Fischer, the physician who directs the SP program and other simulation training at UMass. Fischer argues that the lessons we impart to students can survive the crush of residency, even if they have to be applied in abbreviated ways. "That interest in building connections to patients stays," she said. "They just have to find faster ways to build them."

Read: How to teach doctors empathy

Lisa Howley, an educational psychologist who serves as the senior director for transforming medical education at the Association of American Medical Colleges, told me that training up a generation of more empathetic medical students will make the health-care system better. "We think of young medical learners as agents of potential change," she told me. "They'll see the gaps and weaknesses, and they'll look for ways to make improvements." Besides, what would be the benefit of forcing medical students to learn about patient encounters in the hectic, abbreviated format they'll confront as residents? "It doesn't make sense to apply those pressures early in their education," she said. After all, we don't teach student pilots how to fly a plane while trying to make up for time lost to flight delays or dealing with unruly passengers.

All of the residents I spoke with said they look for ways to connect with patients despite the harsh realities of the system. "The desire to get to know the patient as a whole person doesn't go away; it's just a matter of finding ways to bring it to the surface as a stressed resident," Erickson said. Chin put it this way: "It's not that it's challenging to keep up empathy, it's that it's hard to be empathetic all the time."

At the end of my fake encounters, I try to be encouraging. I tell the students how I, as a patient, felt treated by them, and then I challenge them to give ideas for how they might improve. Sometimes, when one of them has done a bang-up job of making me feel heard, I tell them that I hope they'll be able to sustain that level of engagement when they're a practicing doctor--and I always get the sense that the students hope so too.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/01/fake-patients-american-healthcare/685510/?utm_source=feed
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An Underappreciated Variable in Sports Success

Sometimes athletes just get lucky.

by Alex Hutchinson

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Chief among the burdens weighing upon the weary sports parent--worse than the endless commutes, the exorbitant fees, the obnoxious parents on the other team--is the sense that your every decision has the power to make or break your child's future. Should your 11-year-old show up to her elementary-school holiday concert, even if it means missing a practice with the elite soccer team to which you've pledged 100 percent attendance? What if this turns out to be the fork in the road that consigns her to the athletic scrap heap?

These are heavy decisions--at least they are for me, a soccer dad who happens to have spent years writing about the science of athletic success. Making it to the pros, the conventional wisdom says, is a consequence of talent and hard work. Best-selling books have bickered over the precise ratio--whether, say, 10,000 hours of practice trumps having the so-called sports gene. But the bottom line is that you need a sufficient combination of both. If you're talented enough and do the work, you'll make it. If not--well, decisions (and holiday concerts) have consequences.

Rationally, stressing out over missing a single practice is ridiculous. Believing that it matters, though, can be strangely reassuring, because of the suggestion that the future is under your control. Forecasting athletic careers is an imperfect science: Not every top draft pick pans out; not every star was a top draft pick. Unexpected injuries aside, the imprecision of our predictions is usually seen as a measurement problem. If we could only figure out which factors mattered most--how to quantify talent, which types of practice best develop it--we would be able to plot athletic trajectories with confidence.

Unless, of course, this tidy relationship between cause and effect is an illusion. What if the real prerequisite for athletic stardom is that you have to get lucky?

Joseph Baker, a scientist at the University of Toronto's Sport Insight Lab, thinks that the way talent development is usually framed leaves out this crucial ingredient. Baker is a prominent figure in the academic world of "optimal human development," who moonlights as a consultant for organizations such as the Texas Rangers. He's also a longtime skeptic of the usual stories we tell ourselves about athletic talent. The most prominent is that early performance is the best predictor of later performance. In reality,  many cases of early success just mean an athlete was born in the first months of the year, went through puberty at a young age, or had rich and highly enthusiastic parents.

This critique of talent is not entirely new. It's been almost two decades since Malcolm Gladwell's Outliers spurred a cohort of hyper-ambitious soon-to-be parents to begin plotting January birth dates (or at least to tell people they were considering it). Over time, the debate about what factors actually matter has devolved into a game of whack-a-mole. If physical development isn't the best predictor of long-term success, then it must be reaction time, or visual acuity, or hours of deliberate practice. The default assumption is that there must be something that reveals the presence of future athletic greatness.

Baker's perspective changed, he told me, when he read Success and Luck, a 2016 book by the former Cornell University economics professor Robert H. Frank. Frank describes a hypothetical sports tournament whose outcome depends 49 percent on talent, 49 percent on effort, and 2 percent on luck. In mathematical simulations where as many as 100,000 competitors are randomly assigned values for each of these traits, it turns out that the winner is rarely the person with the highest combination of talent and effort. Instead, it will be someone who ranks relatively highly on those measures and also gets lucky.

This turns out to be something like a law of nature: It has been replicated and extended by others since Frank's book came out. Among the most influential models is "Talent Versus Luck," created by the Italian theoretical physicist Andrea Rapisarda and his colleagues, which simulates career trajectories over dozens of years and reaches the same conclusion. This model earned a 2022 Ig Nobel Prize "for explaining, mathematically, why success most often goes not to the most talented people, but instead to the luckiest."

To Baker, these models suggest that it's not just hard to reliably predict athletic futures; it's impossible. He cites examples including a youth-soccer player for Northampton Town who missed a text message from the team's manager telling him that he'd been dropped from the roster for an upcoming game. He showed up for the bus, went along for the ride, subbed in when another player got injured, impressed the manager, earned a spot for the rest of the season, and went on to play in the Premier League. Luck takes many forms, such as genetics, family resources, and what sports happen to be popular at a given place at a given time. But sometimes, it's simply random chance: a gust of wind or an errant bounce or a missed text.

It's easy to see how luck shapes individual moments in sport--how it changes the course of a game, a series, even an entire season. But what's harder to accept is that luck might also play a role in longer arcs--not just what happens in games but who appears on the court in the first place. The more you reckon with this, the more disorienting it can be, as things start to feel ever more arbitrary and unfair. As Michael Mauboussin, an investor who writes about luck in his 2012 book, The Success Equation, put it to me: "Talking about luck really quickly spills into the philosophical stuff."

You might think that the growing professionalization of youth sports offers an escape from this randomness--that by driving to this many practices and paying for that many coaches, you're ensuring the cream will rise to the top. But the opposite is actually true, according to Mauboussin. In The Success Equation, he describes what he calls the "paradox of skill." Now that every soccer hopeful is exhaustively trained from a young age, an army of relatively homogeneous talent is vying for the same prizes. "Everyone's so good that luck becomes more important in determining outcomes," Mauboussin said.

Baker and one of his colleagues at the University of Toronto, Kathryn Johnston, recently published a paper on the role of luck in athletic development in the journal Sports Medicine-Open. I felt a curious sense of relief when I read it. My daughters, who are 9 and 11, both play competitive soccer on teams requiring a level of commitment that I had naively thought went out of style with the fall of the Soviet Union. Seeing the evidence that future athletic success is not entirely predictable felt like a license for parents to loosen up a bit--to choose the holiday concert over the soccer practice without worrying about the long-term ramifications.

Linda Flanagan, the author of the 2022 book Take Back the Game and a frequent critic of today's youth-sports culture, doesn't share my optimism. She has no trouble believing that luck is involved with athletic success, but she doesn't think that acknowledging this fact will change parental behavior. "Hell, they might double down on the investment in time and money, thinking that they need to give their child more chances to get lucky and impress the right coach," she told me.

But that sort of luck--getting a job on your hundredth interview because the interviewer went to the same high school as you did, say--arguably is more about hustle than it is about serendipity. So is showing up to every soccer practice. Mauboussin's definition of luck is narrower: It's the factors you can't control. No matter how much luck you try to "create" for yourself or your kids, some irreducible randomness might still make or break you.

To Baker, the takeaways from recognizing the role of luck are less about individual parents and more about how sports are organized. His advice to teams and governing bodies: "If there's any way possible for you to avoid a selection, don't select." Keep as many athletes as you can in the system for as long as you can, and don't allocate all of your resources to a chosen (and presumably lucky) few. When real-world constraints eventually and inevitably do require you to select--when you're anointing these lucky few as your future stars, and casting out those who perhaps sang in one too many holiday concerts--try to leave the door open for future decisions and revisions. After all, Baker says, no matter how carefully you've weighed your predictions, "you're probably wrong."
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The Two Sides of America's Health Secretary

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has a very different approach to food than to vaccines.

by Nicholas Florko

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Since he was confirmed as Health and Human Services secretary early last year, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has previewed big changes to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans--the government's go-to guide on what to eat, and how much of it. Rewritten only every five years, the dietary guidelines are ubiquitous in American life: The food pyramid, launched in the 1990s, is a result of the document. The guidelines determine what millions of kids eat in school cafeterias every day.



Chief among those supposedly forthcoming changes that Kennedy has promised is a dramatic rethinking of how the United States deals with saturated fat. For decades, the dietary guidelines have recommended that people get no more than 10 percent of their daily calories from these fats because they increase bad cholesterol. But Kennedy is a saturated-fat evangelist. The HHS secretary, who has said that he follows a "carnivore diet," once famously prepared a Thanksgiving turkey by submerging the raw bird in a vat of beef tallow.



Surprisingly, the new guidelines, which were released earlier today, retain the exact same recommendation about saturated fat that Kennedy seems to loathe. During a press briefing, he declared that the guidelines "end the war on saturated fat." The guidelines do plug beef tallow as a "healthy fat" and say that Americans should get some of their protein from red meat. (The previous version says that a healthy diet includes "relatively lower consumption of red and processed meats.") But all of that is hardly a dramatic change in how Americans should approach saturated food.



What happened? Despite all of Kennedy's bluster, the revisions appear to be built much more around incremental change than around any all-out war on established health wisdom. Kennedy and his staff appear to understand that an embrace of saturated fat is controversial. "It was our goal for this report to not be 'activist'--and only make statements that are widely accepted by the latest nutritional research," Andrew Nixon, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me in a statement. "No universal nutrition recommendation will be agreed on by everyone in the nutrition research field--nor should it," he added. Indeed, there is little evidence to back up the adoption of an explicitly pro-fat diet. The American Heart Association, for example, recommends that fewer than 6 percent of daily calories come from saturated fat.



Overall, the new dietary guidelines focus on a much less controversial take-home message than "Make Frying Oil Tallow Again." The takeaway, as Kennedy put it in a post on X, is "EAT REAL FOOD." One of the biggest points of emphasis is on the importance of eating more protein--which already is a popular message among Americans. The release of the new guidelines was paired with a new inverted version of the food pyramid that's meant to stress that a healthy diet consists of a majority of fruits, vegetables, healthy fats, and proteins. Few people follow the dietary guidelines to a T, but those who actually want to keep their saturated-fat intake to a minimum while upping their protein consumption will have to look to leaner options, such as beans and tofu. The carnivore health secretary may have inadvertently encouraged more Americans to embrace the "soy boy" lifestyle.



For the first time, the guidelines explicitly recommend against eating ultra-processed foods, which they refer to as "highly processed foods." An accompanying scientific report that was released today notes that processed foods have been "consistently associated with increased risk" for a number of conditions, including type 2 diabetes and obesity. And the guidelines also take a particularly strong stance against added sugar. Both the 2020 and 2025 guidelines stress the need to limit added sugar, but the new guidelines add that "no amount of added sugars or non-nutritive sweeteners is recommended or considered part of a healthy or nutritious diet."



These new suggestions come with some controversy. Ultra-processed foods constitute a broad and amorphous category, as I've previously written, and whether recommending that people stay away from all ultra-processed foods is feasible or desirable remains to be seen. But the guidelines are largely being well received by major health and nutrition groups. The American Medical Association said in a statement that the guidelines "offer clear direction patients and physicians can use to improve health."

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-grain bread?

The average American won't necessarily change what they eat because of these new recommendations, but the guidelines do play a central role in determining what food can be served by a number of programs that provide food to millions of Americans. The lunch menus offered in schools, for example, legally must be "consistent with the goals" of the dietary guidelines. Kennedy has pledged to remove processed food from schools, and these new guidelines could pave the way for this to happen by giving the Trump administration justification for such a ban. That said, doing so would be hard, given the ubiquity of these foods and the limited resources that schools have to make all of their meals from scratch. Any such change would require formal regulation and could take years to finalize, and it's not actually Kennedy's call: The rules for school lunches are set by Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins.



Regardless of the challenges ahead, the release of the guidelines is a milestone in Kennedy's tenure as HHS secretary, and it's indicative of the way that he's approached food regulation generally. Kennedy came into office pledging radical reform, yet he has seemed content with small steps. Before taking office, for example, he implied that he thought a number of chemical additives in foods should be banned. But so far, he's settled for companies' promises that they will voluntarily phase out certain synthetic dyes over the course of several years.



The strategy marks a sharp departure from Kennedy's willingness to impose his own beliefs on another major priority area: vaccines. On that front, Kennedy initially pledged to be a moderate, although he has been anything but. Just this week, the CDC removed six shots from its list of recommended childhood vaccines--after Kennedy told Congress during his confirmation hearing that he would "support the CDC schedule." In other words, America's health policy seems like it's being led by two health secretaries with very different approaches.
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RFK Jr.'s Next Move Is What Anti-Vaxxers Have Been Waiting For

Nothing seems to be stopping<strong> </strong>the health secretary<strong> </strong>from driving America over a vaccine cliff.

by Tom Bartlett

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Nearly a year ago, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. pledged during his confirmation hearing to support the CDC's childhood-vaccine schedule. Yesterday, he broke that promise. The Department of Health and Human Services has announced that the CDC will drop several vaccines from its recommendation list. With that move, Kennedy has shown that he can change the vaccine schedule by fiat.

Kennedy appears to have a clear road if he wants to do more. The acting CDC director, Jim O'Neill, who signed off on the plan, took over the position when the previous director was fired after defying Kennedy. The new recommendations were written by two Kennedy allies at HHS; the agency's vaccine advisory board, which Kennedy remade in his own image last year, appears to have been cut out of the process entirely. Following this map, Kennedy could dispense with any recommendation he dislikes, issue whatever advice strikes him and those he's hired as wise, and thereby remake public-health policy in the United States in accordance with the anti-vaccine arguments he's been advancing for 20 years.

The move didn't come as a surprise. Kennedy spent much of 2025 undermining confidence in vaccines and sidelining public-health officials who disagreed with him. The overhaul of the pediatric schedule followed a request last month by President Donald Trump to bring the United States in line with a set of other developed countries and had been hinted at for weeks, as well. The vaccines no longer universally recommended for children include those for hepatitis A, rotavirus, and the flu. Although these diseases can be serious--the CDC estimates that, before the vaccine, rotavirus killed dozens of children each year and sent hundreds of thousands to the hospital--they don't represent the same level of threat as polio or measles, each of which killed thousands of children in the 1950s and each of which, at least for now, remain on the vaccine schedule. An HHS spokesperson, Andrew Nixon, told me that the new list "maintains strong protection against diseases that cause serious harm or provide clear community benefit, while aligning U.S. guidance with international norms." Whatever the pros and cons of any particular vaccine, this move is still the strongest evidence yet that the health secretary intends to unilaterally impose his will on an agency he has repeatedly assailed as corrupt.

Read: Rotavirus could come roaring back--very soon

Public-health experts are generally aghast at the new policy. Although Mehmet Oz, the chief of Medicare and Medicaid, said yesterday that insurers will still cover the vaccines that are no longer recommended, the onus will now be on doctors and professional associations such as the American Academy of Pediatrics to make the case for the demoted immunizations to parents. Daniel Jernigan, the former director of the CDC's National Center for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases, told me that revoking the recommendations for some immunizations "sends a message that those vaccines are of uncertain value." That could prove dangerous: Vaccination rates have already fallen in many states in recent years, and Jernigan fears that the schedule change might lead parents to forgo certain shots, or perhaps not immunize their children at all.

Nixon said that the new schedule "returns decision-making to families," and Kennedy has said that it is intended to rebuild trust in public health. (In a survey last fall, just over half of Americans said they considered the vaccine schedule safe.) But it seems guaranteed to contribute to greater confusion. In the short term, if the schedule change leads to fewer vaccinations, children in America will suffer through more diarrhea from rotavirus, nausea from hepatitis A, and fevers from the flu. In the long term, it could lead to an increased burden on American hospitals.

The schedule overhaul was hailed as a "victory for American children" by the Informed Consent Action Network, which has paid millions of dollars to attorneys challenging vaccine mandates. Del Bigtree, who was the communications director for Kennedy's presidential campaign and is the CEO of ICAN, told me that the change is "setting our children on the same path to health that Denmark enjoys," because the new recommendations mostly mirror that country's. (The comparison is fraught: Denmark is far smaller and less diverse than the United States, and it has universal health care.)

Yet Bigtree and other Kennedy allies see the announcement as merely a first step toward eliminating all of the government's vaccine recommendations. Aaron Siri, a lawyer who has sued states over vaccine mandates and has been a close adviser to Kennedy, told me that he is especially keen on removing the polio vaccine from the recommended list, along with DTaP, which protects against diphtheria, tetanus, and whooping cough. Bigtree wants an end to vaccine mandates, which he sees as a violation of the Nuremberg Code, he said. (The CDC's recommendations are not mandates but are frequently used to justify states' school-admission requirements.) Mark Gorton--who is best known as the creator of the file-sharing service LimeWire and has since become an anti-vaccine activist and a co-president of the MAHA Institute, a pro-Kennedy think tank--told me he would like to go much further. He favors pulling all vaccines from the market until they've undergone additional testing. (Decades of evidence have shown that the vaccines on the U.S. pediatric schedule are safe.) "Politically, we're not there yet," he told me. But if Gorton has anything to do with it, that's where the U.S. is heading. (Nixon declined to comment on whether Kennedy and HHS are actively considering any of these moves.)

If more American parents opt out of the inoculations that the federal government no longer recommends, harm will inevitably come to pass. The high fevers, hospitalizations, and dehydration that these illnesses cause can be painful and disruptive--and, with vaccines, avoidable. This year's brutal flu season is a reminder of just how devastating even routine infections can be. But the illnesses that the U.S. is now officially less concerned about preventing are not usually deadly or permanently debilitating. The World Health Organization does not recommend universal vaccination against any of them, with the exception of Hepatitis B. (As of last month, the U.S. recommends that vaccine only to children who are born to a mother who is positive for the virus or whose status is unknown.)

Read: The vaccine guardrails are gone

The same cannot be said of the immunizations the CDC still does recommend. If they were to be taken off the market or if more parents were to opt out of them, Americans could see diseases that most of us have never encountered--such as polio and diphtheria--return with a vengeance. The nation is getting a taste of that already with the resurgence of measles, which killed three people last year, and whooping cough, which claimed the lives of more than a dozen. Without the protection that widespread vaccination provides, the United States could become a nation that's not only far sicker but also much less safe for children.
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Rotavirus Could Come Roaring Back--Very Soon

A leading vaccine expert on what the country's newly overhauled immunization schedule means for children

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 06 Jan 2026




Of all the diseases that the U.S. government announced today that it will no longer recommend vaccines against, rotavirus is by no means the deadliest. Not all children develop substantial symptoms; most of those who do experience a few days of fever, vomiting, and diarrhea, and then get better. In the early 1970s, when no rotavirus vaccines were available and most children could expect to be sickened with the virus at least once by the end of toddlerhood, Paul Offit considered it to be no big deal, relatively speaking. In this country especially, rotavirus "was an illness from which children recovered," he told me.

That perception shifted abruptly during Offit's pediatric residency training, when he saw hundreds of severe rotavirus cases admitted to the Children's Hospital of Pittsburgh each year. Although plenty of children weathered the infection largely without bad symptoms, others vomited so profusely that they struggled to keep down the fluids they desperately needed. Offit can still recall the nine-month-old he treated in the late 1970s who was hospitalized after her mother had struggled to feed her sufficient fluids at home. The infant was so severely dehydrated that Offit and his colleagues couldn't find a vein in which to insert an IV; as a last resort, they attempted to drill a needle into her bone marrow to hydrate her. "We failed," Offit told me. "And then I was the one who had to go out to the waiting room to tell this mom of a little girl who had been previously healthy two days earlier that her child had died."

Within a few years, Offit had partnered with several other scientists and begun to develop a rotavirus vaccine. Their oral immunization, called RotaTeq and delivered as a series of sugar-sweet drops to infants, would ultimately be licensed in 2006. Today, it remains one of the two main rotavirus vaccines available to American children. Offit is now a pediatrician at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, where, he told me, "most residents have never seen an inpatient with rotavirus-induced dehydration"--thanks in large part to the country's deployment of rotavirus vaccines, which reaches about 70 percent of U.S. children each year.

Now, though, the United States' rotavirus shield stands to fracture. Today, the Trump administration overhauled the nation's childhood vaccination schedule, shrinking from 17 to 11 the number of diseases it broadly recommends that all American kids should be immunized against. "After an exhaustive review of the evidence, we are aligning the U.S. childhood vaccine schedule with international consensus while strengthening transparency and informed consent," Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy said in a statement today. Among the vaccines clipped--including immunizations against hepatitis A, meningitis, and influenza--is the rotavirus vaccine, which the administration frames as more of a personal choice, allowable under consultation with a health-care provider but not essential, because the virus poses "almost no risk of either mortality or chronic morbidity." Experts suspect that vaccination rates will plummet in response. If they do, rates of diarrheal disease are likely to quickly roar back, Virginia Pitzer, an infectious-disease epidemiologist at Yale, told me. (The administration's nod to international consensus is tenuous at best; rotavirus also remains the leading cause of diarrheal death among young children worldwide.)

In an email, Andrew Nixon, HHS's deputy assistant secretary for media relations, defended today's decision as "based on a rigorous review of evidence and gold standard science, not claims from individuals with a financial stake in maintaining universal recommendations." (Offit, who is a co-patent holder on RotaTeq, did profit from his invention but sold his interest in the vaccine more than 15 years ago and does not currently receive royalties from its sale.)

I called Offit to discuss the federal backtracking on the vaccine he once helped bring to market, and what the loss of protection will mean for future generations. Our conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Katherine J. Wu: Rotavirus was once a disease that hospitalized up to 70,000 children each year. Since the arrival of the vaccine you co-invented, as well as another two years later, those rates have plummeted. What was it like to see a vaccine you helped develop have that sort of impact?

Paul Offit: I remember a meeting at Merck [the company that manufactured the vaccine] when they revealed the results of our big Phase 3 trial. [The presenter] showed the data, that it clearly was safe, in 70,000 children. And it was like 95 percent effective at preventing severe illness. She showed a map of the world, with Asia, Africa, Latin America studded with black dots, and each black dot represented 1,000 deaths. She said, "Now we have in hand the technology to prevent this." Then she showed a picture of a map of the world where all those black dots were gone. And she put her head down, shoulders going up and down, and wept.

The vaccine was taken up relatively quickly, I think in large part because it was an oral vaccine and that is perceived as less difficult than a child getting a shot. To go from 1980 to 2006, and to start to see the incidence of the disease decline, it was just an amazing feeling.

Wu: What will it mean for this vaccine to no longer be recommended by the federal government?

Offit: My wife's in private practice in pediatrics, and there certainly were many parents who she saw who were hesitant about getting vaccines. And I think it's more convincing when you can say, "Look, this is a recommended vaccine. This is something that the CDC, the major public-health agency in this country, believes is important for your child to receive." You can't really say that now. And if you get rotavirus in early childhood, you have a chance of being one of those 70,000 children [who were hospitalized] before there was a vaccine.

Some diseases, you need to build up a susceptible population, like measles, which we eliminated from this country. That's not true for viruses like rotavirus, flu, RSV. The virus is always circulating. So if you choose not to get a vaccine, you are at risk, because you may come in contact with that virus. So if there's a fairly rapid erosion in vaccine rates, I think you would immediately see children suffering a preventable illness.

Wu: In a decision memo addressed to the acting director of the CDC, top officials at the Department of Health and Human Services downplayed the virus's threat to American children and suggested that the decrease in rotavirus deaths that followed the approval of RotaTeq and another vaccine called Rotarix may instead have been attributable to factors "unrelated to the vaccine, including improved medical care, changes in diagnostic practices, or random fluctuations." I'm curious what you make of that justification. Were there other reasons rotavirus might have been among the six vaccines targeted?

Offit: A phrase like almost no mortality--really? So the 20 to 60 children who died every year of rotavirus in this country, that's okay? One child dying is too many, especially if you can safely prevent it. So I don't agree with that.

Sure, right now the morbidity is low because of the vaccine, and certainly the mortality is largely gone because of the vaccine. We are once again exposing children unnecessarily to harm. There's no advantage to this. There were 70,000 hospitalizations a year, which was not trivial, and virtually eliminating them was one of the major successes for vaccines in this country. And I don't understand why you would ever back off that success.

I also just never imagined we would ever get to a time when the CDC, the nation's No. 1 public-health agency, and the ACIP, which was a group of outside expert advisers who went through the science and made best recommendations, would get to the point where it was basically not a scientific organization anymore. It's an organization run by an anti-vaccine activist who was a science denialist and conspiracy theorist. I mean, that's where we are now. We don't have the CDC anymore. We don't have an ACIP anymore. I certainly never imagined that. [Editor's note: Kennedy has an established history of anti-vaccine activism and of embracing conspiracy theories. Nixon, the HHS spokesperson, did not offer further comment on this criticism.]

Wu: This actually isn't the first time that a rotavirus vaccine has lost a government endorsement. The U.S.'s first rotavirus vaccine, RotaShield, was taken off the market in 1999 after officials detected a rare intestinal-blockage complication. How does the current situation compare? Was there a safety reason to make current rotavirus vaccines less accessible to the public?

Offit: I was actually on the ACIP when that happened. [Editor's note: Offit was no longer on the ACIP when his own vaccine was voted on.] The [rare side effect was] quickly picked up, and the vaccine was off the market within a little over a year. We care about vaccine safety. It depends on which paper you read, but anywhere from one in 10,000 to one in 30,000 children developed [the blockage]. You were still at greater risk of being hospitalized and dying from rotavirus, but the decision was made to take it off the market.

Wu: What do you think will be the future of the rotavirus vaccine you helped develop and bring to market, and watched help reshape the portrait of diarrheal disease in this country?

Offit: The American Academy of Pediatrics will certainly still recommend it. But younger pediatricians may be less compelled to offer this vaccine, because they didn't experience this disease when they were in training. But I think what they hopefully realize is that this virus continues to circulate. It's still out there. And the lower immunization rates, even a little, will cause children to suffer unnecessarily.
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Just Break Your New Year's Resolution Now

It might be the best way to succeed in the long run.

by Richard A. Friedman

Fri, 02 Jan 2026




Along with champagne and fireworks, nothing is more quintessential to New Year's than abandoning one's best efforts at self-improvement. Surveys have found that fewer than 10 percent of Americans who make resolutions stick to them for a year. By the end of February 2024, according to a survey conducted by the Harris Poll, about half of respondents who set resolutions had already given up on them. (I'm impressed they lasted that long. My latest resolution was to stop wasting time scrolling, and minutes later I was online, researching what people typically do to spend less time online.)

Clearly, the way Americans have been approaching this whole resolution business--that is, tackling our challenges head-on--simply does not work. If you want 2026 to be different, you have to try something new and bold. So let me offer a counterintuitive piece of advice: To make your New Year's promise stick this year, consider breaking it before you even get started.

Absurd as it may sound, purposefully working against what you would like to achieve is a well-established intervention in psychology. Paradoxical intent, as it's known, is commonly used to treat conditions such as insomnia. Imagine that you're having trouble drifting off at night and lie in bed for hours, desperate for sleep to take hold, which only makes you more anxious and awake. A paradoxical strategy--for example, trying to stay awake--has been shown to be effective at improving sleep, and is a widely used tool in cognitive behavioral therapy for insomnia.

Some studies suggest that paradoxical intent works in clinical settings in part because it decreases performance pressure, especially among patients who are prone to anxiety. Most people are distressed by the condition or habit they're seeking treatment for, so they fear that addressing it less than perfectly will result in failure and make them miserable. But when you intentionally seek the failure you fear, you learn pretty fast that nothing catastrophic happens (usually). In some therapeutic situations, paradoxical intent might involve elements of exposure therapy or breaking down daunting projects into smaller, easier tasks, both of which might contribute to its power. A therapist might, for example, encourage an anxious patient who's been putting off studying for a major exam to review for an insufficient amount of time--say, five minutes each day. But perhaps most valuable of all, paradoxical intent has an absurd, even humorous quality that can jolt you out of an anxiety-induced impasse and help you get what you want.

Read: Anxiety is like exercise

No randomized clinical trials have studied the effect of paradoxical intent on New Year's resolutions. But there's reason to suspect that it might work. Many New Year's resolutions fail not because people lack motivation, but because fixating on a goal can initiate a self-defeating cycle of avoidance. Let's say that you're sick of procrastinating: You're in trouble with your boss for not getting projects done on time, and your friends are fed up because you always arrive late. If you resolve to never procrastinate again, the chance of failure is high, which could make you anxious and lead you to stop trying--better to simply give up than to risk failure. So instead of making a punishing schedule of activities, or setting endless alarms to keep yourself on track, at some point this month, try to take as long as you can, working in the least efficient way possible, to complete a low-stakes task such as organizing your closet. Want to save money? Buy one small item you know you'll immediately regret! Want to spend more time with your friends or get outdoors? Schedule a day to rot alone on your couch with TikTok! The specific prescription matters less than your commitment to temporarily, but wholeheartedly, working against your best interest.

Last year, I tried this theory out on a patient of mine, who had long been out of shape and finally resolved to get fit. He quickly hired a trainer and hauled himself off to the gym, but at the first session, he was overwhelmed by the trainer's ambitious plan. Discouraged, he quit and did not exercise again for several weeks. So I suggested that he go to the gym and just loll about--if he really wanted, he could try doing just five minutes of low-exertion activity, but nothing strenuous was allowed. My patient laughed at me and pointed out that doing something strenuous is the whole point of exercise. But it did the trick: He returned to the gym and eventually contacted his trainer again.

Paradoxical intent may be a poor fit for other resolutions. If, say, you have a drinking problem and want to stop or cut back on your alcohol consumption, drinking all you want in January would be harmful and ineffective. That's because problematic drinking is a complex behavior that is driven by powerful neurobiological factors, not primarily by the kind of performance pressure and anxiety that stops people from lifting weights or arriving at dinner on time. Similarly, if you have an eating disorder, deliberately bingeing or restricting would not be for you. But if, like many people, you don't have such a problem and simply want to cut back on junk food, giving yourself permission to indulge--at least once!--might ease your path to self-control in the long run.

Read: Quit your bucket list

In this age of endless self-improvement, perhaps Americans have lost sight of the true purpose of New Year's: to prepare for a dark, cold season by celebrating with loved ones. Paradoxical intent allows you to embody that hedonistic spirit--in the service of getting a little bit better. Besides, if your New Year's resolution is statistically doomed to fail, you might as well bungle it on purpose.
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An Underappreciated Variable in Sports Success

Sometimes athletes just get lucky.

by Alex Hutchinson

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




Chief among the burdens weighing upon the weary sports parent--worse than the endless commutes, the exorbitant fees, the obnoxious parents on the other team--is the sense that your every decision has the power to make or break your child's future. Should your 11-year-old show up to her elementary-school holiday concert, even if it means missing a practice with the elite soccer team to which you've pledged 100 percent attendance? What if this turns out to be the fork in the road that consigns her to the athletic scrap heap?

These are heavy decisions--at least they are for me, a soccer dad who happens to have spent years writing about the science of athletic success. Making it to the pros, the conventional wisdom says, is a consequence of talent and hard work. Best-selling books have bickered over the precise ratio--whether, say, 10,000 hours of practice trumps having the so-called sports gene. But the bottom line is that you need a sufficient combination of both. If you're talented enough and do the work, you'll make it. If not--well, decisions (and holiday concerts) have consequences.

Rationally, stressing out over missing a single practice is ridiculous. Believing that it matters, though, can be strangely reassuring, because of the suggestion that the future is under your control. Forecasting athletic careers is an imperfect science: Not every top draft pick pans out; not every star was a top draft pick. Unexpected injuries aside, the imprecision of our predictions is usually seen as a measurement problem. If we could only figure out which factors mattered most--how to quantify talent, which types of practice best develop it--we would be able to plot athletic trajectories with confidence.

Unless, of course, this tidy relationship between cause and effect is an illusion. What if the real prerequisite for athletic stardom is that you have to get lucky?

Joseph Baker, a scientist at the University of Toronto's Sport Insight Lab, thinks that the way talent development is usually framed leaves out this crucial ingredient. Baker is a prominent figure in the academic world of "optimal human development," who moonlights as a consultant for organizations such as the Texas Rangers. He's also a longtime skeptic of the usual stories we tell ourselves about athletic talent. The most prominent is that early performance is the best predictor of later performance. In reality,  many cases of early success just mean an athlete was born in the first months of the year, went through puberty at a young age, or had rich and highly enthusiastic parents.

This critique of talent is not entirely new. It's been almost two decades since Malcolm Gladwell's Outliers spurred a cohort of hyper-ambitious soon-to-be parents to begin plotting January birth dates (or at least to tell people they were considering it). Over time, the debate about what factors actually matter has devolved into a game of whack-a-mole. If physical development isn't the best predictor of long-term success, then it must be reaction time, or visual acuity, or hours of deliberate practice. The default assumption is that there must be something that reveals the presence of future athletic greatness.

Baker's perspective changed, he told me, when he read Success and Luck, a 2016 book by the former Cornell University economics professor Robert H. Frank. Frank describes a hypothetical sports tournament whose outcome depends 49 percent on talent, 49 percent on effort, and 2 percent on luck. In mathematical simulations where as many as 100,000 competitors are randomly assigned values for each of these traits, it turns out that the winner is rarely the person with the highest combination of talent and effort. Instead, it will be someone who ranks relatively highly on those measures and also gets lucky.

This turns out to be something like a law of nature: It has been replicated and extended by others since Frank's book came out. Among the most influential models is "Talent Versus Luck," created by the Italian theoretical physicist Andrea Rapisarda and his colleagues, which simulates career trajectories over dozens of years and reaches the same conclusion. This model earned a 2022 Ig Nobel Prize "for explaining, mathematically, why success most often goes not to the most talented people, but instead to the luckiest."

To Baker, these models suggest that it's not just hard to reliably predict athletic futures; it's impossible. He cites examples including a youth-soccer player for Northampton Town who missed a text message from the team's manager telling him that he'd been dropped from the roster for an upcoming game. He showed up for the bus, went along for the ride, subbed in when another player got injured, impressed the manager, earned a spot for the rest of the season, and went on to play in the Premier League. Luck takes many forms, such as genetics, family resources, and what sports happen to be popular at a given place at a given time. But sometimes, it's simply random chance: a gust of wind or an errant bounce or a missed text.

It's easy to see how luck shapes individual moments in sport--how it changes the course of a game, a series, even an entire season. But what's harder to accept is that luck might also play a role in longer arcs--not just what happens in games but who appears on the court in the first place. The more you reckon with this, the more disorienting it can be, as things start to feel ever more arbitrary and unfair. As Michael Mauboussin, an investor who writes about luck in his 2012 book, The Success Equation, put it to me: "Talking about luck really quickly spills into the philosophical stuff."

You might think that the growing professionalization of youth sports offers an escape from this randomness--that by driving to this many practices and paying for that many coaches, you're ensuring the cream will rise to the top. But the opposite is actually true, according to Mauboussin. In The Success Equation, he describes what he calls the "paradox of skill." Now that every soccer hopeful is exhaustively trained from a young age, an army of relatively homogeneous talent is vying for the same prizes. "Everyone's so good that luck becomes more important in determining outcomes," Mauboussin said.

Baker and one of his colleagues at the University of Toronto, Kathryn Johnston, recently published a paper on the role of luck in athletic development in the journal Sports Medicine-Open. I felt a curious sense of relief when I read it. My daughters, who are 9 and 11, both play competitive soccer on teams requiring a level of commitment that I had naively thought went out of style with the fall of the Soviet Union. Seeing the evidence that future athletic success is not entirely predictable felt like a license for parents to loosen up a bit--to choose the holiday concert over the soccer practice without worrying about the long-term ramifications.

Linda Flanagan, the author of the 2022 book Take Back the Game and a frequent critic of today's youth-sports culture, doesn't share my optimism. She has no trouble believing that luck is involved with athletic success, but she doesn't think that acknowledging this fact will change parental behavior. "Hell, they might double down on the investment in time and money, thinking that they need to give their child more chances to get lucky and impress the right coach," she told me.

But that sort of luck--getting a job on your hundredth interview because the interviewer went to the same high school as you did, say--arguably is more about hustle than it is about serendipity. So is showing up to every soccer practice. Mauboussin's definition of luck is narrower: It's the factors you can't control. No matter how much luck you try to "create" for yourself or your kids, some irreducible randomness might still make or break you.

To Baker, the takeaways from recognizing the role of luck are less about individual parents and more about how sports are organized. His advice to teams and governing bodies: "If there's any way possible for you to avoid a selection, don't select." Keep as many athletes as you can in the system for as long as you can, and don't allocate all of your resources to a chosen (and presumably lucky) few. When real-world constraints eventually and inevitably do require you to select--when you're anointing these lucky few as your future stars, and casting out those who perhaps sang in one too many holiday concerts--try to leave the door open for future decisions and revisions. After all, Baker says, no matter how carefully you've weighed your predictions, "you're probably wrong."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/01/athletic-success-luck/685533/?utm_source=feed
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An Act of Cosmic Sabotage

How Donald Trump tried to ground NASA's science missions

by Ross Andersen

Thu, 08 Jan 2026


A test model of the Perseverance rover, designed to explore the surface of Mars, sits in a garage at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, near Pasadena, California, in October.



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

On Mars, in the belly of a rover named Perseverance, a titanium tube holds a stone more precious than any diamond or ruby on Earth. The robot spotted it in 2024 along the banks of a Martian riverbed and zapped it with an ultraviolet laser. It contained ancient layers of mud, compressed into shale in the 3.5 billion years since the river last coursed across the red planet. Inside those layers, the rover found organic compounds. Its camera zoomed in and noticed leopard-like spots. Scientists had previously observed similar spotting patterns, but not on Mars. They'd seen them on Earth, in muds that once teemed with microbes.

The rover tucked a core sample about the size of a piece of chalk into a treasure chest in its chassis. There the rock will remain until a future robot parachutes down onto the Martian surface, grabs the chest, and launches it back to Earth. If scientists are able to inspect it in person, and they find that Mars was indeed once alive with microbes, we would know that life on our planet is no cosmic one-off. We would have reason to believe that it has emerged on many of the hundreds of billions of planets that exist in our galaxy alone. The cosmos that we look up into at night would no longer seem a cold void. It would shimmer with a new vitality.

Perseverance is among the latest in a lineage of interplanetary robotic explorers that NASA has built across almost 60 years, for about $60 billion. That's less than what Mark Zuckerberg spent on his struggling metaverse. At NASA, it paid for hundreds of spacecraft that have flown past all of the solar system's planets, dropped into orbit around most of them, and decelerated from flight speed to reach the surface of a few. These missions have disclosed the scientific qualities of other worlds, as well as the look and feel of them, to all humanity, and for posterity too.

Most of these missions, including nine of the 11 that have landed on Mars, were run out of NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, near Pasadena, California. The mission to retrieve the chest inside Perseverance was, until recently, the largest, most important project at JPL. About 1,000 people there were working on it. But it's no longer moving forward, and may never happen.

Last spring, President Donald Trump bluntly expressed his vision for science at NASA in his first budget request. Along with extensive layoffs, he called for 40 of the agency's 124 science missions, including Mars Sample Return, to be defunded, and for the surviving missions to make do with less. Among NASA scientists, the request was demoralizing; within months, its major science centers lost thousands of staffers to buyouts and cutbacks.

On a hot day in late October, I visited JPL's Mars Yard, an outdoor sandbox where rovers practice their off-world skills. The lab had just let 550 staffers go, its fourth force reduction in two years. One of Perseverance's test models sat back in the garage, resting in the shade, while its more nimble successor--a rover prototype with a llama-like neck--army-crawled over some boulders in the morning glare. A senior scientist at JPL had told me that he'd never seen the place so empty and lifeless, so drained of enthusiasm. But I was a guest in the Mars Yard, and my hosts were dutifully chipper, even when the little autonomous rover got stuck on a sand dune, even when they explained that it isn't currently slated to visit any other worlds.

Only the governments of rich countries send robotic explorers to other planets. And only the United States has sent them past the asteroid belt to Jupiter and beyond. For decades, this has been a part of America's global cultural role: to fling the most distant probes into the solar system, and to build the space telescopes that see the farthest into the cosmos. The U.S. has led an unprecedented age of cosmic discovery. Now Trump is trying to bring that age to an end, and right at the moment when answers to our most profound existential questions finally seem to be within reach.

The way David Grinspoon remembers it, the attack on NASA headquarters began with the plants. In February, a few weeks after Trump took office, Grinspoon, who was then a senior scientist at the agency, walked into a newly barren common area at headquarters in Washington, D.C. On the windowsill, the potted plants that had previously sat between models of NASA's signature spacecraft had been removed; he was told that the order to remove them had come down from the new administration. (A spokesperson from NASA said the plants were removed after the agency terminated a plant-watering contract "to save American taxpayers money.")

Grinspoon could live without the office greenery. Its confiscation was trivial, comic even. He'd been hired by NASA to lead strategy for the agency's astrobiology missions. He tried to stay focused on that, but he grew more alarmed a few weeks later, when the administration disbanded NASA's Office of the Chief Scientist, a team of six that advises agency leaders on scientific matters. DOGE officials started walking the halls. They snapped pictures of empty offices, as evidence that people weren't working. "That was infantilizing," Grinspoon told me. His colleagues put Post-it notes on their doors to let their new minders know when they went to a meeting, or to get coffee.


The interior of a chest designed to hold rock-core samples, similar to the one carried by Perseverance as it searches for signs of ancient life on Mars (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Many NASA staffers rank among the most talented people in their fields. At JPL, I met Havard Fjaer Grip, an engineer who helped develop a small helicopter that stowed away on the Perseverance rover. After the hawk-size chopper plopped out onto the Martian surface in 2021, Grip, who was also its chief pilot, got it airborne. It was built for only five flights but managed 72, and it flew all of them with a tiny swatch of fabric from the Wright brothers' Flyer 1 tucked under its solar panel. Grip led me to an 85-foot-tall steel cylinder, a simulator capable of generating harsh Martian conditions. Through its porthole window, I saw where he'd placed a new carbon-fiber rotor. He wanted to get it spinning at nearly the speed of sound. He hoped that it could power a larger chopper up and down the cliff faces of Mars.

Work like this requires world-class scientific infrastructure and skill. By April, Trump appeared to be trying to rid NASA of both. The White House had already offered government workers a blanket buyout. Janet Petro, whom Trump had appointed acting administrator of NASA, was openly encouraging staffers to take it. She began sending emails warning of impending layoffs.

Trump's budget request, released in May, called for a 47 percent cut in funding for the agency's science missions and deep reductions in staff at its major science centers, JPL and Goddard Space Flight Center. Congress hasn't passed this request, and as of this writing it seems likely to reject Trump's severe cuts. But during the crucial window when NASA's staff was considering buyouts, Petro indicated that the president's request would guide policy.

Every NASA science unit was told to draw up a new budget, Grinspoon said. It was like planning a strike on the fleet of spacecraft that the agency has spread across the solar system. If the cuts in the request were implemented, satellites that monitor the advance and retreat of Earth's glaciers, clouds, and forests would splash down into an undersea graveyard for spacecraft in the remote Pacific Ocean. A robot that is on its way to study a gigantic Earth-menacing asteroid would be abandoned mid-flight, as would other probes that have already arrived at the sun, Mars, and Jupiter. The first spacecraft to fly by Pluto is still sending data back from the Kuiper Belt's unexplored ice fields. It took almost 20 years to get out there, and the small team that runs it costs NASA almost nothing. It would be disbanded nonetheless, and contact with the probe would be forever lost. Future missions to Venus, Mars, and Uranus would also be scrapped.

A whole national endowment, funded by American taxpayers and built over decades, was at risk of being vaporized, with consequences that could linger for a generation or more. Among the "many levels of pain" that Grinspoon experienced, he found it hardest to cut back the programs that train young scientists to do the hyper-technical work of searching for life among the stars. "It's like eating your seed corn," he said.


The Mount Wilson Observatory, in Southern California, where Edwin Hubble first discovered galaxies beyond our own early in the 20th century. It is still in use by academic astronomers today. (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Trump seems to see NASA primarily as a means of ferrying astronauts to and from space. He made this view explicit in July when he asked Sean Duffy, his secretary of transportation, to succeed Petro as the agency's acting administrator. Human-spaceflight missions are useful to the president as nationalistic spectacles; he worries that the Chinese will land on the moon before Americans return there. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act increased funding for NASA's human-spaceflight centers (which, unlike the major science centers, are all in red states). But although crewed missions can inspire awe and are worth supporting, they provide far less scientific return than robotic probes or space telescopes, which are purpose-built to disclose new laws of the cosmos.

From the January/February 2015 issue: Charles Fishman on 5,200 days in space

By early summer, the people who work on NASA's science missions were decamping to private-sector jobs that pay more, but are perhaps less inspiring. Email send-offs for longtime employees dominated Grinspoon's inbox. He didn't blame his departing colleagues for taking the buyouts. The missions that they'd looked forward to working on were likely to be scratched. And they knew that they might not get the same severance if layoffs came. Grinspoon himself stayed until September, when his position was eliminated.

The eight-story clean room at Goddard Space Flight Center, in Greenbelt, Maryland, is a hallowed space. It was the main attraction on the tour that the center's most recent director, Makenzie Lystrup, used to give to visiting members of Congress, foreign heads of state, and other VIPs, before she abruptly resigned in July. In this enormous bay, NASA built the Hubble Space Telescope and the other orbital observatories that have brought the deep universe into the everyman's ken, revealing its endless fields of galaxies, its exploding stars, its black holes. No other kind of science mission can match the power of these space telescopes to unveil the universe.

The clean room's current resident, the Nancy Grace Roman Space Telescope, is currently scheduled to launch in late 2026. At regular intervals until then, vents will pump in blasts of pure nitrogen and compressed air, purging the bay of dust that might otherwise trickle into the telescope's exquisite cosmic eye. Scientists and engineers will file in, wearing white bunny suits and booties, to tend to America's next great observatory up close. Like Lystrup, some of them worry that it will be the country's last.

Americans have spent the past century and change building a series of colossal telescopes, each peering more deeply into the universe than the one before. Astronomers in London, Paris, and Berlin had surveyed large portions of the Milky Way during the 19th century, but they couldn't be sure that anything existed outside it until an American astronomer named Edwin Hubble came along. In 1919, Hubble, then 29 years old, began using a new telescope, financed by a robber baron and constructed on Mount Wilson, a pine-studded peak just east of Los Angeles. Its 9,000-pound mirror was larger than any in Europe, and Hubble used it to look closer at the blurry blobs of light that his peers were then seeing all across the sky. Many believed that these mysterious "nebulae" were small clouds of stars nested inside our galaxy. Hubble pointed the telescope at the largest of them, and for 45 minutes, he let its light pile up on a glass plate coated in a photosensitive emulsion.

Today, it is the most cherished plate in a collection of more than 250,000 kept in a vault guarded by thick steel doors at the Carnegie Observatories, in Pasadena. I recently watched a latex-gloved Carnegie staffer tremble as he removed it from an envelope. In the image of the nebula on its surface, Hubble had marked a star that he had never seen before. He would later notice it flashing repeatedly, like a firefly, in super-slow motion.

This rhythmic flashing allowed Hubble to calculate the star's distance from Earth, and he was jolted to find that it was not in our galaxy at all. The nebula hung in space an awesome distance beyond the Milky Way's far edge, a galaxy unto itself. We now call it Andromeda, and we know that it contains more than a trillion stars. In the years to come, Hubble would find evidence of a dozen other galaxies that surround us. He discovered the universe beyond the Milky Way.

But only its local regions. In 1998, more than 25 years before Lystrup became the director of Goddard, she visited its campus as an undergrad. She remembers touring the control room for the first major telescope that NASA had placed outside the distortion of Earth's atmosphere. By that time, the Hubble Space Telescope had been in orbit for less than a decade, yet it had already profoundly enlarged human vision. Like its namesake, the Hubble had run some long exposures in order to look deeper into our universe. During one 10-day stretch, it had stared directly at a single tiny pinhole of black sky and revealed it to be packed with thousands of galaxies. This image soon imprinted itself on the global collective consciousness. Ordinary people from nearly every country on Earth saw it, and came to understand something about the nature of existence at the largest scale.

In 2021, the James Webb Space Telescope launched, and once in space, it unfolded a gold-coated primary mirror nearly three times as large as the Hubble's. Astronomers have since used the Webb to see clear back to the beginning of time. They have watched the first galaxies forming. The Webb cost nearly $10 billion and took more than a decade to build. But once in orbit, telescopes are relatively cheap to maintain. After 36 years, the Hubble is still doing science. And if the Webb is allowed to continue operating, it, too, will be able to keep straining to see the first stars that flared into being after the Big Bang, until its fuel runs out around 2045.

When Lystrup received the first leaked version of Trump's budget request in April, she was shocked to see that he had zeroed out funding for the Roman. It was almost fully assembled in Goddard's clean room, nearly ready to launch. In Trump's final budget request, in June, the Roman was spared, but funding for the Webb was cut back severely, even though the telescope has a different function; the Roman's shallow widescreen vistas are meant to complement the Webb's deeper, narrow stares into the universe. According to a senior scientist who was closely involved with the Webb, the cut would put it on "life support." Without enough staff to help keep it stable and to calibrate its data, the vision of the world's most powerful telescope would be effectively blurred. And its lifespan would be shortened, perhaps by as much as a decade.

Trump took aim at another telescope too, perhaps the most ambitious in history. For decades, NASA has been working toward a giant instrument custom-made to look for life around the 100 nearest sunlike stars, including many that we could one day reach with a probe. The Habitable Worlds Observatory (HWO) would zoom in on the most Earthlike planets that orbit them. In their atmospheres, the telescope would look for the gas combinations that appear only when life has taken hold, be it microbial slime or coral reefs and rainforests, or something far stranger. To do all of this, in orbit, the HWO will need to achieve an unprecedented state of Zen stillness. NASA had hoped to get it into space in the late 2030s, but Trump's budget request called for an 81 percent reduction in its funding. That cut could push its launch, and any discoveries it makes, beyond the lifetimes of many people alive today.

Read: America is killing its chance to find alien life

As Lystrup looked over these and other budget details, she got a sense of what the administration wanted for Goddard. Among other things, its workforce was to be halved. After the request leaked, people there were openly crying in the halls. Lystrup was asked whether NASA was even going to do science anymore.


The control room at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory, where staffers exchange messages with every American spacecraft beyond the moon (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



On June 16, Lystrup held an emotional town hall. She explained that the budget request had called for Goddard to become much smaller, almost immediately, with deeper cuts in the years to follow. "I think it is very clear that this administration is looking to significantly shrink the science organization at NASA," she said. The next day, she heard that leaders at NASA headquarters believed that she hadn't been sufficiently supportive of the president's budget. She heard that there was talk of retribution, and worried that she might be fired. An official in NASA leadership called and asked her to reflect on whether she'd spoken too frankly, in a way that might be interpreted as unaligned with the administration's goals. Lystrup did that, and concluded that Goddard's staff had deserved a frank account of what was happening. She decided to resign.

At the start of Lystrup's tenure, Goddard's workforce had been approximately 10,000. When she left, it was just 6,500. Most of the losses had come in the first seven months of Trump's second term. The teams of scientists and engineers that built America's great space telescopes were being scattered. Staffers were told not to hold farewell gatherings during work hours, because they had become too numerous.

A full accounting of Trump's assault on American science will have to wait for historians, and we cannot yet say what the worst of it will be. His appointment of a charlatan to lead the country's largest public-health agency may well prove more detrimental to Americans' daily lives than anything he does to NASA. But his attempt to ground the agency's science missions suggests a fundamental change in the country's character, a turning inward. America's space telescopes and probe missions have not only torn the veil from nature. They've had an ennobling effect on American culture; to the world, they've projected an elevated idea of Americans as competent, forward-looking adventurers, forever in search of new wonders.

NASA is as prone to bloat as any other government agency, and previous presidents from both parties have tried to trim its science budget. But never so severely. They understood that although private companies can do some of the things that NASA does, they don't fund ambitious missions that have no purpose apart from answering our most profound cosmic questions. Neither SpaceX nor Blue Origin has done so once.

Trump still has another three years to shape NASA in his unscientific image. Rank-and-file scientists at the agency aren't sure what to make of his November renomination of Jared Isaacman as administrator. When the president first tapped the billionaire astronaut during his transition period, they felt cautiously hopeful. Isaacman has claimed to support science missions, and once even offered to personally fund and fly a mission to try to extend the Hubble Space Telescope's lifespan. But after Trump withdrew his initial nomination, it's unclear how much groveling Isaacman had to do to regain it. When Isaacman was asked about NASA's funding of science at his second confirmation hearing, in December, he did not distance himself from Trump's priorities. He said that he supported the president's efforts to reduce the deficit.

Congress will have the last word on NASA's budget, if its members are able to pass one. A proposed budget from the House of Representatives had called for an 18 percent cut to NASA's science missions, but the Senate's much smaller cuts look likely to prevail. In the meantime, NASA staffers are still in a terrorized state. Existing missions have been destabilized by the mass departures. Planning remains difficult, if not impossible. Whatever Congress passes, Trump could repeat his budget-request shenanigans in February, and every year of his term thereafter. He could keep the agency in a state of dysfunction until he leaves office.

NASA's most ambitious science missions are particularly vulnerable to this kind of sabotage. They have to be planned on time horizons that transcend a single presidential term. They require intergenerational vision.


The clean room at Goddard Space Flight Center, in Greenbelt, Maryland, where America's space telescopes are constructed and readied for launch (Christopher Payne for The Atlantic)



Before I left JPL, I visited its Mission Control center, the darkened, glass-walled room where NASA staffers exchange messages with every American spacecraft that has flown past the moon. Inside, rows of workstations were lit up by blue neon. They faced two large monitors displaying the status of telescopes and robotic probes all across the solar system. Near the back, Nshan Kazaryan, a 24-year-old engineer, sat in a swivel chair under a sign that said Voyager Ace.

The Voyagers, 1 and 2, were launched in 1977, before either of Kazaryan's parents were born. By 2018, both probes had left the solar system. If you picture the sun traveling around the Milky Way's center, in its stately 230-million-year orbit, Voyager 1 and 2 are out ahead of it, the most distant human-made objects from Earth. On his screen, Kazaryan pointed to data that he had just begun receiving from Voyager 1, the farther of the two. To reach us, the data had traveled at light speed across a 16-billion-mile abyss for nearly a day.

A 64-year-old woman named Suzy Dodd quietly appeared behind me, wearing a button-down shirt patterned with spacecraft. In 1984, Dodd landed her first job out of college at JPL, helping the Voyager team prepare for an encounter with Uranus. Now, more than four decades later, she's spending the final years of her career leading the mission as its project manager. Dodd thinks of the Voyagers as twins that are slowly dying as they press on into the unknown. "They were identical at launch; they are not identical now," she told me. Each has seven of its 10 scientific instruments turned off, but not the same seven. It's as though one has lost its hearing and the other, its eyesight.

The nuclear-powered hearts that sit inside the Voyagers are decaying. They spend most of their energy on their transmitters, which must keep an invisible thread of connection with Earth intact across an ever-widening expanse. The remaining juice on Voyager 1 is only enough to charge up a tablet, but it has to suffice for a 12-foot-long spacecraft that needs heat to function in the interstellar chill. Dodd and her team will sometimes turn off its main heater so that the gyros can barrel-roll the spacecraft, to calibrate an instrument. They have to turn it right back on, or its propellant lines will freeze.

The Voyagers' onboard computers have been continuously operating longer than any others in existence. There is always a little suspense when the Mission Control crew is expecting data, a fear that the long-dreaded day has come when none will come in. Kazaryan pointed at rows of values on his blue screen that were constantly updating. All of them were in white, he noted. "That's what we'd like to see."

One day in 2023, the values flashed yellow and red. There was a problem aboard Voyager 1, and no obvious fix. Only four full-timers are staffed on the Voyager mission now, but thousands of people have worked on it previously. "Many of them are no longer with us," Dodd said. But the living alumni are a rich repository of mission lore: They went into their garages or storage units and rummaged through old boxes of Voyager paperwork. The archival memos that they dug up helped the team fix the anomaly. Voyager 1 was able to keep describing the alien properties of the interstellar realm. It can keep counting the charged particles that fly in from exploding stars on the other side of the galaxy. It can continue to give us a sense of the magnetic fields out there.


JPL, which has lost more than 1,000 scientists, engineers, and other staff members in the past two years



Even before the Voyagers left the solar system, they had blessed us with a fresh vision of our immediate cosmic environment. They discovered Jupiter's rings and hundreds of erupting volcanoes on its moon Io. They revealed the cracking patterns that cover icy Europa, another moon, hinting at its ocean. They caught Saturn's moons creating braiding patterns in its rings. Their close-ups of Uranus and Neptune were beamed to screens all around the world. Before crossing the barrier that divides the sun's sphere of influence and the rest of the galaxy, Voyager 1 turned its camera back toward us and snapped a picture of Earth suspended in a sunbeam.

Then it went rushing away. An astrophysicist recently used a computer simulation to calculate its future trajectory, and determined that it has some chance of being ejected into intergalactic space when the Milky Way and Andromeda merge, billions of years from now. It could be the final surviving artifact of human existence. Even if the Voyagers go dark tomorrow, they will long testify to the reach of America's scientific imagination, and the daring of its engineers. NASA's exploration of the solar system may be what most recommends our civilization to the future.

Dodd told me about a letter she'd received from a 4-year-old girl. Inside the envelope, the girl had tucked a drawing of a new mission, Voyager 3, with several instruments bolted onto the probe, including a vacuum for retrieving interstellar dust. I asked Dodd why there hasn't yet been a Voyager 3. She disputed the premise. The more recent probes that NASA has sent to Jupiter and Saturn are the Voyager mission's children, she said. The spacecraft that is now on its way to look closer at Europa's ocean is its grandchild. That lineage is now endangered. But Dodd hopes that it will continue. She hopes that the Voyagers' great-grandchildren will fly faster, and one day streak by their ancestors out in interstellar space, on their way to other stars.



This article appears in the February 2026 print edition with the headline "Grounded."
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The View From the Palisades

A year is only the beginning of recovery from disaster.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




This weekend, I stood on a bluff in the Palisades where houses used to be. Los Angeles rose to my left, and the sky had the dramatic clouds we get in the winter when it rains, as it has for a few weeks. The hillsides have turned to Irish green, but the burn scar, below, is still black. Twice, when my family drove past during the holidays, our phones blared with evacuation alerts for possible mudslides and flooding. Since last January, whenever the rain has been heavy, people living near the burn areas have had to sandbag their homes and field evacuation warnings.



Where the Pacific Coast Highway runs through the burn area, the speed limit slows to 25 miles an hour, and building equipment is scattered along the shoulder. What used to be the Malibu Feed Bin--a red barn where one could find both horse feed and a gigantic metal sculpture of a giraffe--is now a collection of temporary offices for the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power's utilities-rebuilding projects. Inside the Palisades, most of the old landmarks are gone. The Building Block--a 1920s Spanish Colonial building known for being light pink, like the inside of a conch shell--has a piece of its facade still standing.



In the year since the fire, the Army Corps of Engineers has hauled away millions of tons of debris, in what the governor's office has called the fastest major-disaster cleanup in American history. Most lots are empty now; the city of L.A., which oversees most of the Palisades, has approved rebuilding plans for about 14 percent of the homes destroyed, according to the Los Angeles Times. Paradise moved more slowly toward rebuilding after the 2018 Camp Fire, and Santa Rosa, after the 2017 Tubbs Fire, went much more quickly. Almost 80 percent of the homes lost in the Tubbs have been rebuilt; in Paradise, about a quarter of homes have come back.



Each disaster is different, Kathryn McConnell, who studies wildfire rebuilding at the University of British Columbia, told me: Population size, socioeconomics, and land value all can influence the rate at which a community recovers. But no matter what, a year--even though it can feel like many more when you're waiting to return home--is not very long in the timeline of disaster recovery.



I saw very few people in the Palisades this past weekend, but the community had left messages on the houses and businesses. A banner on a garden gate: Thank you to all our wonderful neighbors! We can rebuild this beautiful town together. On an elementary school: Returning in January 2028. The CVS, which was spared by the fire, still had signs up from its grand reopening in August. (Across the street, a notice from the L.A. Department of Water and Power read DO NOT DRINK THE TAP WATER.) One of the more frequent lawn signs I saw on empty lots was THEY LET US BURN, a call to come to a protest against city and state agencies that's happening this morning. There were many FOR SALE signs, and then, over and over again, ones that read instead, This home will rise again.



Paul Horvitz, a lifelong friend of my father whose ranch home of 45 years burned in the fire, was among the first homeowners in the Palisades to get a rebuilding permit. It helped that he's a mortgage lender and knows more about the real-estate system than many people: Once the rain ends, he will be ready to start construction on his house, which will no longer be surrounded by bougainvillea but will be made entirely of fire-resistant materials. Other Palisades Fire survivors are entering the permitting tedium that survivors of the 2018 Woolsey Fire, in Malibu, have been navigating for years--finding out, for instance, that the plans they used in the '70s are no longer up to code, or that they'll need to raise their coastal home higher off the sand to comply with upgraded flood-elevation guidelines. Even a wealthy place like Malibu might rebuild slowly, in part because its geography is so complicated. About 600 homes burned there last year, and about one-third of the owners have put in permit applications. As of New Year's Eve, only 22 homes have been approved to rebuild.



But rebuilding is only one way to measure recovery. In Malibu, my childhood friends and I realized that all of the restaurants where we'd normally gather at the holidays had burned. In Altadena, a chef whose restaurant survived the Eaton Fire, told CBS that when he goes to work, he thinks, This was a neighborhood restaurant. It always has been. And now there's no neighborhood. Jennifer Champion and her family lost their house but have moved into a condo in one of the Palisades' more intact neighborhoods; still, she says not a day goes by that she doesn't think about how much the fire took. Families of the 12 people killed in the Palisades Fire will gather for a ceremony today.

Read: The place where I grew up is gone

Everyone wants to make the next fire less brutal. Michael Rohde, an emergency-management consultant and a retired battalion chief with the Orange County Fire Authority, grew up just south of L.A., where he could see a fuel break the width of eight bulldozers on Mount Wilson. These types of clearings are meant to slow fires down by limiting the material they have to burn, but a large, indiscriminately placed fuel break like that probably won't do much good when winds can carry embers for miles, Rohde told me. In Southern California in particular, clearing away strips of flammable brush could actually make the problem worse by inviting invasive grasses, Max Moritz, a wildfire specialist with the University of California Cooperative Extension, told me. He and other researchers have been beating this drum for decades. Already, the too-frequent fires in L.A. create an opening for these species to grow back instead of the native chaparral, Alexandra Syphard, an ecologist for the Conservation Biology Institute, told me. These are the grasses making the hills green right now, but by the summer, they dry into brown fuels that ignite more easily than the native plants.



Fuel breaks can still help during a fire, researchers and firefighters both told me, when placed along roadways and directly around housing developments where firefighters can access them. But the breaks need to be used more sparingly than they might be in forested land, and placed more deliberately. As part of the area's recent fire-resiliency projects, public-land organizations have now been working on smaller, strategically placed breaks. Michael O'Connell, the president of Irvine Ranch Conservancy, told me that the IRC and its partners are developing some fuel breaks that replace nonnative grass with heavier, less flammable shrubs and cacti. Still, only recently has the state begun to manage Southern California fires as their own distinct problem. What works in the forests of Northern California, where fires are fueled by the forest itself, might not do as much in Southern California, where the most destructive fires are propelled by strong winds.



Those winds will return here; some of the people, homes, businesses, and routines will too. But many will not. Horvitz told me that some of his neighbors are still deciding whether they'll come back. One who already moved away worried the place would just burn again; another had lived there for decades and took the fire as a sign it was time to go. Along one stretch of the Pacific Coast Highway, the Reel Inn (a restaurant with surfboards in its rafters, and good fish tacos), Wylie's Bait and Tackle (a shack opened by Bill Wylie in the '40s, now owned by his granddaughter), and the Topanga Ranch Motel (bungalows from 1929, where Malibu kids would wait for the school bus) all burned and are now behind a chain-link fence. California State Parks, which owns the land, told at least the Reel Inn that it would not be renewing the business's lease; then, after a local uproar, it told the restaurant it wanted to figure out a path forward. For the moment, when I drive on PCH at night, silhouettes of bare bluffs and hills, just barely darker than the sky behind them, line one side of the road. On the other side used to be homes. Now I can see the ocean.
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The Giant, Voracious Sea Lions That Humans Cannot Stop

Killing the protected animals may be the only way to stop them from eating too many of the Pacific Northwest's endangered salmon.

by Katherine J. Wu

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




Of all the schemes that humans have devised to keep sea lions from gorging on the salmon of the Columbia River basin, none has worked for long. Local officials and researchers have chased sea lions with boats and peppered them with rubber bullets; they've detonated noisy explosives. They've outfitted the docks where the animals like to rest with uncomfortable spinners, electrified mats, flailing tube men, and motion-activated sprinklers. ("Very surprisingly, they don't like to get wet on land," Casey Clark, a marine-mammal biologist at the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, told me.) At one point, the Port of Astoria dispatched a 32-foot fiberglass replica of sea lions' primary predator, the orca, outfitted with real orca sounds, that almost immediately capsized. Scientists have captured sea lions and released them thousands of miles away, as far as Southern California. No matter the tactic, the result is largely the same: Within weeks, or sometimes even hours, the sea lions swim right back.

The waterways of the Columbia River basin, full of dams that corral salmon in tight spaces, are just too easy of a hunting ground for the sea lions to spurn. In especially hard-hit sections of the Columbia River, sea lions have eaten close to half of the spring Chinook run. "That's a devastating amount of fish," Jeremy Cram, the salmon-recovery coordinator at the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, told me--both for the region's highly vulnerable fish and for the humans who want to catch and eat them.

So in recent years, officials made sea-lion removals more permanent, which is to say, more deadly. Since 2020, the states of Washington, Oregon, and Idaho, as well as a handful of local tribes, have trapped and euthanized more than 200 sea lions in and around the Columbia River--and have still fallen short of the limits allowed by federal law. With sea lions still eating thousands of salmon each spring at sites such as the Bonneville Dam, near Portland, some local fishers, tribal members, and politicians are pushing for the mammals' body count to rise. "Ask yourself: Why? Why are these numbers so small?" Marie Gluesenkamp Perez, who represents Washington's Third Congressional District, said at a hearing about the sea lions last month.

Not everyone agrees that more kills are needed. But at this point, all else has failed. To preserve the region's salmon, more sea lions must go.



Sea lions have never been salmon's primary threat: That honor belongs to us. More than a century of overfishing, industrialization, and hatchery mismanagement has brought several populations of salmon and their close relative the steelhead to critically low levels in the Pacific Northwest. To spawn, salmon must swim hundreds or even thousands of miles upstream from the ocean, and in the Columbia River and its many tributaries, their path is obstructed by a massive network of hydroelectric dams. Ladders can help fish circumvent these obstacles, but learning to navigate them can take the animals days. In a highly built world, salmon have a far harder time reproducing and surviving than they used to have.

Over the past 40 years, the United States has poured $9 billion into reversing the basin's salmon and steelhead declines and currently spends more on those efforts than on any other endangered animal in the country. But efforts to mitigate human harms--restricting harvests, remodeling dams, breeding salmon in hatcheries--are yielding diminishing returns. Climate change has made habitat-restoration efforts more challenging, as have pollution from pesticides and even toxic tire dust. Conservationists aim to restore the annual number of returning adult salmon and steelhead to 5 million, but the population, on average, has been stagnant at around 2 million for decades.

Rehabilitating a river can take years to produce an effect, but cull a few sea lions from a dam, "and there's a benefit the next day," Clark said. In 2017, winter steelhead populations at Oregon's Willamette Falls seemed almost certain to soon go extinct, Michael Brown, the marine-mammal program leader at the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, told me. But after agency officials euthanized 33 adult male sea lions at the falls, the number of steelhead reaching their destination went from hundreds to thousands.

Read: In one place, for one fish, climate change may be a boon

Plus, killing a handful of sea lions can steer many more away from a site. In the same way that they quickly deduce that tube men can't hurt them (in fact, some animals end up simply cuddling the warm fans that power them), sea lions notice when their peers venture upstream and fail to come back. After the lethal removals at Willamette Falls and the Bonneville Dam began, far fewer sea lions returned to the sites than the number that researchers expected. Nathan Pamplin, the director of external affairs at the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, told me the department estimates that sea-lion removal costs $203 for each fish saved--pricey, but no more expensive than other salmon-recovery efforts.

Still, the process of lethal removal is cumbersome. Under the 1972 Marine Mammal Protection Act, sea lions must be euthanized by a trained professional--a process that requires trapping the animals, which can weigh up to 2,000 pounds, then herding them onto a barge for transfer to a nearby facility. Robert DeLong, a former National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration researcher who has studied sea lions for decades, told me that removal teams, which must activate the traps manually, could at first snare the animals during daylight hours. But some sea lions began sneaking out before the sun rose, requiring teams to entrap and handle them under low-light conditions--"a human-safety issue," he said. A crew of about eight people, working from around 4:30 a.m. until the early afternoon, might be able to trap, kill, and necropsy just two to five sea lions in this manner, Doug Hatch, a fisheries scientist at the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, told me.

Gluesenkamp Perez told me she thinks the sea-lion-removal process should be simpler. Her preferred alternative is firearms--"engaging with these animals as animals, and not treating it like a petting zoo," she said. Currently, shooting sea lions is illegal, but that hasn't stopped locals from trying. Of the many sea-lion corpses that DeLong has necropsied for research, "the majority of those animals have pieces of buckshot or bird shot or rifle slugs in their musculature," he told me. In the mid-aughts, Hatch said, firearms were quickly dismissed as a removal method at the Bonneville Dam because using them would have meant shutting down the interstate highway that runs past the dam, as well as clearing people out of the site, which is open to the public. But some tribes in the Pacific Northwest have been discussing using firearms to harvest sea lions and other pinnipeds for subsistence, as Alaskan Natives do, Cecilia Gobin, a conservation-policy analyst at the Northwest Indian Fisheries Commission, told me. Ultimately, Gobin argues, like Gluesenkamp Perez does, "If we are going to take these animals, the most humane way seems to be not to trap them, remove them to some off-site location, and euthanize them, but to have more of a targeted kill."



Before the Marine Mammal Protection Act passed, in 1972, sea lions were in trouble, too. Years of overfishing had depleted their prey, and humans killed them for sustenance or in disputes over fish. But over the past half century, many local populations have rebounded, in large part by chasing their favorite foods inland.

The fact that sea lions are faring better than salmon has made it easier for humans to side with the fish. But regardless, salmon seem to hold more intrinsic value to us. In the state of Washington alone, the annual salmon harvest is worth roughly $14 million. Many Pacific Northwest tribes have subsisted on the fish for millennia and have woven them into their religions and languages. The right to harvest fish is enshrined in their treaties, but "there's no way that somebody can sustain themselves as a fisher anymore," Aja DeCoteau, the executive director of the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, told me. Some tribes in the region that traditionally hold First Salmon feasts to welcome the arrival of spring salmon from the ocean have waited for their catch in vain, forcing them to ask other tribes to donate a fish, Gobin said.

Sea lions are also ecologically essential, but not as much as salmon are. Researchers estimate that roughly 140 other species depend on salmon for food; among them are the Pacific Northwest's critically endangered southern resident orcas--making sea-lion removals "management of a protected species to benefit a protected species, which may then benefit a protected species," Clark told me.

From the July 1946 issue: The salmon rise

By law, the number of sea lions that can be lethally removed from the Columbia River basin is far below the number that researchers think would impede the animals' recovery. But some scientists are hesitant to scale up to even those allowable levels. Although sea lions do appear to be measurably depleting salmon at some sites, including the Bonneville Dam and Willamette Falls, the evidence is shakier elsewhere in the region. Plus, removing sea lions from this delicate system may simply allow another predator to swoop in, including the many birds and other fish that also prey on salmon working their way through ladders. Alejandro Acevedo-Gutierrez, a biologist at Western Washington University, told me he worries that pinnipeds have become an inadvertent scapegoat for salmon's larger issues, simply because sea-lion-on-salmon predation events--loud, violent affairs in which the mammal beats the fish on the surface of the water, then noisily gnaws its flesh--are more visible than the effects of climate change.

Perhaps the sea lions' greatest crime is indulging in salmon that humans would rather be feasting on. "We invested so much into all of this," John North, the deputy fish-division administrator at the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, told me. Decades of work and billions of dollars deep into salmon recovery, humans cannot allow the fish's comeback to fall apart just because hungry sea lions have swum too far upstream. But salmon protection has never been only about keeping the fish safe. If salmon levels rebound, we can and will eat more of them, Cram said: "The real predator that those fish would go to is us."
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Hires Adam Harris to Host New Weekly Video Podcast

Harris was previously a staff writer covering education.

Wed, 07 Jan 2026


Adam Harris



The Atlantic is announcing that Adam Harris is returning to staff to host and develop a new weekly video podcast, which will be the third recent video podcast from The Atlantic. Adam was a staff writer at The Atlantic for six years covering higher education and national politics, and remained a contributing writer when he joined New America in 2024 as a senior fellow with the Education Policy program.
 
 The forthcoming show follows the 2025 launches of the video podcasts Galaxy Brain and The David Frum Show. Coming Friday is the third season of Autocracy in America, and last year, The Atlantic released How to Age Up, part of the long-running How To franchise, and No Easy Fix, a three-part Radio Atlantic series, which was named one of Apple Podcasts' 10 best shows of 2025.
 
 Adam is the author of The State Must Provide, released in 2021. He is currently working on his second book, Is This America?, a history of the South's role in politics and how the region shapes us as a nation--but not always in the ways we assume it does. He was previously a reporter at The Chronicle of Higher Education, focusing on federal education policy and historically Black colleges.
 
 Recent editorial hires at The Atlantic include staff writers Will Gottsegen, Henry Grabar, Jonathan Lemire, Lily Meyer, Luis Parrales, Alex Reisner, Judith Shulevitz, Simon Shuster, and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez; and senior editors Paul Beckett, Emily Bobrow, Adam Kirsch, Michael Leibel, Chris Suellentrop, and Katie Zezima.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s Jamie Thompson and Jeffrey Goldberg on Five Years Since Jan. 6: 'Is This What Patriotism Looks Like?'



Tue, 06 Jan 2026




On the fifth anniversary of the January 6 insurrection, The Atlantic's staff writer Jamie Thompson examines why a former Marine and retired NYPD officer would assault a fellow cop that day--profiling both the insurrectionist, Thomas Webster, as well as an officer who was assaulted on January 6, Daniel Hodges. Thompson's piece, "Is This What Patriotism Looks Like?," The Atlantic's February cover story, is accompanied by editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg's "The Triumph of Indecency," on the importance of being appalled by Donald Trump's pardoning of the insurrectionists.
 
 Goldberg, who attended the January 6 rally on the Ellipse, writes that "the pardoning by Trump of his cop-beating foot soldiers represents the lowest moment of this presidency so far, because it was an act not only of naked despotism but also of outlandish hypocrisy. By pardoning these criminals, he exposed a foundational lie of MAGA ideology: that it stands with the police and as a guarantor of law and order. The truth is the opposite." Goldberg continues: "Much has been said, including by me, about Trump's narcissism, his autocratic inclinations, his disconnection from reality, but not nearly enough has been said about his fundamental indecency, the characteristic that undergirds everything he says and does."
 
 Thompson's cover story begins in the early-morning hours of January 5, 2021, when Thomas Webster, then 54, drove south on I-95 toward Washington, D.C. Thompson writes that Webster had been conflicted about whether to attend the "Save America" rally, "but Donald Trump had used the word patriot. Webster had joined the military at 19, taken his first plane ride to boot camp in South Carolina, gotten his first taste of lobster tail on a ship in the Mediterranean. He loved the sense of purpose he'd drawn from the oath he'd sworn when he joined the Marines: I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic."
 
 Once a conventional Republican who'd thought Trump "said some crazy-ass shit," Webster had over the course of the pandemic shutdowns of 2020 gotten drawn "more and more deeply into the MAGA camp." He believed Trump's claims that the 2020 election had been "stolen," and on January 6 he used a flagpole to assault MPD Officer Noah Rathbun. Thompson writes that at the sentencing, in September 2022, "a prosecutor acknowledged that people like Webster might have been pawns in a political game, but added: 'Even if he didn't know better than to believe Trump's lies, he knew better than to assault a fellow cop, no matter the circumstances.'"
 
 After serving a little more than two years of his 10-year sentence, Webster was pardoned by Trump on his first day back in office. Thompson writes: "Webster says he barely recognizes the version of himself who drove to D.C. five years ago. Who was that man filled with so much bravado that he thought he could save the country? His days of charging into the fray are over, he said. Sometimes he feels guilty about the life he has now. So many of the J6 defendants have been divorced by their wives, disowned by their kids, fired from their jobs. By Webster's count, at least five have died by suicide. Yet he still views Trump as the best hope for cleaning out the deep state. 'He's the one person I still kind of believe in,' Webster said."
 
 Webster's story is contrasted with that of Daniel Hodges, an officer who was assaulted while defending the Capitol that day: "Hodges was trapped, his whole body getting crushed. His arms hung uselessly at his sides. He effectively could not move his legs. A man wrapped his hand around Hodges's gas mask, violently shoving it back and forth and then ripping it off, shouting what sounded like 'How do you like me now, fucker?' As Hodges stood there, scared and vulnerable, the man grabbed his baton and bashed him on the head with it, rupturing his lip and smashing his skull."
 
 Hodges tells his story publicly because he thinks it's important to prevent history from being rewritten. When Thompson told him that Webster still believes the election might have been stolen, Hodges was not surprised. "He doesn't think people like Webster will stop lying to themselves anytime soon. 'They can't,' Hodges said; the cognitive dissonance and moral pain would be too great." Thompson continues: "Accepting reality would mean reevaluating everything they thought they knew--that their actions were ethical and justified, that they are great patriots. Accepting the truth of January 6 would require coming to grips with the fact that they supported a con man and participated in a violent plot to subvert democracy."
 
 "To grapple with these truths," Hodges told Thompson, "would, in a very real way, unmake them." When Americans reelected Trump, Thompson writes, "Hodges felt a deep sense of grief. During 11 years of policing, he'd seen people do terrible things to one another-- shootings, stabbings, maimings. But the election results strained his faith in humanity more than any of that. After all Trump has done? Hodges thought. After all we know about him?" Both Hodges and Harry Dunn, a former Capitol Police officer, "long ago grew tired of talk about the 'shifting narrative' of January 6. 'Ain't no narrative,' Dunn likes to say. 'Play the tape.'"
 
 Jamie Thompson's "Is This What Patriotism Looks Like?" and Jeffrey Goldberg's "The Triumph of Indecency" have published at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 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
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<em>The Atlantic </em>presents special issue: 'The Unfinished Revolution'

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

Wed, 08 Oct 2025




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

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


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

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


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

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


Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview the issue's contributors.
 
 Press Contacts: 
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic 
 press@theatlantic.com
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Sarah Topol Wins 2025 Michael Kelly Award for <em>The New York Times Magazine</em> Feature on 'The Deserter' From the Russian Army

Finalists are from the <em>The Baltimore Banner</em> and <em>Bloomberg Businessweek</em>

Fri, 19 Sep 2025


Jeffrey Goldberg, Sarah Topol, and Cullen Murphy (Carl Timpone and Aidan McLellan / BFA)



Sarah Topol is the winner of the 22nd annual Michael Kelly Award for "The Deserter: An Epic Story of Love and War," published last year by The New York Times Magazine. Topol's moving, five-part feature is about a combat officer who deserted from the Russian army and, together with his wife, defected to the West; Topol also spoke with 18 other Russian defectors for her reporting.

The award was announced this morning at the 16th annual Atlantic Festival in New York City. From her acceptance speech, Topol said: "Now more than ever, we must continue to be critical, to question accepted narratives, to be brave, and to seek a greater understanding of this chaotic and dangerous time, even at personal risk. I can only continue to aspire to do so in such beautiful, sharp, original and incisive sentences as Kelly did."

In their commendation, the judges praised Topol's painstaking reporting and textured writing. Her 35,000-word narrative, they note, "has the propulsive power of a novel, offering readers a uniquely intimate look at the Russian military, its history, its corruption, and the horrific demands placed on soldiers." Topol is a contributing writer at The New York Times Magazine. She will be awarded a prize of $25,000.

Presented by The Atlantic, the Michael Kelly Award honors journalists whose work exemplifies "the fearless pursuit and expression of truth," which defined Michael Kelly's own life and career. Kelly was the first journalist killed in the course of the Iraq War, in 2003. He served as editor of The Atlantic and National Journal when both magazines were publications of Atlantic Media, chaired by David G. Bradley. Bradley created the award in Kelly's honor.

Journalists from two other news organizations were recognized as finalists: Alissa Zhu, Nick Thieme, and Jessica Gallagher, at The Baltimore Banner, for their years-long investigation into Baltimore's overdose crisis; and Olivia Carville and Cecilia D'Anastasio, at Bloomberg Businessweek, for their urgent reporting on children's online safety.

Five judges selected the winner and the finalists: Mark Feeney, a Pulitzer Prize-winning critic and writer at The Boston Globe; Tyler Austin Harper, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Hannah Dreier, a past winner of the Michael Kelly Award and a Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter at The New York Times; Ena Alvarado, a writer and former assistant editor at The Atlantic; and Cullen Murphy, the editor at large of The Atlantic.

More information about Michael Kelly and the award in his honor can be found at www.michaelkellyaward.com.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s September Cover Story: Anne Applebaum Reports From Sudan, 'This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like'

Applebaum's story is accompanied by original photography by Lynsey Addario

Wed, 06 Aug 2025




For The Atlantic's September cover story, "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like," staff writer Anne Applebaum reports from Sudan, where a devastating civil war has plunged the country into anarchy. As Applebaum documents, the retreat of USAID has only exacerbated the humanitarian catastrophe. Sudan's suffering, she writes, offers a stark preview of what will follow the collapse of the liberal world order and the retreat of U.S. leadership: not a more just world, but a descent into nihilistic violence. Applebaum's narrative is accompanied by original photography by the acclaimed photojournalist Lynsey Addario.
 
 Statistics are sometimes used to express the scale of the destruction in Sudan: About 14 million people have been displaced by years of fighting, more than in Ukraine and Gaza combined; at least 150,000 people have died in the conflict; half the population, nearly 25 million people, is expected to go hungry this year, with hundreds of thousands of people directly threatened with starvation; and more than 17 million children, out of 19 million, are not in school. But as Applebaum writes, no statistics can express the sense of pointlessness, of meaninglessness, that the war has left behind alongside the physical destruction: "The end of the liberal world order is a phrase that gets thrown around a lot in conference rooms and university lecture halls in places like Washington and Brussels... but this theoretical idea has become reality. The liberal world order has already ended in Sudan, and there isn't anything to replace it."
 
 Among the many sources of the ongoing conflict, foreign influence is also to blame: "The disappearance of any form of international order has left Sudan as the focus of intense competition among countries that are not superpowers but rather middle powers. The middle powers send money and weapons into Sudan, hoping to shape the outcome of the conflict. Some take part in the war of ideas. Some want gold. Some are there because their rivals are there, and Sudan is a good place to fight." Turkish, Egyptian, Saudi, Emirati, Qatari, Russian, Iranian, and Ukrainian interests intersect and overlap, helping make Sudan, like Yemen and Libya, a place where antagonists from around the planet fund violent proxy wars, at the expense of the people who live there. The Chinese hover in the background, looking for business deals. Sudan's strategic location on the Red Sea, one of the world's most important shipping lanes, attracts everyone too. Meanwhile, the countries that might once have banded together to stop the fighting have lost interest or capacity. The institutions that might have helped broker a cease-fire are too weak, and can't or won't help. "We live in a very interesting, many people call it, new world order," Abdalla Hamdok, the former Sudanese prime minister, told Applebaum. "The world we got to know--the consensus, the Pax Americana, the post-Second World War consensus--is just no more."
 
 Applebaum concludes, "Violence inspired and fueled by multiple outsiders has already destroyed Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and is spreading in Chad, Ethiopia, South Sudan, and beyond. Greed, nihilism, and transactionalism are reshaping the politics of the rich world too. As old rules and norms fall away, they are not replaced by a new structure. They are replaced by nothing."
 
 Anne Applebaum's "This Is What the End of the Liberal World Order Looks Like" was published today at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests to interview Applebaum about her reporting.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Early Days of American Imperialism

Trump has upended the national tradition of claiming, however hypocritically, that foreign intervention is not about power or profit.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 08 Jan 2026




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

Exactly 39 years after Julia Ward Howe's "Battle Hymn of the Republic" was first published in The Atlantic, Mark Twain scratched out a new version. "Battle Hymn," which Twain considered "beautiful and sublime," was in need of revision. In 1901, the United States was entering the third year of a war to establish colonial rule in the Philippines, and Howe's rousing vision of a sacred national struggle didn't quite fit the moment. "Mine eyes have seen the orgy of the launching of the Sword," Twain began. "He is searching out the hoardings where the stranger's wealth is stored." The rest of the verses deal in similar substitutions: a bandit gospel for a fiery gospel; instead of truth and God, lust and greed go marching on.

Twain's satire worked because it exposed the hypocrisies of America's first embrace of an overseas empire at the turn of the 20th century. Advocates of intervention spoke confidently of spreading democracy; Twain and other anti-imperialists answered by holding those professed ideals up against the anti-democratic reality of conquest and violence. This pattern of argument would persist through the Iraq War. The guiding questions were always around what we really believed we were doing in other countries--spreading democracy, or simply exploiting people and advancing our interests? With this weekend's ouster of Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela, America has crossed into a new era, in which leaders no longer bother with the pretense.

Twain and the anti-imperialists were processing what seemed like a profound turn in American history. Prior conquest of North America was the real beginning of American imperialism, and the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy in 1893 anticipated advances in the Pacific. But the Spanish-American War of 1898--what the Atlantic editor Walter Hines Page deemed "a necessary act of surgery for the health of civilization"--commenced a new phase of overseas empire. The United States made Cuba something of a protectorate, formally annexed Hawaii, and added Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines as part of the Spanish-American War peace treaty.

For the champions of empire, 1898 presented a kind of deliverance. Americans would take their rightful place on the global stage alongside the Europeans, bringing democracy, civilization, commerce, and Christianity with them. White American men, thought to have become feminized and overcivilized by domestic comforts, could redeem themselves in the process of occupying their new colonial possessions. American workers of all kinds would be rescued from what many believed to be the dangers of excessive production, with ready markets for their goods beyond American borders. God "has marked us as his chosen people, henceforth to lead in the regeneration of the world," Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana boasted. "We are trustees of the world's progress, guardians of its righteous peace."

The reality on the ground did not match the rhetoric, particularly in the Philippines. Purchased for $20 million from Spain in the peace proceedings, the archipelago promised access to the Chinese market--and a laboratory for a benevolent theory of American empire. "If we can benefit those remote peoples," President William McKinley had asked, "who will object?" But his promise that "our priceless principles undergo no change under a tropical sun" did not survive the Pacific crossing. American forces worked to crush something they knew well--a popular uprising against colonial rule. The methods the army employed were brutal, including a water torture and rounding suspected rural insurgents into concentration camps--a tactic practiced by the Spanish in Cuba that had helped galvanize American support for war there.

Twain was horrified by the violence, but he was particularly enraged about the redemptive rhetoric that cloaked it. "We have gone there to conquer, not to redeem," he told a reporter in 1900. His many subsequent published writings opposing American imperialism (as well as his version of the "Battle Hymn," which he did not publish but was found written into a book he owned) were works of bitter satire highlighting the disconnect between the reality of conquest and the language of redemption. In "To the Person Sitting in Darkness," Twain extracted what he called "the Actual Thing"--war, violence, greed exploitation--from the "outside cover" of the "Blessings of Civilization." The United States had become "yet another Civilized Power, with its banner of the Prince of Peace in one hand and its loot-basket and its butcher-knife in the other."

The anti-imperialist movement that Twain joined was a motley gathering of both moral idealists and virulent racists who scorned even association with nonwhite people, much less their elevation. But insofar as Twain's satire worked, it did so because it presumed that American ideals mattered--and that their violation did too. Even those who were less concerned about the violence or the fate of nonwhite people could note the disconnect between America as an anticolonial nation practicing colonialism. During the 1900 presidential election, Democratic candidate William Jennings Bryan responded to Republican censure of his anti-imperial stance with the suggestion that they extend their censure to Patrick Henry, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln.

Neither Twain nor Jennings Bryan stopped the drift toward overseas intervention that had begun in 1898. Theodore Roosevelt, elevated to the vice presidency by the spectacle of his famous charge up San Juan Hill in Cuba, would tender an even more forceful expression of American power after he became president. Such expressions would only grow through the remainder of the century. But even the most strident interventionists felt compelled to temper their justifications with the language of anti-imperialism. "We don't seek empires," Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said a few months into the second Iraq War. "We're not imperialistic. We never have been."

President Trump and his administration have upended this American tradition of claiming, however hypocritically, that foreign intervention is not about power or profit. In the days since Maduro's capture, the president has repeatedly bragged about being "in charge" of Venezuela, and suggested that the U.S. might run the country for years. He has openly explained that his priority is taking control of the country's oil business to make the U.S. wealthier (a plan that's not economically sound, as my colleague Jonathan Chait points out). Earlier this week, the State Department's social-media account shared a post reading "THIS IS OUR HEMISPHERE," while Representative Andy Ogles, a Tennessee Republican, repeated the boast in a television interview on Wednesday: "We are the dominant predator force in the Western hemisphere."

The absence of urgency to empower the democratic opposition, or even to pay lip service to the goal of restoring liberal democracy within the country, marks a new form of American intervention abroad. To this administration, the show of force is a good in itself--no pandering to ideals required. With America's goals so clearly laid out, it's not clear what good satire might do, or how much use Mark Twain might be now. The administration's posturing suggests that even the oil might be beside the point. The most valuable resource has perhaps already been extracted: the spectacle of power itself.
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Robert F. Kennedy Jr. to Be Declared Honorary Virus

The ceremony will feature roadkill hors d'oeuvres, goblets of beef tallow, and a sewage plunge.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




For his tireless work promoting the cause of children's diseases, Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is being inducted into the Virus Hall of Fame today. The ceremony will feature light roadkill hors d'oeuvres, goblets of beef tallow, and a sewage plunge, and will include a memorial tribute to the parasitic worm that perished after eating a portion of his brain, but whose influence continues to be deeply felt.

In announcing the honor, the viruses praised Kennedy for being the first to buck the long-standing family tradition of fighting to better children's lives: "Where other Kennedys mindlessly rushed to broaden access to health care, advocate peace, or improve children's circumstances, only RFK Jr. had the courage to take a step back and say, 'Let's hear the other side.'"

"It's easy to love children and want what's best for them," a representative from the virus league explained. "It's hard to look deeper and say, What about the virus in that child's lung? Who's looking out for it?"

"He's been our guardian angel," a weeping respiratory syncytial virus added. "We were on the brink of destruction, and--he spared us."

The disease-spreaders commended the secretary's work altering the schedule of childhood vaccines, noting that, although technically these are just guidelines, and states and families can still make their own decisions to vaccinate, anything that makes vaccination more confusing and difficult is a big win for viruses.

"For offering a gracious home to a parasitic brain worm, even for a time, and for his indefatigable efforts to reintroduce the noble measle back into the wild, we here at the Childhood Diseases Consortium (CDC) are proud to claim Robert F. Kennedy Jr. as one of our own," a plaque reads. "For his work making the lives of those scientists still trying to do their jobs at the Other CDC a living nightmare, and for the many ways, large and small, that he advances the cause of viral disease, we offer this small tribute to our most ferocious advocate and strongest defender. Whether he is repeating the words gold-standard science until they lose all meaning, traveling the world with a personal holster of sauerkraut, or doing something we think is intended to be a pull-up, the secretary will always know that we're honored to have him in our corner. Wherever we go, whomever we touch, we feel we're carrying on his legacy."

The evening was to feature a performance by a children's choir, but too many of them are reportedly under the weather.
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Has Anyone Checked on J. D. Vance and Tulsi Gabbard?

The Trump allies who previously warned against intervention have gone conspicuously silent.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 07 Jan 2026




You could almost detect the clenched teeth and pursed lips in Tulsi Gabbard's social-media post. "President Trump promised the American people he would secure our borders, confront narcoterrorism, dangerous drug cartels, and drug traffickers," the director of national intelligence wrote on X yesterday afternoon, days after the capture of Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro. "Kudos to our servicemen and women and intelligence operators for their flawless execution of President Trump's order to deliver on his promise thru Operation Absolute Resolve."

It was Gabbard's first and only comment on the raid. She has not always been so reticent about American pressure on Maduro. For many years, while serving as a Democratic member of the U.S. House, Gabbard was a leader of the clique that fiercely opposed American intervention abroad, casting it as part of a dark imperial history.

"The United States needs to stay out of Venezuela," she posted in January 2019. "Let the Venezuelan people determine their future. We don't want other countries to choose our leaders--so we have to stop trying to choose theirs." A few weeks later: "The US needs to stop using our military for regime change & stop intervening in Venezuela's military." Still later that spring: "Throughout history, every time the US topples a foreign country's dictator/government, the outcome has been disastrous. Civil war/military intervention in Venezuela will wreak death & destruction to Venezuelan people, and increase tensions that threaten our national security." She was even clear on why the U.S. kept rattling its saber at Caracas. "It's about the oil ... again," she wrote. (Justin Amash, another former representative and a critic of U.S. intervention, recently rounded up Gabbard's past comments.)

Now Gabbard is a member of the administration, and the president whom she serves, Donald Trump, is saying openly that the whole thing is mostly about the oil. (Energy Secretary Chris Wright said today that the U.S. would control the Venezuelan oil industry "indefinitely.") She's gone from critic of imperialism to agent of it--and if she objects, she hasn't done so publicly.

Gabbard is not alone as a noninterventionist suddenly cast into a tricky position. Steve Bannon, the president's ex-consigliere, has also opposed U.S. military actions abroad. Bannon has neither the inclination nor, with a daily online broadcast, the ability to stay as quiet as Gabbard. Over the weekend, he praised the effectiveness of the military operation but questioned what comes next and whether Trump has planned for it: "So is this part of overall Hemispheric Defense, and we're going to clean up this mess in Latin America? Or is this just the neocons talking him into it?" (This position puts Bannon in line with many mainstream Democrats.)

No silence has been so conspicuous as that of Vice President J. D. Vance. One of the few beliefs that he has not been quick to jettison for political advancement is his opposition to American military interventions, which he connects to his experience serving in Iraq. This spring, in a group chat to which Trump officials accidentally invited Atlantic editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg, Vance grumbled to colleagues about strikes intended to preserve navigation in the Red Sea. "I just hate bailing Europe out again," he wrote.

In recent days, though, Vance has been not only silent but absent. He was not present Friday night when the administration set up an impromptu war room at Mar-a-Lago, and he was also not part of the press conference the next day where Trump celebrated the mission and talked about taking over the Venezuelan oil industry. Instead, the front man for this operation has been Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who was a foreign-policy hawk before remaking himself as a Trumpist; as it turns out, that wasn't such a transformation after all. Rubio's ascendance is notable because Vance and Rubio are widely understood as rivals for Trump's mantle. ("I'll give you $100 for every person you make look really shitty compared to me," Vance told a Vanity Fair photographer last year. "And $1,000 if it's Marco.")

What all of these figures understand is the importance of staying on Trump's good side. Bannon was exiled from the first Trump White House; he has since mastered the art of diverging just enough from the president that he sometimes takes flak but never gets banished from the fold entirely. Gabbard already saw the dangers of getting crosswise with the president when she implicitly warned against the bombing of Iran this past summer, before quickly falling back in line. One more break might get her sacked.

No one has as much to lose as Vance, though. He is clearly the front-runner to succeed Trump and is desperate to lead the MAGA movement once Trump leaves office, but yesterday's January 6 anniversary is a reminder of how viciously Trump can turn on a vice president who doesn't support him in all things--he even watched indifferently while a mob threatened to hang Mike Pence. Vance may not like what's going on in Venezuela, though unless he says so, no one knows. Until then, his willingness to keep his mouth shut speaks loudly. For Vance, deeply held principles are fine, but staying in power is even more alluring.

Related:

	Tom Nichols: The moral collapse of J. D. Vance
 	Tulsi Gabbard chooses loyalty to Trump
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Hegseth's Appalling Vengeance Campaign

The defense secretary's attempts to demote Senator Mark Kelly are a pernicious form of political bullying.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 05 Jan 2026




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

One indicator of a polity's health is whether a citizen can be punished merely for telling the truth about the law. The signs for American democracy are not good.

This morning, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth announced that he has begun the process to demote Mark Kelly, a retired Navy captain and NASA astronaut, and reduce his pension pay. The operative facts here, naturally, are not Kelly's past service but his current rank and service: a Democrat serving in the U.S. Senate and a political adversary of President Donald Trump.

"Six weeks ago, Senator Mark Kelly--and five other members of Congress--released a reckless and seditious video that was clearly intended to undermine good order and military discipline," Hegseth wrote on X this morning. He cited two articles of the Uniform Code of Military Justice; Kelly, unlike the other five, holds retired military status, which makes him subject to sanctions from the Defense Department.

What Hegseth did not cite was what Kelly and his colleagues actually said in the video, and for good reason. Doing so would expose the absurdity of the charge and the abuse of power involved in the attempt to demote him. "Our laws are clear: You can refuse illegal orders," Kelly said. No one in the Trump administration has disputed that this is true. A more agile or even-keeled administration would have smoothly dismissed the video as irrelevant: This is true, but of course we would never issue an illegal order. (As Kelly and his lawyers have noted, Hegseth has cited the same law about disobeying illegal orders in the past.) Instead, Trump and his aides threw a fit, dubbing the Democrats the "Seditious Six."

One possible reason for the frantic response became apparent quickly. Not only have U.S. forces been conducting likely unlawful strikes on boats in the Caribbean; late last year, several news sources reported new details about the first attack, in which the initial strike had not killed all those aboard the boat, so a second strike was ordered. The Pentagon's own Law of War Manual for service members states that "orders to fire upon the shipwrecked would be clearly illegal." This revelation made the video from Kelly and company not just hypothetical but directly relevant. It also put Hegseth on the defensive, even among Republican members of Congress, and he quickly shifted blame to Admiral Mitch Bradley, who commanded the operation.

In contrast to the language in the Law of War Manual, the UCMJ articles upon which Hegseth rests his decision to discipline Kelly are vague, involving "conduct unbecoming an officer and a gentleman" and "all disorders and neglects to the prejudice of good order and discipline in the armed forces." As my colleague Tom Nichols has noted, these provisions might apply to Hegseth's own admitted behavior while in uniform. Punishing Kelly is extremely pernicious political retaliation. It also ought to be embarrassing to Hegseth, though he seems as impervious to shame as his boss.

The censure is appealable in the next 30 days, and Kelly vowed to fight it. (If it goes through, it could cost him roughly $1,000 a month in pay, per Politico.) "My rank and retirement are things that I earned through my service and sacrifice for this country. I got shot at. I missed holidays and birthdays. I commanded a space shuttle mission while my wife," former Representative Gabby Giffords, "recovered from a gunshot wound to the head--all while proudly wearing the American flag on my shoulder," he said in a statement on X. "If Pete Hegseth, the most unqualified Secretary of Defense in our country's history, thinks he can intimidate me with a censure or threats to demote me or prosecute me, he still doesn't get it."

Kelly is one of several critics of Trump to be targeted by the administration in the past year. The administration has repeatedly sought to indict New York Attorney General Letitia James and former FBI Director James Comey; launched investigations into a major Democratic fundraising platform and prominent politicians including Senator Adam Schiff; and used administration policy to bully states that don't fully cooperate with Trump--most recently vetoing a bipartisan bill on a Colorado water project, apparently as punishment for the state's refusal to free a former local official who backed up Trump's false claims of voter fraud.

Despite Kelly's defiance, his attempted demotion sends a message, even if it ultimately doesn't come to pass. Kelly has the resources and political support to fight for his views, and he'll get plenty of prominent backers. But if a notable figure like Kelly can be punished, how can any ordinary soldier or sailor who is currently serving hope to refuse an illegal order without facing serious personal consequences?

Members of the armed forces, and retirees like Kelly, are particularly susceptible to Hegseth's abuse of power, because they can be punished by the Defense Department internally. But the chilling effect does not end with those who are serving or have served, or with the particular question of illegal orders. The administration has told the other five Democrats that it is investigating them as well. The core belief underlying all of this is as plain as it is dangerous: Criticizing Donald Trump and defending the rule of law is sedition.

Related:

	Senator Mark Kelly is in the wrong job. 
 	Trump and Hegseth's hysterical reaction to an ad




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Anne Applebaum: Trump's "American dominance" may leave us with nothing.
 	Rose Horowitch: The college backlash is a mirage.
 	A horseshoe theory of Trump




Today's News

	Nicolas Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, pleaded not guilty in U.S. federal court to drug-trafficking and terrorism charges after being captured in a U.S. military raid in Caracas on Saturday morning. Judge Alvin K. Hellerstein set the next hearing for March 17, and Trump-administration officials said they would brief congressional leaders today.
 	Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, the former Democratic vice-presidential nominee, said he will not seek reelection as his administration is coming under heightened attention over welfare-fraud investigations in the state.
 	Concerned that President Donald Trump could turn his attention to Greenland after the seizure of Venezuela's leader, Greenland Prime Minister Jens-Frederik Nielsen said yesterday that the U.S. should have "no more fantasies about annexation."




Dispatches

	Better With Time: Introducing a newsletter course from The Atlantic by Drew Goins, for anyone who wants to make their days a little more joyful.
 	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiles our writers' recommendations for literature that challenges and expands.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Rune Hellestad / Getty; Federico Parra / AFP / Getty; Joe Raedle / Getty.



The Venezuelan Opposition's Desperate Gamble

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Venezuelans have been through a lot in recent decades: the rise of Hugo Chavez, a ruinous revolution that turned democracy into dictatorship, an economic crisis that became a humanitarian one, the emigration of more than one in four inhabitants. Many people are by now familiar with the smell of tear gas and the sound of gunshots. But the sensory experience of bombs falling from the sky was for the most part novel. The Trump administration hit military bases mainly in or near Caracas; at least seven explosions killed dozens of people.
 Many Venezuelans welcomed the strikes. Before Saturday, polls showed that a majority of Venezuelans both inside and outside the country favored U.S. military intervention. Maria Corina Machado, the leader of the opposition movement, issued a statement following the American operation: "Venezuelans, the hour of freedom has arrived!" she said, adding, "Let's remain vigilant, active, and organized, until the Democratic Transition is fulfilled."
 The simplest reason for celebration is that Nicolas Maduro is out ... But there are reasons to be wary too.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	@Grok, did Venezuela "deserve it"?
 	The fuck-around-and-find-out presidency
 	Radio Atlantic: Is the U.S. running Venezuela or not?
 	The biggest question about Venezuela
 	Alexandra Petri: President Trump totally meant to ask Congress before attacking Venezuela.
 	Michael Scherer: Trump threatens Venezuela's new leader with a fate worse than Maduro's.




Culture Break


Illustration by Petra Borner



Read. Rachel Vorona Cote explains why authors can't let go of Greek myths.

Watch. In Sentimental Value (out now in theaters), the writer-director Joachim Trier probes the true purpose of confessional art.

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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Your Guide to Better Days

Introducing a newsletter course from <em>The Atlantic</em>

by Drew Goins

Mon, 05 Jan 2026




Will eating chicken parmigiana for breakfast change your life? Perhaps not. But don't you want to find out?

Better With Time is a new newsletter course from The Atlantic. If you sign up, I'll send you an email the following day at 7 a.m. ET on how to kick-start your wake-up. Then, once a week for the next eight weeks, I'll send you an email at a different time of day that could likely use a zhuzh: the mid-morning doldrums, that vanishing slice of post-work free time, all the way up to bedtime. Each edition will give you a single to-do to improve that bit of the day, drawn from The Atlantic's coverage.

I've already spoiled the first--the scandalous suggestion that you start your morning with that inimitable Italian American alchemy of cutlet, cheese, and marinara--but things get weirder and more wonderful from there. (That means no telling you to meditate, reduce screen time, or journal about gratitude. Sorry.) And yes, there is science behind it all--kinda.

This course is for anyone who wants to make their days a little better, which is to say, everyone. It's especially for anyone who, when lying in bed at night after the hours have exhausted themselves, wonders, Where do I begin?

Fine: Unless that chicken parm is a very, very good chicken parm, it will not change your life, or at least not right away. But like everything else in Better With Time, it will change your day. And what is life but a great bunch of changing days dominoed together?

Up and at 'em. Sign up to begin the course here. And preview the first edition here.
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President Trump Totally Meant to Ask Congress Before Attacking Venezuela

Oops!

by Alexandra Petri

Sun, 04 Jan 2026




For those confused about the decision to strike Venezuela, capture Nicolas Maduro, and bring him to New York City: This is actually an important phase of Donald Trump's immigration policy.

Phase 1 (ongoing) has been to remove all law-abiding immigrants who have been living in the country waiting for their asylum claims to be processed, hoping that America could be a place for them to have a better life. They now must be kidnapped, separated from their families, denied anything remotely resembling due process, and subjected to grotesquely inhumane conditions. Phase 2 is to replace them with (alleged!) brutal autocrat drug criminals from abroad who will be brought in individually (also, as a bonus, in violation of international law). That is the phase we are entering now. Phase 3, of course, is profit. With Maduro in U.S. custody, Trump will now "run" Venezuela and has promised to send in corporations to take care of its oil. Rest assured, this is not the bad kind of oil-involved regime change, where America gets mired endlessly in a war whose wafer-thin justification could barely pass Congress. This time, Congress has not been consulted at all!

The president was going to ask Congress. But then he checked his phone and by the time he looked up from Truth Social, he had completely forgotten what he was supposed to be doing. The president was going to ask but he was worried about information securi--sorry, just remembered that Pete Hegseth is the secretary of defense. Never mind. The president was going to ask, but Congress begged him not to. Please, Mr. President, Congress said, if we ever go to war, that's something I want to be informed about by my wife after the fact. Just do what you think is best, my liege!

Look, the president was absolutely going to ask but then he thought, What if they say no? He thought, There are 435 people in Congress and that seems like a lot of people to have to get permission from before doing things. Next he'd hear that a just government is derived from the consent of the governed and that's, like, 350 million people--way too many to consult before doing something like attacking Venezuela.

The Constitution does say that war powers belong to Congress. But there are important exceptions, like if the president really, really wants to go to war. Or it's the weekend. Or it's January. Or he thought he saw a spider. Or he's destroyed the East Wing of the White House to build an elaborate ballroom and has a lot on his plate.

And anyway, the president didn't want to bother Congress. He has been noticing that Congress doesn't seem to be using its authority the way it used to. Congress has the power of the purse, but instead of using that to pass spending bills, it just gets stressed and shuts the government down every three months. Congress has the power to impeach the president, but it doesn't even try to do that. Individual members try, here and there, but otherwise Congress just lies there. Worrisome! Maybe Congress is depressed! The last thing it needs is someone to remind it of all the things it is supposed to be doing. No, better not ask. Better that we Americans have exactly as much say in how this happened as the people of Venezuela.

Besides, keep in mind that, if I'm reading Trump's math correctly, the only alternative to this plan was for the entire population of the United States to perish from drug overdoses. Is that what you want? Do you want us all to perish? If not, hush.
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A Romantic Comedy of Errors

<em>Crossing Delancey</em>'s charm, a reimagined Shakespearean classic, and more culture and entertainment recommendations

by Sara Krolewski

Sun, 04 Jan 2026




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


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Sara Krolewski, a deputy research chief who helps oversee fact-checking at The Atlantic and has worked on articles about a vanished kayaker, the second Trump administration (and the president's phone calls with Atlantic reporters), and Benjamin Franklin's relationship with his son.

Sara is excitedly awaiting the New York City premiere of Romeo & Juliet Suite in March. She also enjoys watching Crossing Delancey, refreshing her Depop feed, and revisiting Picasso's Le Moulin de la Galette.

-- Stephanie Bai, associate editor





A good recommendation I recently received: My friend put the 1988 film Crossing Delancey on an end-of-year recommendation list, and it turned out to be the perfect nightcap for a dreary winter's day: a wry romantic comedy of errors that doubles as an ode to Manhattan's Lower East Side. Its love interest is a pickle salesman--utterly charming! [Related: The 10 best movies of 2025]

The upcoming arts event I'm most looking forward to: Benjamin Millepied's Romeo & Juliet Suite at the Park Avenue Armory in March. Millepied is best known outside of the dance world as the ex-husband of Natalie Portman; the two met when he worked on the choreography for her Oscar-winning turn in Black Swan. (He also has the most apposite name for a dancer: Millepied roughly translates to "thousand-footed" in French.) What tabloid dross tends to obscure is his impressive career--first as a star dancer at the New York City Ballet, then as a roving choreographer of complex, dynamic work that is rooted in balletic conventions but not restricted by them. Romeo & Juliet Suite riffs on the famous tragedy and promises to make use of the Armory's cavernous Drill Hall, like a show I saw last year in the same space: the German artist Anne Imhof's Doom: House of Hope. That, too, was partially based on Romeo and Juliet and featured a cast of elite dancers. Spectators were meant to wander the warehouse-like venue and mingle with the performers (think Sleep No More with pointe shoes).

Part of the appeal of restaging Romeo and Juliet lies in its familiarity. There's room to play (both Imhof and Millepied have excised characters and incorporated live video into their performances), but the core of the narrative--forbidden love--remains the same, providing a kind of structural integrity. And I'll never tire of Sergei Prokofiev's brilliant score, which accompanies Millepied's production. Prokofiev fiddled with the source material as well: His original ballet in 1935 had the two lovers reunite and live happily ever after. [Related: Hands off Shakespeare]

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: One of the perks of working in research is making sojourns to The Atlantic's archive, where many gems are hidden. For one: Agnes de Mille, an icon of American dance, was an Atlantic contributor in the mid-20th century, and her ardent tribute to the choreographer Martha Graham is among the great works of American dance writing. It's also a vivid profile of an irascible, legendary artist--one who "could not be bought or pushed or cajoled into toying with her principles," and who "never slept for two nights" before a performance, apparently.

I'd be remiss if I didn't also mention my former journalism professor Kate Bolick's 2011 cover story, "All the Single Ladies." It's a terrifically engaging read--playful yet interrogatory--that remains as relevant as ever in our age of "heteropessimism" and dating-app malaise.

Best novel I've recently read: I just finished Barbara Comyns's The Juniper Tree, a short but haunting novel loosely based on a lesser-known Brothers Grimm tale. Comyns is herself a lesser-known British writer whose eccentric work is reminiscent of Jean Rhys's novels about female anomie, albeit with a distinctly British sensibility. The Juniper Tree's protagonist carries on in the face of maternal abuse, a scandalous out-of-wedlock pregnancy, and a series of calamitous events that expose the dark underside of domesticity.

An actor I would watch in anything: The prolific British actor Peter Finch, whose range is unmatched. Most will recognize him as the crazed, prophetic newscaster Howard Beale in Network, but my favorite performance of his is in John Schlesinger's Sunday Bloody Sunday, in which he portrays a prim-and-proper doctor locked in a very bohemian love triangle. (He also makes a scene-stealing appearance in Schlesinger's sumptuous Far From the Madding Crowd.)

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Feeding my algorithm on Depop, an app that is sort of like a Room of Requirement for secondhand clothes. Although I've had little success in flogging my own wares, I've become a highly proficient purchaser.

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on a topic: After two middle schoolers died while subway surfing in October, The New Yorker's Doreen St. Felix wrote about the oft-fatal trend among New York City teens. She draws on her own experiences growing up in the city to shed light on what might be driving the phenomenon, and how deterrence methods tend to rely on aggressive surveillance practices that may be more punitive than effective.

A painting that I cherish: I'm partial to Picasso's Le Moulin de la Galette (on view at the Guggenheim in New York City), which he painted around 1900. It bears the influence of Impressionism and is totally unlike any of his later, more famous work--but there is something surreal and captivating about the cafe patrons' blurred, masklike faces, hinting at the experimentalism to come in his career. Plus, these folks seem to be having a really fun night.

An author I will read anything by: Elizabeth Hardwick is perhaps the only writer who could tackle such disparate subjects as the Menendez brothers, Herman Melville, and the city of Boston--which she despised enough to excoriate in a savage takedown--and make every essay sing. Open her Collected Essays to any page, and you'll discover a sentence so authoritative and crystalline that reading it feels like a small religious experience. (Here's one I just found: "Power, the most insidious of the passions, is also the most cunning.")





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The people who marry chatbots
 	Reading is a vice.
 	What Dante is trying to tell us




The Week Ahead

	Greenland 2: Migration, a postapocalyptic action movie starring Gerard Butler, about a family who fights to survive after a comet strikes Earth (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 2 of The Pitt, a medical series in which each season covers a day working at a Pittsburgh hospital (premieres Thursday on HBO Max)
 	American Reich, by Eric Lichtblau, a Pulitzer Prize winner who examines what a 2018 murder in Orange County, California, reveals about the resurgence of white supremacy (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic*



Albert Einstein's Brilliant Politics

By Joshua Bennett

As Albert Einstein wrote elegantly about our experience of time and space, he also devoted his days to the process of social transformation: the question of how one world becomes another. He was concerned about not just the perils of progress--including modern science's role in the creation of apocalyptic weapons--but also the promise of a more just society. From his very first years in the United States, Einstein wrote powerfully in opposition to American segregation, drawing on his personal experience of Nazi persecution as well as his ties to the long-standing African American community in Princeton, New Jersey, where he lived. In 1946, deep in the Jim Crow era, he visited the nation's first degree-granting historically Black institution, Lincoln University, where he gave talks and accepted an honorary degree. Eighty years later, after searching through the archives of his correspondence that are housed in Princeton, I'm reflecting on the full scope of what we have inherited from him.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	A bizarre, challenging book more people should read
 	Where Stranger Things lost itself
 	The sad dads of Hollywood
 	Five books about going out that are worth staying in for






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Tom Nichols on Trump's "Operation Iranian Freedom"
 	Trump almost has a point about the Federal Reserve.
 	The case of Alaa Abd el-Fattah is a test of Britain's values.




Photo Album


People watch as Hawaii's Kilauea volcano erupts on May 11, 2025. (Gary Miller / Getty)



These are scenes from the wide variety of volcanic activity on Earth over the past year.



Stephanie Bai 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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Books That Open the Mind

Our writers' recommendations for literature that challenges and expands

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 03 Jan 2026




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.


Challenge has become a dirty word in literary circles, Robert Rubsam wrote recently: "This era of declining literacy and unsteady sales has led publishers to seek out writing that is summarizable, adaptable." But books that demand effort, Rubsam argues, can help us encounter new possibilities in both literature and life.

"Whatever the limitations of the marketplace, great writing remains as capable as ever of breaking open your sense of the world and your place in it," Rubsam writes. Today's newsletter rounds up some of our recommendations for books that will challenge you and grab your attention.



On Reading Habits

A Bizarre, Challenging Book More People Should Read

By Robert Rubsam

The true pleasure of literature can be found in demanding works such as Your Name Here, by Helen DeWitt and Ilya Gridneff.


Read the article.

Five Books That Offer Readers Intellectual Exercise

By Ilana Masad

Each of these titles exercises a different kind of reading muscle so that you can choose the one that will push you most.


Read the article.

Seven Books That Will Make You Put Down Your Phone

By Bekah Waalkes

These titles self-consciously aim to grab their reader's attention. (From 2023)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	A reading resolution you can keep: Aim to bump older, culturally important, or much-recommended works to the top of your to-be-read list, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	Read these six books--just trust us: Each title richly rewards readers who come in with little prior knowledge.




Other Diversions

	Reading is a vice.
 	One weird trick to feel more relaxed at home
 	The cult of Costco




PS


Courtesy of Dave B



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Walking near my house in Seattle on a rainy fall day, I saw a number of leaves stuck to the sidewalk with rain beaded on them. This one was my favorite," Dave B., 65, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The President's Busy Holiday

Donald Trump spent the past few weeks doubling down on foreign interventions.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 02 Jan 2026




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.


Donald Trump spent the holidays drifting further and further from the "America First" doctrine he campaigned on. The president who once promised to disentangle the United States from foreign conflicts has turned his focus abroad: On Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, respectively, the U.S. bombed a dock in Venezuela and struck ISIS militants in Nigeria. And this morning, just over six months after the U.S. struck three nuclear facilities in Iran, Trump threatened to deploy military force in support of anti-government protesters in the country. "If Iran shots [sic] and violently kills peaceful protesters, which is their custom, the United States of America will come to their rescue. We are locked and loaded and ready to go," he wrote on Truth Social.

Trump's statement about Iran included no elaboration or specific plan for military action. But with only a few short lines on social media, the president effectively put Iran's government on alert. "Trump should know that U.S. interference in this internal matter would mean destabilizing the entire region and destroying America's interests," wrote Ali Larijani, the head of Iran's Supreme National Security Council, on X. "The American people should know--Trump started this adventurism. They should be mindful of their soldiers' safety."

As my colleague Nancy A. Youssef put it, Trump's version of "America First" has so far meant avoiding large-scale military incursions "oriented around nation-building." But the policy has also apparently allowed for aggressive interventions around the world, both to pursue America's enemies and to aid its allies. When the U.S. conducted its clandestine operation in Iran in June under the code name "Operation Midnight Hammer," Trump gave a televised address explaining his thinking: forcible disarmament to further American security interests in the Middle East.

Other strikes can't be as easily slotted into "America First." After the U.S. launched more than a dozen Tomahawk missiles at ISIS camps in northwest Nigeria on Christmas Day, Nigerian Foreign Minister Yusuf Maitama Tuggar said the strike had "nothing to do with a particular religion." But Trump claimed in a Truth Social post that militants had "been targeting and viciously killing, primarily, innocent Christians at levels not seen for many years, and even Centuries!" (Although there have been several high-profile killings of Christians in northern Nigeria in recent years, Muslims have been deeply affected too--and it's not clear what evidence Trump is drawing on for his claim that the rate of Christian deaths is the highest that it has been in centuries.) Trump's focus on the plight of Christians abroad is in line with his explicit defense of Christian heritage at home. But these actions don't seem to contribute to immediate American security needs, nor will they bring stability to the broader region. Military insurgency in northern Nigeria has been going on for decades, and these latest strikes aren't likely to end it.

The Nigeria attack came a day after the CIA conducted a drone strike on a Venezuelan port facility. The White House has threatened Venezuela with land strikes for months as part of what my colleague Jonathan Chait has called a "slow roll to war" with the country: ostensibly a military campaign against drug cartels in Latin America, but also a kind of imperialistic push. Although Venezuela is a transit country for illegal drugs on their way to the U.S., plenty of other countries share that distinction. It could be that the conflict is a pretext for deposing the country's autocratic leader, Nicolas Maduro, as White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles recently suggested in an uncharacteristically candid interview, or for seizing Venezuela's oil wealth (a theory that Maduro advanced in an interview this week). But so far, the president's thinking remains largely unknowable.

Over the past two weeks, Trump has threatened foreign governments, unleashed military strikes in sovereign territories, and pledged his support for at least one American ally looking to conduct campaigns of its own: During a recent summit with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, Trump said the U.S. would back potential Israeli strikes on Iran. Rather than explicitly acknowledging the apparent shift in policy, Trump has simply slowed down on the "America First" rhetoric.

At the same time, his approach to announcing new foreign interventions has become more brazen. As my colleague Tom Nichols pointed out, today's ungrammatical threat to Iran arrived on Truth Social at 2:58 a.m. EST, as if it just couldn't wait. A "locked and loaded" country isn't what Trump promised, but it's what Americans should start to expect.

Related:

	Is this "America First"?
 	Tom Nichols on Trump's "Operation Iranian Freedom"




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump almost has a point about the Federal Reserve.
 	Iranians have had enough.
 	Just break your New Year's resolution now.




Today's News

	Authorities said that sparklers attached to champagne bottles likely caused a fire in a Switzerland bar that killed at least 40 people and injured 119 people.
 	Zohran Mamdani was sworn in as the mayor of New York City yesterday. He signed an executive order to rescind all orders that former Mayor Eric Adams issued after he was indicted on corruption charges in 2024.
 	House Republicans released the testimony of former Special Counsel Jack Smith, who spoke before the House Judiciary Committee on December 17 about his work on two cases against President Donald Trump.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Bump older, culturally important, or much-recommended works to the top of your to-be-read list, Emma Sarappo writes. It's a reading resolution you can keep.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



The People Who Marry Chatbots

By Amogh Dimri

I met a 35-year-old woman with a human husband who told me about her love affair with a bespectacled history professor, who happens to be a chatbot. A divorced 30-something father told me that after his wife left him, he ended up falling for--and exchanging vows with--his AI personal assistant.
 Most of the users I interviewed explained that they simply enjoyed the chance to interact with a partner who is constant, supportive, and reliably judgment-free. Dating a chatbot is fun, they said. Fun enough, in some cases, to consider a bond for life--or whatever "eternity" means in a world of prompts and algorithms.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	What Dante is trying to tell us
 	One weird trick to feel more relaxed at home
 	The question-mark mayoralty
 	The MetroCard never got its due.




Culture Break


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



Read. The true pleasure of literature can be found in demanding works such as Your Name Here, Robert Rubsam writes.

Watch (or skip). Stranger Things' final season (streaming on Netflix) settles for "compulsively watchable." Is that all we get?

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai 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 Reading Resolution You Can Keep

Aim to bump older, culturally important, or much-recommended works to the top of your to-be-read list.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 02 Jan 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books.


Recently, I went out for drinks with a young woman who wanted advice about establishing herself as a book critic. "Everyone has read less than you think they have," I told her immediately. I reassured her that in some respects, making your way through the world's great literature is a numbers game: Someone twice your age has simply spent more time on the planet--and has therefore had more time to turn pages. But no number of hours can fill every gap in the knowledge of a mortal reader, even one who's a professional critic. Someone who seems frighteningly erudite might, at this very moment, be kicking themselves for being unable to read the French canon in its original language. Someone who has devoted their life to studying poetic traditions could be totally out of their depth in a discussion of Heated Rivalry, Rachel Reid's hockey-themed romance novel (and its buzzy TV adaptation).

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Five books about going out that are worth staying in for
 	The best poetry for dark winter days
 	What Dante is trying to tell us
 	"North Road, Fall 2020," a poem by Ken Burns
 	Reading is a vice


On the happy flip side, in this line of work, you never stop learning. The English theater critic Irving Wardle once described criticism as "conducting your education in public." And this week in The Atlantic, Robert Rubsam wrote that every year, he gives himself some kind of reading challenge. "These are sometimes small--read more poetry; read older books--and sometimes quite large," he explains. "Part of my annual resolution is to devote each summer to filling in a major blind spot." While editing his article on Helen DeWitt and Ilya Gridneff's challenging new novel, Your Name Here, I decided to crib from his resolution. I, too, will aim to bump older, culturally important, or much-recommended works to the top of my to-be-read list.

Because no one can read everything, specific and achievable objectives are crucial. Rubsam finished Marcel Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, for example, by "cracking open one gray Vintage volume every June" over the course of three years, he writes. For my part, I plan to focus on individual titles instead of worrying about filling large holes. I've never read any of the great 19th-century Russian novelists, for instance, but reading all of their work in one year is far too ambitious. Starting and finishing Anna Karenina, however, is not.

One peculiar side effect of my job is that I know a lot about books I haven't actually read. In 2026, I hope to make time for titles I've encountered but never got around to reading: Ice, by Anna Kavan; Lords of the Realm, by John Helyar; Rapture, by Susan Minot; The Emperor of All Maladies, by Siddhartha Mukherjee; The Kennedy Imprisonment, by Garry Wills--and, of course, all of the Great American Novels that I haven't yet started. But I'll try not to focus too much on older books; another perk of this career is looking forward as well as back. Nothing can replace the thrill of discovering a fantastic debut, or realizing you're holding a classic in the making.




Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



A Bizarre, Challenging Book More People Should Read

By Robert Rubsam

The true pleasure of literature can be found in demanding works such as Your Name Here, by Helen DeWitt and Ilya Gridneff.

Read the full article.



What to Read

This Is How You Lose the Time War, by Amal El-Mohtar and Max Gladstone

In this abstract, experimental, and deeply romantic science-fiction novel, enemy combatants commit the ultimate sin: They fall for each other. As spies traveling through time and multiple realities on behalf of two radically different warring factions, Red and Blue communicate through secret messages. Gradually, those missives evolve from hostile taunts to flirtation and then settle on passionate, effusive, unlikely love, which runs contrary to their missions. From there, the goal becomes not winning the war but defying indomitable forces to be together. Yet neither Red nor Blue is fully sure they can trust the other. Their relationship could be an elaborate honey trap, a possibility expressed in the most striking prose. As Blue writes to Red in one bulletin: "You've always been the hunger at the heart of me, Red--my teeth, my claws, my poisoned apple. Under the spreading chestnut tree, I made you and you made me." Ironically, there's something very old-fashioned about the central conceit, which is basically an epistolary romance--but one whose letters soar across space and time. -- Carole V. Bell

Read: Five books in which romance sneaks up on you





Out Next Week

? Storm at the Capitol: An Oral History of January 6th, by Mary Clare Jalonick

? Life After Ambition, by Amil Niazi


? Homeschooled, by Stefan Merrill Block




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic*



Albert Einstein's Brilliant Politics

By Joshua Bennett

Einstein was among the first faculty members of the Institute for Advanced Study, which was founded in 1930 as an independent research center against the backdrop of fascism's rise in Europe. He was a faculty member at IAS, which was initially housed at Princeton University, from 1933 to 1955, setting down roots in the town as he and the growing institution changed the trajectory of the modern world. This fall, I'm a visiting fellow at the institute, and the opportunity has inspired me to think about the wide range of subjects he explored while living here: not just his study of general relativity, quantum theory, and statistical mechanics, but also his devotion to the cause of human freedom. His critical optimism, rooted in a rigorous scientific worldview and a deeply humanistic sensibility, is imperiled today in a cultural moment marked by broad skepticism of scientific research and the promise of higher education. If we hope to revive and reclaim this persistent hope, his story--and the ethical vision it helps to illuminate--is a good place to begin.

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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The Secret to Loving Winter

Early January can feel like the comedown after too much sparkle. But the calm that follows has its own promise.

by Rafaela Jinich

Thu, 01 Jan 2026




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


It's January 1, and the self-help corners of the internet tell me I'm supposed to wake up as a matcha-drinking, Pilates-doing goddess of discipline. Except I don't like matcha, my gym leggings are in hibernation, and my discipline is nowhere to be found. Outside, winter has the nerve to continue.

"As you stride into the first week of the year full of good intentions, you may notice a sinking sensation: The vibes are just ... off," Isle McElroy wrote in 2024. And for many of us, they are--every year. In late November, winter can feel charming: Thanksgiving offers coziness and pie and the suggestion that cold weather is just a backdrop to togetherness. December doubles down--lights, parties, rituals designed to make the early sunsets feel intentional. Then comes New Year's Eve, one last bit of glitter.

And then: January. A month so unadorned, it almost feels punitive. If December is champagne, January is the headache.

It's tempting to surrender to the slump--to assume that the dullness is inevitable. But some writers throughout history have treated this month not as dead air but as an invitation: a moment when the world gets quiet enough that you can hear your own thoughts again. Henry David Thoreau's New Year's Day journal entries, published in The Atlantic in 1885, articulate how winter can sharpen a person's senses. "The rude pioneer work of the world has been done by the most devoted worshipers of beauty," he wrote. "In winter is their campaign ... They are elastic under the heaviest burden, under the extremest physical suffering." Even the landscape rewarded anyone who bothered to notice: Frozen branches became "fat, icy herbage"; weeds turned into "jewels." "In this clear air and bright sunlight, the ice-covered trees have a new beauty," he journaled in 1853.

Other writers in the archive seemed to recognize that same hidden momentum. In 1877, the poet Helen Hunt Jackson argued that winter is where fortitude gathers. "O Winter!," she writes, "June could not hire / Her roses to forego the strength they learn / In sleeping on thy breast." What looks like nothing happening is often everything happening, just beneath the surface.

Three years later, in her "New Year Song," Celia Thaxter didn't ask the month to transform her--she simply welcomed it.

Die and depart, Old Year, old sorrow!
 Welcome, O morning air of health and strength!
 O glad New Year, bring us new hope to-morrow,
 With blossom, leaf, and fruitage bright at length.


Her January is a reminder that a new year can begin quietly and still begin well.

Recently, one writer observed that winter's malaise can be a story we tell ourselves. Maggie Mertens noted in 2023 that although being sad in the wintertime is a "prevailing narrative" in American life, the data resist that frame: National depression rates across the year remain "flat as a pancake," one researcher told her. Winter can be hard, but the belief that everyone is sadder during the season may simply be folklore passed off as fact. Taylor Kay Phillips argues that the secret to loving winter is to "first accept it, then enjoy it." Beautiful things are possible "because of the freezing temperatures and the precipitation and the wind, not in spite of them," she writes: "Snow days require snow. Cute gloves need cold hands." Winter, she insists, is "its own rich, wonderful destination," not an ordeal to endure en route to spring.

Which brings us back to our muted stretch of January. If you stop asking it to be December 2.0 and let it be what it is, the month stops feeling like the aftertaste of the holidays and starts to take on its own flavor. "When reality clashes with expectations, perhaps we should change our expectations," McElroy wrote. Accept that old habits won't melt away overnight, or by mid-January, or maybe even by March. Accept that the month will be cold and plainspoken.

January may still feel like a hangover. But a hangover isn't just the end of the night. It's the body recalibrating after excess. Let the month be quiet. Let it be simple. The doldrums may still knock--but if you meet the month on its own terms, they don't have to linger.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/secret-to-loving-january-winter/685425/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Cult of Costco

Its consistency is its superpower.

by Jake Lundberg

Wed, 31 Dec 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.

Because every day is Black Friday at Costco, I choose to go on Saturday. I like to get there early. I always park in the same spot (right next to the cart return), and wait with the other die-hards. It has the thrill of a stakeout, absent any crime or danger. When the doors open, we move toward the entrance in an orderly march. There's a small gasp upon entry--the kind of quiet awe that one feels before the most epic human achievements, as when stepping across the threshold of St. Peter's or the Chartres Cathedral. But in this place, there is no baroque majesty, no stained glass, just abundance bathed in light. In the sweep of human history generally marked by scarcity and want, here is bounty on an unimaginable scale; here is a year's supply of mozzarella sticks; here is a hot dog and a drink for $1.50; here is a monument of our civilization, in more than 600 locations across the United States.

I take the ease with which I resort to Costco talk--about produce prices in particular--as a worrying sign that I've become a middle-aged bore. But there's something happening at Costco that I think goes beyond bell peppers (note that my family eats a lot of them, and, boy, are they a bargain). Costco is a marvel not just historically but also in this moment. In an age of broken institutions, insufferable politics, and billionaire businessmen auditioning to be Bond villains, most things feel like they're getting worse. Costco seems to stay the same. The employees are generally satisfied. The customers are thrilled by the simple act of getting a good deal. All of it makes a unique space in contemporary American life, a space of cooperation, courtesy, and grown-ups mostly acting like grown-ups.

It starts with the thing you're pushing, the vessel into which you shall receive thy bounty. The cart is improbably large yet easily maneuvered through the warehouse's aisles. Through some invisible quality control, the sad and broken-down ones you find at the supermarket--unlevel, rear wheel locked, front wheel spinning--seem to be ushered quietly into oblivion at Costco. You're at the helm of a Peterbilt with the handling of a Porsche.

Traffic is never light, but things generally move along. Pushing something that large requires an awareness of oneself in space. Those who might need to consult a list or message their spouse--should I grab this brick of cheddar cheese?--seem to know to step off to the side. At my store in Granger, Indiana, where elbows are perhaps not as sharp as at some other locations, patrons appear to have an unspoken patience with the person who wants to give a bag of avocados an extra squeeze, or hold a double shell of raspberries up to the light. There are occasional expressions of camaraderie as well: "We can't get enough of that stuff," somebody might say as you load two pillow-size bags of Pirate's Booty into the cart.

You might see the bargain-hunting bonds among Costco shoppers as a function of the chain's history. To join its ranks costs $65 a year; the store's membership model originates from a nonprofit wholesale collective for federal employees called Fedco, founded in Los Angeles in the 1940s. The genealogy is complex (a three-hour-long Acquired podcast episode traces it in full), but one trait has endured: the company is animated--even as a for-profit enterprise--by the idea of bringing good value to its members. This has yielded a cultlike loyalty, such that the company can largely rely on happy members to do its advertising and marketing by word of mouth--or perhaps by wearing prized company merch. Kirkland Signature, Costco's in-house label for hundreds of products, is a kind of anti-brand that happens to be one of the world's largest for consumer packaged goods. Just buying something under its comically dull logo makes you feel like a smart shopper: You've made the wise decision to forgo a better look for a better price.

Costco is a place that encourages, and rewards, just knowing the drill--and the drill isn't hard to figure out: Move along. Don't block the way. Unload your cart onto the conveyor belt with dispatch, but leave the heavy stuff. Make the barcodes visible. Violators are never exiled, but transgression, I know from experience, is not without shame. Once, I left the cart in front of the flower display loaded down with 120 pounds of water-softening salt. When I returned, the grandmother who was blocked from the flowers (find me a cheaper dozen roses!)--well, she gave me the finger.

The veneer of civilization is always thin, even at Costco, as one is reminded before major holidays, or in the vicinity of the samples. When there's a Christmas feast to be provisioned, or half a bite of pizza to be tasted, order breaks down, and with it, spatial awareness, common courtesy, and the Golden Rule. We're circling like buzzards; we're blocking the way; we're shaking our heads at the nerve of the person who took the last three.

But the checkout restores us to our senses. At my Costco, there is usually a line to get in line for the cashier. People can game the system, but most quietly queue up, content to wait their turn to pick a register. The clerks are cheerier than they should be before this endless current of humans and their stuff. Whatever lapses I might have had in the store (did I take a second sample? maybe), here, I'm on my best behavior.

Out of the store, car loaded, cart returned, I tighten up and steel myself for the road. Have you seen the way these people drive nowadays?

Related:

	What your favorite grocery store says about you
 	The psychology behind Costco's free samples (From 2014)




Evening Read

Americans Need to Party More

By Ellen Cushing




This much you already know: Many Americans are alone, friendless, isolated, undersexed, sick of online dating, glued to their couches, and transfixed by their phones, their mouths starting to close over from lack of use. Our national loneliness is an "urgent public health issue," according to the surgeon general. The time we spend socializing in person has plummeted in the past decade, and anxiety and hopelessness have increased. Roughly one in eight Americans reports having no friends; the rest of us, according to my colleague Olga Khazan, never see our friends, stymied by the logistics of scheduling in a world that has become much more frenetic and much less organized around religion and civic clubs. "You can't," she writes, "just show up on a Sunday and find a few hundred of your friends in the same building."
 But what if you could, at least on a smaller scale? What if there were a way to smush all your friends together in one place--maybe one with drinks and snacks and chairs? What if you could see your work friends and your childhood friends and the people you've chatted amiably with at school drop-off all at once instead of scheduling several different dates? What if you could introduce your pals and set them loose to flirt with one another, no apps required? What if you could create your own Elks Lodge, even for just a night?
 I'm being annoying, obviously--there is a way! It's parties, and we need more of them.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Read. Here are the books that made our editors think the most this year.

Remember. In 2012, Emily Chertoff explored how wealthy Americans celebrated New Year's Eve in the Gilded Age.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Plan That Foretold Trump's 2025

Reviewing Project 2025's year of successes and shortcomings

by David A. Graham

Mon, 29 Dec 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.

A year ago, no one knew for sure whether Project 2025 would prove to be influential or if it would fall by the wayside, like so many plans in President Donald Trump's first term. Today, it stands as the single most successful policy initiative of the entire Trump era.

Project 2025, which was convened by the Heritage Foundation during the Trump interregnum, was not just one thing: It was a policy white paper, an implementation plan, a recruitment database, and a worldview, all rolled into one. As I wrote in my book this past spring, the authors sought to create an agenda for the next right-wing president that would allow him to empower the executive branch, sideline Congress, and attack the civil service. The resulting politicized, quasi-monarchical government would enact policies that would move the United States toward a traditionalist Christian society.

In the roughly 11 months since he took office, Trump has closely followed many parts of Project 2025, finally embracing it by name in October. Both Trump and the plan's architects have benefited: His second administration has been far more effective at achieving its goals than his first, and the thinkers behind Project 2025 have achieved what Paul Dans, one of its leaders, described as "way beyond" his "wildest dreams."

Project 2025's biggest victory has been an extraordinary presidential power grab, which has allowed Trump to act in ways that previous presidents have only fantasized about, and to act with fewer restraints. He has laid off tens of thousands of federal employees, sometimes in defiance of laws. More than 315,000 federal employees had left the government by mid-November, according to the Office of Personnel Management. Entire agencies, such as USAID, have been effectively shut down, and the Education Department may be next.

Elsewhere, the administration has slashed environmental regulations, withdrawn from a major international climate agreement, undermined renewable energy, and worked to encourage oil and gas drilling on public land. It has discarded key civil-rights-enforcement methods, dismantled anything that might be construed as DEI, and set the agenda for aggressive immigration policies, not just closing the border to many foreign nationals and deporting unauthorized immigrants but also cracking down on valid-visa holders and seeking to denaturalize citizens.

This is not small-government conservatism--it's an effort to concentrate federal power and turn it into a political weapon. Long-standing guardrails against presidential interference in the Justice Department have been demolished. The White House has fired line prosecutors, and Trump has illegally appointed his own former personal attorneys to lead U.S. Attorney's Offices. These prosecutors have brought charges against many of Trump's political foes, including former FBI Director James Comey, New York Attorney General Letitia James, and Representative LaMonica McIver; others have been placed under investigation. (Judges have thrown out indictments against Comey and James, though the DOJ is appealing those dismissals. McIver, who was indicted in June for allegedly impeding federal agents and interfering with an arrest, denies wrongdoing and has pleaded not guilty.)

The administration has dabbled in impounding funds appropriated by Congress, despite a law barring this. It has also mounted a major assault on the independence of regulatory agencies, as established by Congress; Trump has fired multiple appointees, sometimes in apparent violation of law, but the Supreme Court has allowed him to proceed. Earlier this month, the justices heard arguments in a case that could overturn or severely narrow the 1935 precedent that safeguards agency independence. We already have a glimpse of what a fully politicized regulatory environment might look like: Chairman Brendan Carr, a Project 2025 author, has used his position at the Federal Communications Commission to pressure CBS News and ABC, even trying to get the late-night host Jimmy Kimmel fired earlier this year.

Trump's presidential power grab will allow his administration to achieve more of Project 2025's ambitions in the coming year and beyond. All of this has been enabled by a Republican-dominated Congress, which has with few exceptions allowed the president to seize legislative prerogatives, and by the Supreme Court, which has repeatedly allowed Trump to move forward on his expansion of power using the so-called shadow docket.

But Project 2025 has not been a complete success. One key belief of the authors was that Trump's first administration was undercut by bad appointments and by failures to fill other roles. To that end, Project 2025 created a huge database of potential appointees and offered training courses. Although Trump has managed to find more aides loyal to him than in his first term, his pace of confirmation for top jobs trails the pace of most recent presidents. He has also seen a historic high in nominations withdrawn in the first year of a presidency.

More fundamentally, the Christian nationalism that courses through Project 2025 has been somewhat eclipsed by other priorities. The Trump administration has made few major moves to restrict access to abortion or to enact pronatalist policies, and the conservative Catholic writer Ross Douthat recently argued that Christianity seems to be window dressing in the administration's policy rather than a real ideological driver of decision making. Big Tech was a notable boogeyman for the authors, who view smartphones and social media as a danger to traditional religious values, but major Silicon Valley figures have become hugely influential in the White House.

For the Heritage Foundation, Project 2025 has been a somewhat Pyrrhic victory. Although its policy ideas are steering the administration, the think tank finds itself on the outside--a product, it seems, of Trump's displeasure that coverage of Project 2025 complicated his campaign last year. Heritage is also fighting an intramural battle over how to handle the racist and anti-Semitic strains of the right.

Another, larger question looms. For decades, American conservatives have argued for restraints on government, in part out of fear of how progressives have used power to enact their policies. Project 2025 threw that out, embracing right-wing big government. Its unpopular ideas are one reason that Republicans are facing a daunting election environment in 2026 and perhaps 2028. If Project 2025's authors felt, as Russell Vought once said, that America was "in the late stages of a complete Marxist takeover" before Trump returned to office, they may find the situation even more apocalyptic if a Democrat wins the presidency in 2028--and inherits the sweeping powers they have handed to the White House.

Related:

	The Project 2025 presidency
 	The top goal of Project 2025 is still to come.




Evening Read


The Atlantic



All Hail Dead Week, the Best Week of the Year

By Helena Fitzgerald

Christmas is over and we have arrived at the most wonderful time of the year--nominally still the holidays, but also the opposite of a holiday, a blank space stretching between Christmas and New Year's Eve when nothing makes sense and time loses its meaning ...
 In between the end of the old year and the beginning of the new one is this weird little stretch of unmarked time. For most people, this week isn't even a week off from work, but at the same time it also isn't a return to the normal rhythm of regular life. Nobody knows what to do with this leftover week, awkwardly stuck to the bottom of the year. I call it "Dead Week," a time when nothing counts, and when nothing is quite real.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Shawna X



Listen. Here are the 10 best albums of 2025, according to our music critic Spencer Kornhaber.

Read. In 2024, Amanda Parrish Morgan recommended six books to read by the fire.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Most Memorable Advice of 2025

Meditations on how to nurture and strengthen your relationships in the new year

by Grace Buono

Fri, 26 Dec 2025




The approach of a new year is an opportunity to reflect on time spent with friends, family, and partners who have played a role in your life--and how you can improve these relationships.

For parents, 2025 might have been a year that felt fraught with questions about what it means to raise a child today. In 2025, Atlantic writers explored the challenges that can come with finding child care, the debate about whether to avoid ultra-processed foods, the questions of when--or where--kids should gain access to technology, and more.

Dating, a once classic rite of passage, is also changing, Faith Hill wrote this year. Yet even as fewer young people are getting into relationships, they do believe in love: According to one study that included more than 5,000 Americans, 60 percent of single adults said they believe in love at first sight, a nearly 30 percent increase from 2014.

With a new year comes the hope of change and betterment--so let these writers help you nurture and strengthen your relationships in the year ahead.



On Dating

Teens Are Forgoing a Classic Rite of Passage, by Faith Hill








Dear James: The Men I'm Dating Keep Leaving Me Numb, by James Parker








The Agony of Texting With Men, by Matthew Schnipper








The Great Ghosting Paradox, by Anna Holmes








The New Singlehood Stigma, by Faith Hill








Three Rules for a Lasting Happy Marriage, by Arthur C. Brooks






On Parenting

Avoiding Ultra-Processed Foods Is Completely Unrealistic, by Olga Khazan








One Obvious, Underused Child-Care Solution, by Marina Lopes








Being a Dad Is About More Than Being Around, by Stanley A. McChrystal








A Tech Rule That Will 'Future-Proof' Your Kids, by Rheana Murray








Parents, Put Down Your Phone Cameras, by Russell Shaw








Bring Back Communal Kid Discipline, by Stephanie H. Murray








The Most Useless Piece of Parenting Advice, by Olga Khazan
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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on Table Tennis and Imaginary Lines

And did you know that twice a year, Hawai`i makes shadows disappear?

by Drew Goins

Tue, 23 Dec 2025




Updated with new questions at 3:40 p.m. ET on December 23, 2025.

It's a short holiday week here for Atlantic Trivia; I'll be quizzing you Monday and Tuesday, and then we'll part until the new year.

But note that Anders Celsius developed his centigrade system for measuring temperature on December 25, 1741. The first predicted return of Halley's Comet was observed precisely 17 years later. The keen mind can still accomplish a lot at Christmas.

In fact, who needs presents (I desperately ask as I realize that my online orders will not arrive before Thursday)? Isn't knowledge the greatest gift of all?

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

Tuesday, December 23, 2025

	To promote his new table-tennis movie, the actor Timothee Chalamet recently recorded a video atop what fittingly shaped Las Vegas structure?
 -- From Shirley Li's article on Chalamet's full-throttle press tour for Marty Supreme
 	The Federal Theatre Project was an arm of what New Deal agency that aimed to employ millions of Americans through infrastructure and cultural projects?
 -- From Talya Zax's essay on the democratic value of publicly funded theater
 	What film protagonist played by Saoirse Ronan begins her eponymous movie hating her hometown of Sacramento, the state of California, and even her own name?
 -- From the Culture desk's list of nine non-Christmas movies to watch at Christmas 




And by the way, did you know that those beloved Christmas TV specials of the 1960s were not always funded by the studios themselves, but by corporate sponsors? We have Coca-Cola to thank for A Charlie Brown Christmas, and we owe Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer to General Electric, which kind of makes sense if you consider Rudolph's snout an appliance.

Ironically, How the Grinch Stole Christmas was sponsored by an industry group for banks. I'm guessing the employee tasked with confirming brand alignment had already checked out for the year and skipped right over the message at the story's heart: "Perhaps Christmas doesn't come from a store."

Have a happy holiday, and see you in the new year.



Answers:

	The Sphere. Chalamet hoots and hollers as a drone shows him astride what looks like the world's biggest Ping-Pong ball. There is also, Shirley notes, the matter of the blimp--the Timmy-praising dirigible that has been circling the Los Angeles skies. Amazingly, she writes, Chalamet has managed to make his cocky self-promotion seem endearing, as only he could. Read more.
 	The Works Progress Administration. Zax writes that during the Great Depression, Federal Theatre Project performances reached some 30 million people across the United States. Its work was daring--so, naturally, when the House Un-American Activities Committee came along, it defunded the FTP. But in Ireland, the theater on which the FTP was modeled is still going strong. Read more.
 	Lady Bird. The Greta Gerwig movie is about learning to acknowledge the value of the place you're from--a nice aspiration for holiday travelers heading home. Or you can watch the masked orgy in Eyes Wide Shut. See the rest of our picks.


How did you do? Come back in the new year for more Atlantic Trivia, 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 fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Monday, December 22, 2025

	What 41-year-old American downhill skier--the 2010 Olympic women's gold medalist--this month became the oldest competitor ever to win the sport's World Cup?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's story about professional athletes competing into their 40s
 	North of 66deg30' N, the sun stays above the horizon for a full 24 hours at least once a year. This demarcating line is known by what name?
 -- From Shayla Love's story about timekeeping on the Norwegian island of Sommaroy
 	What 19th-century American author was best known for his rags-to-riches stories that he hoped would "exert a wholesome influence on his young readers"?
 -- From Jake Lundberg's story on a new Netflix series about President James Garfield




And by the way, did you know that twice a year in the tropics, the sun is positioned ever so briefly exactly overhead? Elsewhere in the world, the sun never reaches true zenith, but in the band around the equator, its semiannual appearance produces the eerie effect of shadowlessness for objects on the ground.

Look up Lahaina Noon (as it's called in Hawai`i) if you wish to be disconcerted by some apparently levitating traffic cones and parking-lot stanchions. The magic lasts only a jiffy; then you're stuck with the bummer of merely being in Hawai`i.



Answers:

	Lindsey Vonn. The skier's previous World Cup win was seven years prior, Sally writes. Watching Vonn--or the literal grandfather lately throwing touchdown passes for the Indianapolis Colts--Sally wonders how many "gladdening third acts" sports ageism has cheated us out of. Read more.
 	The Arctic Circle. Sommaroy made international news in 2019 when villagers petitioned to make the place a "time-free zone." Love traveled there this summer to spend nine days figuring out whether people can actually buck the clock. Read more.
 	Horatio Alger. Garfield's own unlikely ascendance to his Gilded Age presidency was the subject of Alger's From Canal Boy to President. Jake writes that Netflix's framing of Garfield as "a good man in an age of bad politicians" is "hopeful but perhaps too hopeful for our current moment." Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2025/12/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-13/685394/?utm_source=feed
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